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The cinnamon birds of Herodotus
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Herodotus wrote that giant birds carried cinnamon sticks to cliff nests in Arabia, and
that people lured them with heavy meat until the nests collapsed. It was a great story,
and a useful one for anyone selling cinnamon.

The story

In Herodotus's account, people cut up large pieces of meat and left them near the nests. The

birds carried the meat up, the nests broke under the weight, and the sticks fell to the ground
for collection.

Why it may have spread

Modern writers often read the tale as trade cover. A difficult, dangerous source helped explain
a high price and hid where the spice really came from. That reading is an interpretation, since
we have no record from the traders themselves.

Pliny the Elder was already skeptical and called the story an invention to make people pay
more.
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Dates as given in the sources below.

A long afterlife

The bird lived on in medieval bestiaries. Today the spice's trade route is far better
documented, but the bird remains one of the more entertaining examples of marketing from
the ancient world.
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Sources

o Herodotus, Histories 3.111 (Perseus/Scaife text)
https://cts.perseids.org/read/greekLit/tiIg0016/tilg001/perseus-eng2/3.111.2

e Explorersweb: The cinnamon bird
https://explorersweb.com/the-cinnamon-bird-how-arab-traders-kept-spice-secrets/

¢ Kent Archaeological Society: Rochester Bestiary
https://www.kentarchaeology.org.uk/records/rochester-bestiary-cinnamolgus
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