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Could a pair of coffee beans reshape
everything we know about coffee? Ac-
cording to Antony Wild, historian and
author of Black Gold: The Dark History
of Coffee, the discovery of two coffee
beans in an archaeological dig in Ras Al
Khaimah suggests that gahwa (Arabic
coffee) was being traded in the region
some 300 years before it’s said to have
first proliferated in Yemen.

“It’s all a bit mysterious, but there is
archaeological evidence that coffee has
been consumed in the region since the
11th century,” Wild explains of the car-
bonised roasted beans, which were un-
earthed at Kush, in Ras Al Khaimah in
the northern UAE.

“My generally held theory is that
based on this find, there could have been
a genuine coffee trade throughout the re-
gion a lot earlier than we first thought,” he
adds. “Of course, this would require all of
the myths and legends to be retold.”

THE BIRTH OF COFFEE

There are as many twists and turns in the
history of coffee as there are beans in a
bag, but one of the most popular legends
traces back to Ethiopia in the 850s, where
a goat herder named Kaldi realised that
his herd became particularly lively after
eating the berries from the native coffee
bush. He shared his find with the local
monastery, who dubbed Kaldi’s berries
“the Devil’s work”, and threw the hand-
ful of beans into the fireplace. Entranced
by the aroma of the roasted beans, they
placed them into a pot of hot water and,
after tasting the mysterious brew, were
amazed by its uplifting effects.

Similar tales surround the birth of
coffee in Yemen, where the first credible
accounts date back to the mid-1400s. Re-
cords show that Yemeni traders brought
the beans to the Middle East from Ethi-
opia, and Sufi monks drank the brew to
stay alert during their long hours of devo-

tion. It was here, from the port of Mokha,
that coffee made its way into the wider
world, first via pilgrims on their way to
Mecca, and then to Europe, where the
‘second wave’ of coffee emerged.

It’s this rich regional heritage that
inspired Garfield Kerr to launch Mokha
1450 coffee boutique on Dubai’s Al Wasl
Road in 2013. “The first wave of coffee
was here in the Middle East, where cof-
fee was first drank in its original form.
The second wave was popularised in
Europe’s coffee houses and cafes, and
everything that’s going on now is the
third wave,” Garfield explains. “We
wanted to go back to the origins of cof-
fee, and our name harkens back to the
port of Mokha in the Yemen, where cof-
fee was circulated to the world.”

That history is celebrated at the Dubai
Coffee Museum in Al Fahidi, which show-
cases the birth of coffee and the evolution
of technology to the present day. The mu-
seum’s director, Khalid Al Mulla, explains
the significance of coffee in Arabic socie-
ty, saying, “It’s deeply rooted in our tradi-
tional culture. The Arabian dallah (coffee
pot) is a sign of hospitality, and it is pres-
ent everywhere: in the streets; in hotels;
even on the one dirham coin.”

Coffee has long been at the heart of
Arabic hospitality, and the majlis (sitting
area), its hearth. “Even if a man had noth-
ing in his pocket, he would always serve
his guests coffee and dates,” says Al Mul-
la. Traditional Emirati coffee is delicate
and aromatic, flavoured with a hint of
cardamom, saffron, rosewater and clove.
The fragrant blend is boiled on a stove
then steeped for 10 minutes, before be-
ing poured from the dallah into tiny cups
called finjan. Don’t be dismayed if your
finjan isn’t filled to the brim, Al Mulla
explains: “The server never pours a full
cup; it’s generally one quarter to one third
full, to encourage you to drink a number
of cups during your stay - if he pours a
full cup, it’s disrespectful, as it means he
wants you to drink and leave.”

When he’s not explaining the intrica-
cies of Emirati coffee customs, Al Mulla
sources quality beans direct from farm-
ers for his own brand, Easternmen & Co,
and runs coffee education programs and
competitions. “Coffee is the second big-
gest commodity after oil, and the second
most consumed drink after water — and
the UAE is considered one of the fastest

Left: Kim Thompson,
of Dubai's Raw Coffee, sources
cherries in Myanmar

Below: The Sum of Us, a café
near Dubai World Trade Centre, has
its own micro-roastery
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DUBAI

COFFEE CRAWL

01 - Raw Coffee Company
Sample single origin
coffees sourced direct from
farmers, tour the roastery or
take a barista class at this
pioneering establishment.
Corner of Street 7a and 4a,
Warehouse #10, Al Quoz 1,
rawcoffeecompany.com

02 - Nightjar

Take a seat at the bar and or-
der a glass of nitro cold brew
infused with cherry, orange
or maple, then buy bags of
artisanal beans to go.

8th St, Industrial T Warehouse
G62, Al Quoz, nightjar.coffee

03 - Drop

Top-rated baristas and a
contemporary, light-filled
space are the hallmarks of
this cool café.

Dar Wasl Mall, Al Wasl Rd

04 - Mokha 1450

Coffee is elevated to an
artform at these boutiques,
which offer a range of brew-
ing methods and scrupulous-
ly sourced beans.

Aswaaq Centre, Al Badaa, Al
Wasl Road and Building 8,
Golden Mile Galleria, Palm
Jumeirah, mokha1450.com

05 — The Espresso Lab

This smart café-roaster
comes from Emirati entre-
preneur lbrahim Al Mallouhi.
Try a citrus-infused espresso
or low-acidity cold drip.

Unit 8, Building 7,

Dubai Design District,
theespressolab.com

06 — Gold Box Roastery
Order freshly roasted brews
crafted by award-winning
baristas Lyndon Recera and
Mark Uy.

Warehouse 7, Umm Sugeim
Rd East, Industrial 3, Al Quoz,
goldboxroastery.com

07 - The Sum of Us

While you linger over an
expertly poured flat white

in this industrial-chic café,
watch all the action of

the adjoining Encounter
Coffee Roasters.

Burj Al Salam Trade Centre,
6th St, thesumofusdubai.com

08 — Boon

Founder Orit Mohammed's
family has been involved in
the Ethiopian coffee trade
for generations. Sample her
organic, single-origin brews
at this JLT roaster-café.
Shop 21, Cluster T, JLT,
booncoffee.com

09 - Alchemy

Expect a chic setting and
state-of-the-art brews at this
sleek café, housed within

a stylish villa opposite Dar
Wasl Mall.

3739 B St, Al Wasl Rd,
alchemydubai.com

10 - Dubai Coffee Museum
There's no better place

to learn about the history
and culture of coffee

in the UAE than Khalid

Al Mulla’s enlightening
museum in Old Dubai.

Villa 44, Al Fahidi

Historical Neighbourhood,
coffeemuseum.ae

11 - Leen’s Casual to
Gourmet

For a local twist on the
classic latte, try Leen'’s sig-
nature piccolos flavoured
with delicate rose, decadent
pistachio, or antioxi-
dant-packed saffron.
Jumeirah Beach Rd, Umm
Sugeim 2, and Bluewaters
Island, leens.com

12 - Boston Lane

Get a taste of Melbourne
café culture with a
pitch-perfect Magic coffee
and Aussie staples such

as smashed avocado and
comforting toasties.

The Courtyard, 6A St, Al Quoz,
bostonlane.com

13 - Brew

The queues have been
known to snake around
the block at this popular
haunt, which serves light
and fruity filter coffees
and mochas made with
Valrhona chocolate.
Jumeirah Beach Rd, Umm
Sugeim 2

14 - Surge

Pick up bags of freshly
roasted beans or a bottle of
smooth Emirati Blend from
this edgy roastery-café.
Warehouse 33,

Al Quoz Industrial 4,
surgecoffeeroasters.com

growing coffee industries in the world,”
he says. “The reason for this is education.
Consumers have started to realise what
good coffee is, and have changed their
drinking habits. The transformation that
has taken place is remarkable.”

HOMEGROWN HEROES

One woman who has been at the fore-
front of that transformation is Kim
Thompson of Raw Coffee Company, who
launched Dubai’s first specialty roastery
in 2007. At the time, she was struggling
to source quality beans for her café, and
so took matters into her own hands. “All
the coffee was imported and not fresh.
It was very darkly roasted and had a
heavy American influence,” Thompson
explains. “In the beginning we struggled
with people accepting an 8oz cup, but
we’ve progressed so much faster than ex-
pected. We were the first specialty roast-
ers, and now we’re one of 54, a number
that’s growing all the time.”

Another local success story is Cof-
fee Planet, which has evolved into a
multi-million dollar business since its
launch in 2005. In mid-2019, the home-
grown company announced the expan-
sion of its Jebel Ali Free Zone roastery
to accommodate a 25 per cent increase
in sales, with a projected output of
3,000 tonnes of coffee per year. Man-
aging director Robert Jones said, “This
is an exciting time for the Coffee Planet
team. In a region where the demand for
high-quality, directly sourced products
are on the rise, we plan to enhance the
level of competition amongst brands lo-
cally by applying the best practices and
the latest technologies in this industry.”

At Mokha 1450, those best practic-
es include building relationships with
growers in Yemen and Ethiopia to source
exceptional beans, says Kerr. “One of the
things that sets us apart is that many of
our coffees aren’t available anywhere
else. We work primarily with women’s
cooperatives, and the farmers that work
with us get the highest price possible -
we compensate them for the additional
effort and highest level of quality.”

Kerr and his team also pioneered the
concept of having a range of extraction
methods available, including Kalita and
Chemex filters, syphon brewing, aero-
press and V60. “With the opening of our
branch on Palm Jumeirah, we pioneered

table brewing, which creates a conversa-
tion between the barista and the diner.”

THE NEW MAJLIS

Globally, with the rise of freelance and
flexible work, smaller living spaces
and a renewed focus on health, coffee
shops and cafes have become de facto
workplaces, meeting spaces and lounge
rooms. And nowhere is that more appar-
ent than here in the UAE. Leon Surynt
has tapped into that zeitgeist with the
launch of Nightjar Coffee Roasters in
Dubai’s arts hub of Alserkal Avenue.
“It’s almost like the majlis was, but now
you’ve got your coffee house where you
and your crew hang out,” he says.

With the social media hashtag of
#CoffeeOverClubbing, Nightjar draw
a young crowd to its edgy warehouse
space for frothy, tall glasses of nitro cold
brew, drawn from draught hops taps at
a copper bar. “We built Nightjar to look
like a bar, and our cold brew is served so
itlooks like a beer.” A combination of cli-
mate and social cache have seen Night-
jar’s sales of cold coffee equal their hot
coffee orders. “This validates what I was
thinking - we have a young demograph-
ic, many of whom don’t drink alcohol,
but they want something that looks a bit
haram [forbidden],” he suggests.

At Raw in Al Quoz, the café-roast-
ery performs a similar social function.
“We’re all looking for our tribe here in
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Below: Tom & Serg, the first
offering from a duo that
went on to create two more
cafes in Dubai: Common
Grounds and The Sum of Us

Dubai, so we wanted to create a commu-
nity space, to create a sense of place for
artists and other small businesses, and to
offer a relaxed environment that doesn’t
cost too much,” says Thompson. Along
with enjoying a meal and an expertly
poured coffee, visitors can sample vari-
ous beans and roasts, take a barista class,
or join a two-hour tour to follow the cof-
fee journey from crop to cup.

While much of the Dubai coffee
scene echoes current global trends, the
city also sets its own agenda, as Kerr ex-
plains: “Our busy period is six to 10pm,
and people drink coffee well into the
evenings — it’s the inverse of other re-
gions, where cafes have their rush in the
mornings.” Here, it’s not just about get-
ting a caffeine fix. “People spend a lot of
time savouring the coffee and the expe-
rience,” says Garfield.

In a city where tourists, residents
and trends come and go, one thing re-
mains constant, says Thompson: “All
the different cultures, nationalities,
genders and ages meet and talk over cof-
fee. Do we say, I'm going out for a tea?
No - it’s always a coffee.”




