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Sugarcane cultivation And

refining -

under the

Arab Muslims during the
Middle Ages.

(English summary)
By Saleh Hamarneh

Our knowledge of the cultivation of the
sugarcane extends back to about 3000 B.C.,
when it was first cultivated in India and possibly
the South Pacific Islands.

Egyptian records indicate that the cane was
known to the Ancient Egyptians but not the
refined sugar. From India in the course of mil-
lenia the use of the cane spread to many differ-
ent parts of the world, among them the Arab
Muslim countries.

It is believed that Syrian Nestorian Mis-
sionaries from the Upper Euphrates were refin-
ing white sugar by the use of ashes ir about 700
A.D. Evidence shows that mass production of
the new commodity was first introduced by the
Muslims about a century later.

The Muslims used not only honey but also
refined sugar for both culinary and medicinal
purposes, though the ancient Greeks had
known only honey. Ibn Huneyn (died 870
A.D.) refers to al Tabarzad as the first quality
sugar.

The world is indebted to the Arab Muslims
for knowledge of the sugarcane and refining
industry, especially the countries of the

Mediterranean and Europe in the Middle Ages.

Some Arab geographers and historians -
among them Al-Makdisi, Al-Hamawi, Al-
Nusayri, Al-Qalqashandi and Al-Magqrizi -
have listed the most important Muslim coun-
tries cultivating the cane and refining it as sugar
as being Khuzistan, Southern Iraq, Egypt, the
Jordan valley and the coasts of Greater Syria,
from whence it spread to Spain, South Europe
and West Africa.

In a recent survey of the Jordan Valley,32
sugar mills were discovered, all dating to the
Ayyubid-Mameluke period, and data collected
show that the cultivation of the cane was very
extensive. An Arab historian of the 5th cent.
Hejiry (11th cent. A.D.) tells us that similar
conditions prevailed in Egypt at this time. In
fact, the sugar industry was one of the most
profitable during the Middle Ages.

We conclude that the political unification of
Egypt and Syria in the Ayyubid-Mameluke
period greatly encouraged economic develop-
ment and growth in many fields, not least
among them being the sugar industry.
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