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The Eating of Locusts in
Jewish Tradition After the

Talmudic Period

The purpose of this article is to trace the process through which
the tradition of eating locusts was either preserved or interrupted
in Jewish communities from the talmudic period up until our

own times. This study is based primarily on written sources, most of
which deal with halakhic matters. Additional material of significance
was collected in the course of interviews held with hundreds of people,
particularly those of Yemenite and North African origin, who were
accustomed to eating kosher locusts (until the 1950’s) based on an oral
tradition which they had held for generations.1

The Torah considered various types of insects kosher, and permitted
their consumption according to clearly defined signs of cleanliness:

Yet these may you eat of every winged swarming thing that goes upon
four, which have legs above their feet to leap with upon the earth. These
of them you may eat: the locust (arbeh) after its kind, and the sal‘am after
its kind, and the h. argol after its kind, and the h. agav after its kind (Lev.
11: 21-22).
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The rabbinic sages listed the signs that determine if an insect is
kosher (H. ullin 3:7), and other signs were added according to a tradi-
tion.2 H. azal also dealt with the identification of the kosher locusts men-
tioned in the Torah, since by their time locusts were no longer widely
known by their biblical names and therefore had to be identified and
named using contemporaneous terminology:

The Rabbis learned: These may you eat, etc. The locust—this is govay; the
sal’am—this is rashon; h. argol—this is nipol; h. agav—this is gidan. What
does it mean “after its kind?” The term “after its kind” is written four
times in order to include the z. ipporet keramim and the Jerusalem yoh. ana,
and the arz. uvya and the razbanit. . . . And doesn’t the z. arz. ur have four
legs and four wings that bend and its wings cover its body? Perhaps it is
permitted? We learn: h. agav. Its name is h. agav (H. ullin 65a-b). 

In total, Rambam notes eight types of insects considered kosher
according to the Torah and the rabbinic tradition.3 These names, how-
ever, do not necessarily refer to specific species of insects in the sense of
contemporary scientific nomenclature, but rather to groups of insects
with specific characteristics as indicated by the rabbinic literature
(H. ullin 65a-b).

The custom of eating locusts was clearly very widespread during
the period of the Mishnah and the Talmud and is documented in many
sources. I will bring only a few examples here. The earliest text docu-
menting the eating of insects in the Land of Israel during the Second
Commonwealth is found in the book Berit Damesek. This work, one of
the Dead Sea Scrolls written by a Judean Desert sect independent from
the Pharisees at the end of the Second Commonwealth, quotes the fol-
lowing rule: “And all of the grasshoppers of their kinds shall be brought
in fire or water while still alive for this is the law of their creation.”4 A
discussion is brought in the Mishnah dealing with the question of what
blessing is to be recited upon eating the locust, govay (Berakhot 6:3).
Locusts were to be treated like fish, in that they are not involved in any
of the prohibitions concerning milk and meat (H. ullin 8:1). Locusts
were considered among the basic foodstuffs of humans5 and could be
preserved for long periods of time. Locusts were prepared for con-
sumption by detaching their wings with a knife and peeling them as
one peels the scales off fish.6 From rabbinic sources we learn that
locusts were boiled or pickled in salt and vinegar to preserve them.7

The Mishnah also describes the preparation of a “locust soup”: “Non-
kosher locusts which were pickled with kosher locusts are not ruled as
making the sauce unfit. Rabbi Z. adok ruled that the sauce of non-
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kosher locusts is pure.” 8 Locusts were pickled in special barrels known
as gevonta from the word govay—locusts.9 Locusts were also stored in
heftek, which Rashi explains as : “the storage place for salted locusts.”10

The modern attempt to identify the types of kosher “winged
swarming things” is problematic. Only the arbeh (in Arabic, garad)
has been clearly identified as the locust, while the other kinds cannot
be defined with certainty. “Locust” is the name given to the types of
grasshoppers that tend to appear in vast swarms, and the term refers
mainly to the desert locust (Schistocerca gregaria). Most suggestions
for identification accept that the sal ‘am, h. argol, and h. agav mentioned
in the Torah are types of insects in which the swarming instinct does
not develop.11

The main conclusion that emerges from these studies is that many
types of kosher insects had formerly been identified through a tradition;
some of them were destructive and appeared in swarms or groups, while
others existed as individual insects. However, over the generations the tra-
dition regarding most of the types was forgotten, and in practice only the
“locust after its kind,” arbeh, has been eaten in the past several centuries.12

The tradition regarding the locust was preserved due to its importance as
food in contrast with the other types of winged insects, and the centrality
of the locust as a staple also explains why it is mentioned first in the Torah
among those permitted as food. The process through which the tradition
was lost regarding the other types (sal ‘am, h. argol, and h. agav) was pro-
longed and gradual, and apparently began after the talmudic period.
However, over time there has been an erosion among Jewish communities
of the tradition for identifying the locust as well.

It should be noted that the term “h. agav,” although originally used
to refer to an unidentified type of insect, was later used as a synonym
for arbeh, the type identified as the locust.

Ashkenaz and Provence

By the early Middle Ages, the Jewish communities in Ashkenaz and
Provence were no longer familiar with the names of the kosher locusts.
Discussion in the writings of the halakhic authorities of Europe reveals a
gradual process of erosion in the tradition of identifying locusts for the
purpose of eating them. The rishonim note this process only concerning
their own locale, apparently acknowledging that the eating of kosher
locusts was accepted practice in other regions in their time, but we find
that the ah. aronim did not know that this tradition was practiced at all.
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Rashi’s words lead us to conclude that he knew of the types of
locusts commonly found in the areas of Europe with which he was
familiar. However, the Jews of his time and place did not have a tradi-
tion allowing them to distinguish between the characteristic signs of the
kosher and non-kosher types of locusts.

And there are many among us in our place, such as those that are known
as langosta. However, we lack expert familiarity with them, for they had
four signs of ritual purity: four legs and four wings, jointed legs, and
wings covering most of the body. These signs are present in those found
among us, but there are some with a long head and some that have no
tail, and its name should be h. agav. In this sense, we do not know how to
differentiate among them (Rashi, Lev. 11:21).

Rashi calls the locusts langosta (this is their name in Spanish today),
and the same term is used later by Jacques de Vitry (1220) to describe
the locusts eaten in the East by the natives. De Vitry, who was of French
origin, went to Israel during the Crusader Period and served as the
Bishop of Acre. In an essay, he referred to the Christian tradition that
notes that John the Baptist ate locusts (Matthew 3:4). According to de
Vitry, this did not actually refer to locusts, but rather to langosta, which
is also the name of a plant.13 This interpretation indicates that, at that
time, locusts were not a common item in the typical food basket in
France, and eating them was considered unusual. 

R. Menah. em ben Shelomoh ha-Meiri (1249–1316), one of the
greatest talmudic commentators in Provence, noted the absence of a tra-
dition of locust eating in his day. As a commentator also aware of the
contemporary Spanish traditions, Meiri contrasts the Sefardi tradition
of eating locusts with the practice in Provence:

There are those who permit eating them according to the four signs, even
though they are not known by the name of “h. agav,” and in many places
in Spain, they are eaten on the basis of the four signs according to what
the ah. aronim testified, and not necessarily by the tradition that they were
known as “h. agav.” And in these countries we have seen that the sages, the
ah. aronim, testified that they checked them and found them to possess
the four signs; however, it is not the custom to allow them to be eaten
since we have not been informed that they are included under the name
of “h. agav.”14

In the rishonim we detect an apologetic tone for the lack of a tradi-
tion for identifying kosher locusts in their countries, in contrast with
other locales, such as Spain; among the ah. aronim, however, the phras-
ing is much sharper and clearer. An explanation for the lack of familiar-
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ity with the various species of locust in Provence is offered by R. Levi
ben Gershom (Ralbag, 1288–1344) in his commentary on the Torah: 
“. . . these are the types that are difficult to know, and all the more so for
us, due to our lack of expertise in the Holy Tongue at this time in which
we live.”15 In contrast, R. David Shemuel ha-Levi (1588–1667) wrote in
his commentary on the Shulh. an Arukh: “And now the custom is not to
eat any locust even when it is known that its name is ‘h. agav,’ because we
are not knowledgeable about their names.”16

The closer we draw to modern times, the greater the reservations of
the posekim of Ashkenaz regarding the eating of locusts. By the nine-
teenth century, most of these posekim did not know that there was still
such a tradition in the countries where Islam was dominant, and many
seemed to accept that this tradition had become obsolete. This is what
emerges from the writing of R. Yeh. iel Epstein (1835–1905):

And now we do not eat any kind of locust, even those that possess all of
the signs, and even those that are known by the name of “h. agav.” And we
have never heard that there was a place where locusts are eaten.17

Spain

We first hear of the tradition of eating kosher locusts in Spain from R.
Shelomoh ben Aderet (Rashba 1235–1315), one of the greatest authorities
in Spain, who was born in Barcelona and was active there his entire life:

. . . therefore, in these countries, although there are those which have
four signs, they are eaten only according to the tradition that they bear
the name of “h. agav,” but they are eaten according to a tradition, as the
case is with fowl. And there are many places in Spain where they are
eaten according to a tradition.18

From the words of the Rashba one may deduce that there were also
regions in Spain where there was no tradition of eating locusts. This
may also be concluded from the words of R. Nissim Gerondi (Ran, d.
ca. 1375). In his commentary on H. ullin, in discussing whether it is nec-
essary for the locust to be called “h. agav,” he comments: “. . . and they
did not eat them since they were not familiar with their names, and it
was not proper to eat them except according to a tradition.”19 Following
this line, the Andalusian physician Ibn Zuhr (Aven Zoar 1092–1162) in
his book Foodstuffs, attested that in his time they did not eat the com-
mon locust in Spain.20

One may also learn of the absence of a tradition in Spain for the
signs used to identify kosher locusts from the words of R. Avraham ben
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David (Ravad, 1120–1198) who was active in Narbonne and Provence.
Addressing Rambam’s ruling that we blow the shofar upon the appear-
ance only of certain insects,21 Ravad comments: “And now that we do not
know the different species, we must sound the warning with reference to
all of them.”22 However, R. Shelomoh ben Shimon Duran (Rashbash,
1438–1510) expressed surprise at this argument and rejected it out of
hand: “As to the kind that appears here, it is known that when a few
appear, many more will follow. Therefore when we see a few, we imme-
diately blow the trumpets.”23

The comment of the Rashbash is of great importance in light of the
fact that both he and his son, R. Z. emah. Duran, had a tradition for eating
the locust based on the tradition of locust eating in Spain. The father of
this rabbinic dynasty, R. Shimon Duran, left Provence and settled in the
Isle of Majorca just off Spain before coming to North Africa in 1391.
Thus, the Duran family was certainly well versed in Spanish custom, and
the tradition of eating kosher locusts must have been familiar to them. It
is therefore understandable that the Rashbash could differentiate between
different types of locust. The contradiction between the Rashbash and the
Ravad is elucidated if we assume that during their time the tradition of
locust eating was accepted only in certain regions or communities in
Spain, while it had been forgotten in others.

North Africa 

The geographical connection between Spain and North Africa, the immi-
gration of the Jews, and the scholarly influences of these two centers on
each other assuredly had a decisive impact on the continuity of the tradi-
tion of locust eating. This is reflected in the words of R. Mosheh Toledano
(1724–1773), one of the greatest scholars of Morocco in his day, who
defended the tradition of eating locusts and the tradition of the signs of
ritual purity that had been handed down to the residents of his city by
their forefathers. From his words, one may understand that the tradition
of locust eating was known in the Castille region of Spain, and the Jews
who were expelled from there carried this tradition with them to North
Africa: “that our fathers had received the tradition from their forefathers
who were expelled from Castille, where these locusts were known as
h. agavim, and the community acted on the basis of their instruction.”24

The question of the tradition of locust eating in North Africa is first
mentioned at length in a question addressed to R. Z. emah. Duran (fif-
teenth century) regarding the kashrut of locusts which had been collect-
ed and cooked by non-Jews. The assumption of both the questioner and
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the respondent was that locusts collected and cooked by Jews were defi-
nitely permitted.25 The grandson of R. Z. emah. , in his comments at a
later period, added further details, among which we find that the tradi-
tion of eating locusts was accepted in various countries and regions of
North Africa: in Libya (Tripoli), Tunisia, Algeria, and Morocco. In
rebutting those who expressed doubts about this tradition, he cited as
support Rashba’s comment regarding the tradition in Spain, and added
that this was the custom in North Africa as well: “And therefore, no one
can prevent them from practicing this custom, and as such let the cus-
tom of each of these countries continue to exist. . . . ”26

The most famous response is that of R. H. ayyim ben Atar (1696–1743),
born in Sallee, Morocco, who in his time forbade the Jews of his city
from eating locusts. According to his account, many consequently
refrained from doing so:

I intended to give my opinion on what I see: that the people of our city
are accustomed to doing so in those years when locusts descend on the
cities of the west, and it is a great blow to the crops; and I saw our people
stretch out their hands to eat them. . . . From now on one must not fol-
low this custom which has been treated as permissible, because it is not a
proper one. . . .27 

R. H. ayyim ben Atar wrote similar words in his commentary on the
Torah: “Therefore let every pious and God-fearing person take care not
to stretch out his hand to this abomination and let him protest against
those who do.”28

Without entering into his halakhic argumentation, which is primari-
ly based on an understanding of Rashi’s commentary to Lev. 11: 21, one
may learn from the words of R. H. ayyim ben Atar himself that the eating
of locusts in Morocco was very common among the Jews. According to
testimonies that he collected, the custom of eating locusts began in one
of the years of famine that broke out during that time, and it was only
after this event that the Jews adopted this custom. It must be noted that
in most Jewish communities, usually during famine years, the custom of
eating locusts was practiced. However, the eating of locusts in Morocco
was not a new phenomenon. As stated previously, it is mentioned in the
writings of R. Z. emah. Duran,29 who is not quoted by R. H. ayyim ben Atar.

R. H. ayyim ben Atar’s halakhic ruling, which carried significant rab-
binical authority, represents a major landmark in the tradition of locust
eating in Jewish communities. Almost everyone who did not have the
tradition or who was opposed to it based himself on this authoritative
source. Thus, for example R. David Pardo (1718–1790), a native of
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Venice who was active in Jerusalem and who more than once expressed
reservations about the words of R. H. ayyim ben Atar,30 tended to agree
with him on this subject. In his commentary on the Tosefta, R. Pardo
even tries to use the Tosefta to support the prohibition: “And if we are
sincere in our commentary, we have found support for his conclusions
from this tosefta.”31

R. H. ayyim ben Atar’s halakhic ruling had a marked influence on the
tradition of eating locusts which was prevalent in Tunisia. More precise-
ly, he influenced those who issued the rulings, posekim who accepted his
opinion without question. This emerges from a letter sent by R. Aharon
Perez. of Djerba (d. 1766) to R. David Eliyahu Hajaj from the city of
Kafsa in the south of Tunisia. From this letter we see that during R.
Aharon Peretz’s time, locust eating was an accepted practice. It was also
accepted by the eminent rabbis of Djerba, among them R. Nissim K’iat,
and R. Aharon Perez. himself attests that “I, too, used to love to eat it
more than any other delicacy.” Then a copy of R. H. ayyim ben Atar’s
book, Peri To`ar, came into his hands, and after reading it, R. Perez. was
convinced that it was right, and that the eating of locusts should be for-
bidden. R. Aharon Perez. stopped eating locusts but refrained from pub-
licizing his decision, since it was still accepted practice to eat locusts in
Tunis. When the prohibition against eating locusts was publicized in
Tunis (a city whose rabbinical court was considered to have the higher
authority), R. Aharon also issued a declaration in Djerba.32 The prohibi-
tion against eating locusts is also quoted in later sources. R. Mosheh
Kalfon ha-Kohen (1864–1950), in his essay on the customs of Djerba,
supports R. Aharon Perez’s reform but alludes to the fact that there were
regions of Tunisia where the locust was still eaten:

We do not want to hear and we should not wish to permit what our fore-
fathers have forbidden. For if there was only a doubt, then it must be
judged stringently; and furthermore, concerning things that were permit-
ted but which others ruled forbidden, you are not allowed to permit
them. And although there are a few regions where they are still eaten, we
will do it our way and they will do it their way, because in our region,
everyone considers them to be creeping unclean things.33

In contrast, other Jewish communities in Yemen and Morocco,
where there was a tradition of locust eating, did not accept R. H. ayyim
ben Atar’s ruling. There were those who considered the ruling an obsta-
cle that challenged a tradition that they had held for generations. This
was particularly true regarding the Jews of North Africa, to whom R.
H. ayyim ben Atar’s ruling had been addressed. A considerable number
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of rabbinical scholars in Morocco did not agree with this ruling, and
they came out against it sharply, hoping to defend the tradition of eat-
ing kosher locusts, and they especially wished to dismiss the impression
that their forefathers had eaten unclean insects and creeping things. In
their responsa they prove that the tradition was a reliable halakhically
well-founded one held throughout the generations, and shared by many
Torah scholars and various extensive communities. 

It seems that the first to express reservations with respect to R.
H. ayyim ben Atar’s ruling was R. Kalifa ben Malka, who lived at the same
time as Ben Atar and even knew Ben Atar’s father personally.34 R.
Mosheh ben Toledano, who was active in the city of Meknes (where R.
H. ayyim ben Atar was active as well), also attested to the custom of eating
locusts in his city and then attacked the words of R. H. ayyim ben Atar:

And to hear the words of Rabbi R. H. ayyim ben Atar in his book Peri
To’ar, 65, an indictment of the people of the Maghreb who always ate
locusts, and [for him] to hurl accusations at them which are not fit to be
spoken even about a young school boy! Although I am not the person to
answer, and I am not the equal of even the humblest of his students, yet
zeal for God will speak out; and the time has come to speak up in defense
of my fathers and forefathers who since ancient times have been leaders
of the community and whose renown precedes them to all the countries
near and far, attaining such heights that in their times the entire Jewish
world practiced the custom of eating locusts. . . .35

One of the chief opponents of the ruling of R. H. ayyim ben Atar was
R. Petah. yah Mordekhai Birdogo, one of the prominent posekim of
North African Jewry in the last third of the eighteenth century. R.
Birdogo refutes the words of R. H. ayyim ben Atar point for point; we
will quote only the beginning and end of his text. It should be noted
that in his rebuttal of R. H. ayyim ben Atar, R. Birdogo used atypically
harsh and acerbic language (quoted here only in part). Apparently, he
used this technique to reinforce his words and to encourage the tradi-
tion of eating locusts in Morocco, a practice that had begun to decline
in consequence of R. H. ayyim ben Atar’s ruling:

I saw in the rabbi’s arguments that there are reasons for forbidding their
eating, but there is not sufficient evidence to change what is known and
accepted from venerable rabbis as well as their sons after them in every
generation, guardians of the law, distinguished scholars and men of intel-
lect. No one has raised his voice to protest those who act as their forefa-
thers did what was permitted to them . . . God forbid that we should
believe his words. . . . In conclusion we continue to see these as permitted
and we leave it as it has been, that they are totally permitted.36
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R. Avraham ben Mordekhai Anakawe (b. 1810) also wrote at length
on the tradition of eating locusts in North Africa. He, like R. H. ayyim
ben Atar, was a native of Sallee in Morocco. He explicitly attested that he
had never eaten locusts, but not because of the prohibition against
doing so. Moreover, there were rabbis who openly and publicly ate
locusts, apparently because of the need to relieve the apprehension
caused by R. H. ayyim ben Atar’s ruling: “It is eaten publicly in several
communities, and is served as a delicacy.”37 Among the later critics of R.
H. ayyim ben Atar’s ruling was R. Yedidyah Monsoniego, a native of Fez
who died in 1868: “And the righteous rabbi caused the world to tremble
with this and there was much bitter complaining. . . . In my humble
opinion, whoever acts according to the strict decree of the rabbi of the
Peri To’ar should do so in private.”38

Several accounts of locust-eating by the Jews of North Africa were
brought by travelers and scholars who visited this region at the end of the
nineteenth century.39 It became clear through interviews that I conducted
that locust eating by the Jews of North Africa was very widespread until
the 1950’s and 60’s. This practice was quite common in the towns and
cities along the strip bordering on the Sahara Desert. This region was a
focus for locust invasions, which periodically struck the area. The inhabi-
tants of the region also suffered from other natural disasters, including
years of drought and famine, and consequently the locusts were received
gladly as a source of food by Moslems and Jews, who bought them from
the Bedouins in great quantities. Locust eating was especially accepted in
southern Algeria and in certain places in Morocco, although there were
many Jews who refrained from eating them.

Yemen

A clear tradition of eating locusts was accepted by all factions of
Yemenite Jewry. The Jews of Yemen were expert at identifying the differ-
ent types of locust, and they used to eat the kosher types whenever the
opportunity presented itself. Thus R. Yosef Kafih. wrote: “The Jews of
Yemen would collect locusts and eat them, but not all of the kinds, just
the known kinds which they received as a tradition from their forefa-
thers according to a tradition passed down from person to person,
defining those which are ritually pure. . . . ”40

The first written accounts of locust eating among the Jews of Yemen
are mentioned in the essay written by R. Yeh. ia ben Yosef Salah (Mahariz,
1745-1805), the head of the rabbinical court in Sanaa in the eighteenth
century,41 and the words of R. Yeh. ia Bashiri, one of the prominent

Zohar Amar 195



posekim of Yemen who lived in the seventeenth century. The eating of
locusts in Yemen is also noted by R. David Masharki (Mizrah. i, ca. 1691–
1771). In his commentary on the Shulh. an Arukh, in the chapter on the
signs of the locust, he wrote: “And in these places they eat the type
accepted by tradition.”42 The tradition of eating locusts is also described
in the book by R. Amram ben Yeh. ia Korah. (1871–1953). He also
described the manner in which it was collected and prepared for eating:

It is a tradition passed down from previous generations in all the regions
of Yemen that the locust, renowned for its tremendous numbers and
known in Arabic as garad is a kind of h. agav and is kosher. And when
they see the wing of it, they rejoice at its coming. Even though they are
sorry about the damage it causes in consuming the grain of the country,
nonetheless they take momentary pleasure in it. Towards evening, they
look over the roofs where the locust has alighted, and though it be a walk
of an hour or two, they rise early before dawn, while the land is still
frozen with the cold, and leave the city, man, woman, and child, and
every one is carrying a bag. They collect whatever comes to hand.
Whoever has a donkey fills sacks and loads them onto his donkey, and
they come back to the country joyful and happy, like someone who has
found great treasure.43 

There are many more accounts of the tradition of locust eating by
Yemenite Jewry. This practice was maintained by thousands of Yemenite
Jews who emigrated to Israel in 1949, and they constitute a living testi-
mony of the practice and an authentic and reliable tradition. There are
only several hundreds of Jews left in Yemen today, and they continue to
eat locusts whenever the insects appear in Yemen.44

The Land of Israel

The impression that emerges from the rabbinical sources is that during
the mishnaic and talmudic periods there was still a tradition in the Land
of Israel of eating all the species of locusts mentioned in the Torah.
When the writing of the Talmud was completed, there were fewer
sources noting the customs of the Land of Israel in general, and, in par-
ticular, the custom of eating locusts. Lone echoes of this may be found
in the remnants of the halakhic literature and the piyyutim that were
written after the closing of the Talmud in the Land of Israel. In a
halakhic essay written in the Land of Israel ca. 700, there is a reference
to the dispute between the people of the land of Israel and those of
Babylon concerning locusts boiled by non-Jews: “The people of the east
[Babylon] permit the consumption of beans, as well as locusts, that were
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boiled by a non-Jew, while the people of the land of Israel forbid it since
they mix the liquid of the meat with the liquid of the fruit”. 45 A compar-
ison to the rest of the laws in which there is a dispute between those liv-
ing in the land of Israel and those in Babylon suggests that this was not
just a theoretical halakhic discussion but referred to actual practices
during those times. If this is so, then it is also the last account we have of
the custom of eating locusts in Babylon.

More explicit information about locust eating in the Land of Israel
may be found in the Karaite literature written in Jerusalem in the tenth
and eleventh centuries. Yafet ben Ali and Yeshua ben Yehudah (known
by the name of Abu al-Farg Farkan), among the pre-eminent Karaite
scholars, forbade the eating of locusts, including “the locusts (garad) of
all kinds,” because of the absence of a clear tradition. However, Sah. al
ben Masliah. (known by the name of Abu al-Seri) wrote explicitly that
“the locust—garad in Arabic—is eaten by all the Jews.”46 From the
words of Yeshua ben Yehudah it also seems that the general populace of
Karaites did not eat “any locust of any kind,” but only those kinds for
which there was a tradition: “You should know that arbeh in Hebrew
and garad in Arabic are two names given for various types of ‘winged
swarming things’ which had jointed legs; there are those which the com-
mon people forbid and there are those that they permit.”47 At any rate,
in the fourteenth century all Karaites avoided eating locusts, as noted by
one of the greatest of the Karaite sages, Aharon ben Eliyahu of Nico-
midia (1300-1369): “And now that we are ignorant of the names, they
are all considered forbidden.”48 In a similar vein the Karaite sage Eliyahu
Bashaizi (d. 1490) wrote: “And throughout our exile, we did not know
their names, as happened to us with the fowl: therefore, we should
abstain from eating them.”49

We have no clear-cut information whether the Jews in the Land of
Israel ate the rest of the species known as “winged swarming things”
(sal ‘am, h. argol, and h. agav) during that period. Nonetheless, what is
clear is that over the generations, the tradition about the species was lost
and most Jews only ate the locust “arbeh—garad,” while this tradition
had totally disappeared among the Samaritans50 and the Karaites.

The clearest and latest account we have about locust eating in the
Land of Israel was brought by R. Shimon Bekhar Ya‘akov who was sent
as a rabbinical emissary from Safad to the countries of Europe. In 1694
when in the city of Frankfurt-am-Main, he met a German naturalist by
the name of Job Ludolf. This scientist thoroughly interrogated the emis-
sary from the Land of Israel about the locusts in the country. That same
year he published a book on locusts and there, in Hebrew, his questions
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appear verbatim along with the answers given by R. Shimon Bekhar
Ya‘akov: 

Who eats them? The people who eat them are Turks and the common
people, and also some Jews who are of the common folk, and they cook
them in water.51

It appears that R. Shimon Bekhar Ya‘akov, in writing “some Jews
who are of the common folk,” was referring to the community of
Musta‘rabs. These were Jews who had been living in the Land of Israel
from ancient times. From the time of the expulsion from Spain until the
end of the seventeenth century, their status had steadily declined and
they frequently lived in the shadow of the Sephardic community. This
trend was reflected in a gradual decline in their numbers and the small
number of Torah scholars that the community produced. At the same
time, they had different customs and arrangements than the Sephardim.
Their social status was also more lowly; many of them were from among
the rural sector and resembled the Arabs in outward appearance.52

Apparently as early as the eighth century the tradition of locust eating
had disappeared among the Musta‘rabs because of the geographical and
halakhic dominance of the Jews living in the Land of Israel, both
Sephardim and Ashkenazim, who did not have this tradition. It is possi-
ble that the emigration of R. H. ayyim ben Atar to the Land of Israel in
late 1741 and his acceptance as a great posek and Kabbalist contributed
to this process.

The custom of eating locusts was reintroduced to the Land of Israel
by Jews who emigrated from North Africa. Testimony to this effect is
brought by R. Yehosef Schwartz in 1838, when a locust plague hit the
country: “The Arabs and Ishmaelites roasted them and ate them, as did
the Jews who come from the Barbary States (North Africa), saying that
it was accepted by them that this species was the h. agav and permissible
for eating. . . .”53 Additional testimony of locust eating in North Africa is
brought in 1866 by R. Yeh. iel Brill, editor of the Levanon newspaper. He
mentions the letters that ostensibly were found on the locust and used
to identify it as kosher, as he heard from Jews who immigrated to
Jerusalem from Algeria:

Those who come here from Algeria (because the locust struck there, too)
tell that the locusts have Hebrew letters on their wings, and I remember
being taught as a young child by my mother and father, who also told me
that last year, too, when the locusts struck Jerusalem, they saw Hebrew
letters on them. On some of them they saw the letter ‘h. et’ and on some of
them, the letter ‘bet.’ And our brothers the Jews of Maghreb eat the
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locusts with the letter ‘h. et’ and they regard as an abomination those
which bear the letter ‘bet.’54

The latest accounts of locust eating in the Land of Israel by the Jews of
North Africa are from 1956. In that year, the Land of Israel was struck
by a plague of locusts and some of the Jews of Morocco rushed to collect
the locusts and prepare them for food.

The Jews of Yemen, like those of North Africa, brought with them
to the Land of Israel the tradition of locust eating beginning with the
year 1882. Whenever a plague of locusts darkened the countryside, the
Jews of Yemen would go out and hunt and eat them according to the
tradition that they had been taught in Yemen. R. Avraham Mosheh
Lunz. (1856–1918), one of the renowned scholars of Jerusalem, noted in
the year 1900 that “the Jews of Yemen who are living in Jerusalem also
would eat of the type that was known to them according to a tradition
that they held”.55

Those of Yemenite extraction did not miss the opportunity that
came their way during the harsh locust plague that struck the Land of
Israel in 1915. The Yemenite Jews who had settled in Reh. ovot, Jerusalem
and other places took advantage of the opportunity and happily went
about collecting the locusts, while the Ashkenazic and Sephardic Jews
stood by in wonder at this phenomenon.56 This, for example, is how
Yisrael Aharoni described it:

The Yemenite Jews welcomed the coming of the locusts and received
them joyfully, as our forefathers had received the quail in the desert.
They set out for the almond orchards carrying large sacks which they
filled with the tasty treasure, which was like sweets to the palate of a
child. 57

The last accounts of locust eating in the land of Israel by the Jews of
Yemen are from 1952 and 1956, during the last locust plagues which
struck the country.

The Ethiopian Community

In recent years many Jews have come to Israel from Ethiopia. From vari-
ous inquiries I made, it seems that the Ethiopian community did not eat
locusts, due to their lack of knowledge of the signs of the permitted
types. Beyond the halakhic aspect, there were some members of the
community who considered the eating of locusts to be loathsome.
Exceptions to this were the inhabitants of Tigre in eastern Ethiopia, who
did eat locusts. 
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Summary

The practice of eating insects or, more precisely, certain species of kosher
locusts, is an unusual phenomenon in the Jewish world. Although very
much accepted in ancient times, the practice declined among a consider-
able part of Diaspora Jewry due to the absence of a tradition and the lack
of knowledge surrounding the various types of “winged swarming
things” mentioned in the Torah. A reliable tradition was preserved until
our own times only regarding the arbeh (locust) and only among the
Jews of Yemen and some of the Jews of North Africa. Today, the practice
of eating locusts has nearly disappeared entirely as a result of two central
factors. The first is the disappearance of locusts in recent years as a nat-
ural disaster commonly occurring in many regions of the world, thanks
to efficient extermination methods achieved by international coopera-
tion. The second factor is that eating of locusts and insects in general is
not accepted nearly anywhere in the modern world where a western ori-
entation is found. The cultural difference and difference in mindset has
brought about a situation in which some of the Jews who in the past had
eaten locusts with relish refrain from doing so today.
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