From The Dictionary of Early Judaism

Diet	 
 
For the last five millennia, from the early Bronze Age on, the diet of people in the Mediterranean world has hardly changed. A real change in Palestine took place only in the twentieth century with a mass Jewish immigration and influx of imported food stuffs caused by population growth, changing tastes, and cheaper transportation. Along with archaeological finds and literary sources, this practically unaltered diet allows us to draw parallels from modern to ancient Palestinian society. Until recently it was customary to speak about the basic triad of bread, wine, and oil. It is more accurate to make the triad a quartet by adding to it legumes, a very important category of vital nutritional value.

Bread
Bread was, and still is, the most important item in the food basket of Mediterranean societies. The word “bread” is synonymous in Hebrew and in many other languages with food in general. In ancient societies, bread constituted around half of a person’s caloric intake. In today’s world, grain supplies only twenty percent of the caloric intake. Wheat is superior to almost all kinds of grain (e.g., maize, rice) in its nutritional value. Besides starch (60–80 percent), it contains components for building protein (8–14 percent). The caloric value of cereal, fairly similar in all types, is very high. In a kilogram of unground wheat there are more calories than in the same amount of beef (3,320 in wheat vs. 2,970 in beef).
	Bread was made either from wheat flour or barley. Barley is the inferior of the two due to its low gluten content (gluten is a nitrogenous, gluey substance in grain that makes dough rise), its poor taste, and its being difficult to digest. Barley is grown mostly in semi-arid areas where wheat does not grow well, and is less sensitive than wheat to soil salinity. (This is why it is the main crop in southern Mesopotamia.)
	Cottage milling is a slow and difficult process. In an hour of hard labor using a handbill, no more than 0.8 kg. of flour is produced from 1 kg of wheat. Because the daily per capita consumption of wheat was about 0.5 kg., a homemaker needed to do some three hours of milling in order to provide for a family of five or six. The work was done during the last hours of night, so that with daybreak the housewife could prepare the dough and make the bread before the grown up members of the family left for work. This bread must have been very similar to the pita bread produced today.

Legumes
Legumes were second in importance to bread, being high in nutritional value. They contain considerable amounts of protein components but require cereal proteins to complement them for optimum value. Legumes are eaten both fresh and as dried seeds. Leguminous dried seeds, like cereal seeds, can be stored for a long time — an important feature in a premodern economy. The most important legumes were lentils, beans, peas, chickpeas, and lupines.

Fruit
In the Roman period some thirty different kinds of fruit trees flourished in Palestine. In the biblical period there were far fewer, since many kinds of trees of the rosaceous family need grafting, a practice that was introduced quite late. The most important appear as five of the seven “species” (Deut. 8:8): vine, olive, fig, date, and pomegranate. (Grapes, wine, and olives are discussed below.)
	The fig tree is one of the country’s most characteristic features. Its needs are minimal, and it can grow in almost all soils. It can be eaten fresh but it is primarily consumed dry. Its significance is evidenced by the fact that by the talmudic period there were no fewer than thirty-six verbs concerning its cultivation.

Dates
Although the date palm is not mentioned specifically as one of the seven species, talmudic sages equated the date with the “honey” mentioned among them. This tree requires a hot climate and plenty of water. Because it can withstand high salinity, it was grown almost exclusively in the Jordan Valley and near the Dead Sea. Its very high sugar content makes it a very desirable fruit and lends it a long shelf life. From the early Iron Age onward, date wine replaced the traditional barley beer. The discovery of five vats (four in the Jericho royal estate and one near Qumran) testify that date wine was produced in Palestine in the Hellenistic and early Roman periods, but it may have been produced already in biblical times.

Vine and Wine
Grapes were the chief fruit in biblical times. They can be eaten fresh or dried and preserved for a relatively long time to be consumed as raisins. However, it seems [p. 543] that a great deal of the product, if not most of it, was turned into wine. Hundreds of wine presses all over the country, from the limestone hills of the Galilee to the loose sands of the Negev, testify to the ubiquitous production of wine.
	It is a safe estimate that, on average, an adult man consumed around 700 grams daily, which contributed about one-quarter of his caloric intake and about one-third of the required intake of iron. But wine was imbibed not mainly as a beverage to accompany meals but as a help to make bearable or even merry — “wine to gladden the heart of man” (Ps. 104:15).

Olive Oil
Olive oil is high in calories (9,000 per kilogram) but practically devoid of vitamins and protein. It has a pleasant taste and can be stored for a long time. Easy to grow and with minimal demands, olive groves were cultivated all over the country. The olive tree’s greatest drawback is the unpredictability of its yield. Even today, with advanced agronomical methods, there is a very marked difference in the yields of consecutive years, which can reach a factor of 4:1. Some of the olives were preserved, most likely pickled in brine and aromatic herbs, to be eaten; others, perhaps most, were pressed for oil.

Meat
The consumption of meat in Palestine was relatively high in the Iron Age, when the region was underpopulated and underdeveloped, and a lot of land was available for pasture. With time, though, more and more land was cultivated so that pasture land became scarce. By the Roman period, meat was beyond the reach of most people, who consumed it only on holidays, feast days, and festive occasions like weddings. Sacrifices were also occasions for eating meat.
	The non-Jewish population of Palestine enjoyed nonkosher meat: pig and boar, camel, horse, and donkey. It is noteworthy that no pig bones have been unearthed in archaeological digs in the Israelite central mountains from the very beginning of Iron Age I onward.

Fish
Before the twentieth century, the only people who ate fresh fish in Palestine were those who lived along the Mediterranean coast or around the Sea of Galilee. Consumption inland must have been minimal. (Archaeological excavations have recently unearthed fish bones in Jerusalem and Lachish.) Only preserved fish (brined, dried, or smoked) was edible after being transported. Both the Mediterranean and the Sea of Galilee are quite poor sources of fish and could not have supplied more than a couple of kilograms per capita annually.

Milk and Honey
The Land of Israel is described as “a land flowing with milk and honey,” an expression that appears some twenty times in the Hebrew Bible (e.g., Exod. 3:8, 17; 13:5; 33:3). They are the only two foods that are “natural,” that is, they do not require cultivation. The only food common to all human beings is milk. In some parts of the world, people continue consuming milk after being weaned (e.g., the Middle East, Europe, North America), while in some parts (e.g., China, West Africa) they do not. The main source for diary products for Jews was cows and small cattle (sheep and goats), mostly the latter, which give milk only for a brief period. Thus, the surpluses had to be conserved by making butter and hard cheese.

Vegetables
Palestine in the Roman period, as talmudic literature attests, enjoyed at least thirty kinds of vegetables, both cultivated and wild. Almost all green leaves that taste good and are not poisonous are suitable for salad. Of the leafy vegetables, cabbage was probably the most popular. Onions and garlic were also very much in demand. Even the poorest of the poor could supplement their diet at no cost with wild plants full of vitamins, especially ascorbic acid (vitamin C).
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