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A WORD ON SEMANTICS



A general shortcoming of the social sciences (as opposed to the physical and biological sciences) is a lack of widely agreed-upon nomenclature. The meaning of one term to an individual archaeologist or social theorist may not be shared by others. To forestall any misconceptions, I open with a brief list and definition of problematic terms in the field of Central Asian archaeology.



CENTRAL ASIA Politically defined geographic region encompassing the former Soviet republics of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan.

CENTRAL EURASIA An inconsistently used geographic term encompassing Central Asia as well as adjacent regions to the north and the east, notably western Mongolia, the Tuva region of Russia, and Xinjiang, Qinghai, and Tibet in China.

EXCHANGE The transfer of goods, ideas, genes, or cultural traits between different people, whether traded, sold, coerced, bartered, stolen, or gifted.

INNER ASIA A geographic term often employed by historians and occasionally by other scholars. The term loosely parallels Central Eurasia.


NEW WORLD The Americas or the Western Hemisphere of the globe—the parts of the world generally unknown to people in Europe or Asia before the expeditions of Christopher Columbus.

OLD WORLD A term usually referring to Europe, Asia, and Northern Africa.

SILK ROAD In the traditional sense, an ancient network of exchange routes connecting China to the Mediterranean; historians often claim that these originated with the Han Dynasty of China in the second century BC. In this volume, I use the term more broadly to encompass exchange through Central Asia from the third millennium BC until the modern era.

SPICE ROUTES An arbitrary term designating exchange routes parallel to but south of the Silk Road, by which a wide variety of plants were brought from across South Asia to Europe. Although exchange peaked later along the Spice Routes than along the Silk Road routes, it was essentially the same social process.






A NOTE ON DATES



While terms such as Bronze Age and Iron Age are often used to denote phases in European or West Asian history, they are not used consistently in different regions or even among scholars. Hence, I generally do not use them in this book; instead, I specify millennia or exact dates.

I have also opted not to use terms denoting Central Asian archaeological culture groups, such as Srubnaya and Andronovo, in the text; however, I use terms denoting historically documented dynasties and periods in classical antiquity.

PERSIAN EMPIRES

Median (728–549 BC)

Achaemenid (550–330 BC)

Parthian (247 BC–AD 224)

Sasanian (AD 224–651)

Samanid (AD 819–999)


CALIPHATES

Rashidun (AD 632–61)

Umayyad (AD 661–750)

Abbasid (AD 750–1258)

Ottoman (AD 1517–1924)

CHINESE DYNASTIES

Xia (ca. 2000–1600 BC)

Shang (ca. 1600–1046 BC)

Zhou (1046–256 BC)

Warring States period (475–221 BC)

Qin (221–206 BC)

Han (206 BC–AD 220)

Three Kingdoms period (AD 220–80)

Jin (AD 265–420)

Southern and Northern Dynasties (AD 420–589)

Sui (AD 581–618)

Tang (AD 618–907)

Five Dynasties period (AD 907–60)

Song (AD 960–1279)

Yuan (AD 1271–1368)

PERIODS IN CLASSICAL ANTIQUITY

Classical Greece (410–323 BC)

Hellenistic period (323–146 BC)

Roman Republic (509–27 BC)

Roman Empire (27 BC–AD 476)
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Map 1. Map of Central Eurasia, showing key archaeological sites and geographic features. These sites have provided the archaeobotanical evidence I have used to trace the spread of agricultural crops across Inner Asia.










PART I

How the Silk Road Influenced the Food You Eat






CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

We have all heard the rhetoric about sustainable food systems and the slogans “Feed the World” and “Nine billion by 2050.” Likewise, we have heard about the “loss” of cultures around the world through the domination of one globalized culture that shapes every aspect of our daily lives, including how and what we eat. As the human population approaches nine billion, we are seeing unprecedented rates of deforestation in South America for the sole purpose of planting fields of soybean (Glycine max), an East Asian domesticate. Genetic diversity is being lost among crops around the globe as cloned and genetically identical hybrids are planted in fields from Russia to Mexico, and fruits and vegetables that were unheard-of in the northern temperate zone a generation ago are available all year round in markets and grocery stores. But how did humanity get to this point? How have we reached this fever pitch of global communication, commerce, and resource distribution? How did humans gain the ability to reshape the ecosystems around them and even the climate of the earth itself? The answers to these questions lie buried in the archaeological record.

Cherry-picking concepts from the literature of world systems, we can think of the globe today as one system or mechanical circuit. Within this system, poor economic decisions by a political leader in America or risky gambles by corporate bankers can send the entire globe into an economic crisis. A drought in California directly affects the price of oranges in New York City. America’s addiction to caffeine has caused the burning of millions of acres of ancient rainforests from Hawaii to Brazil. The combustion of fossil fuels in the United States and Western Europe is directly responsible for the melting of glaciers in the Himalaya and the decimation of tropical coral reefs, and it is in the process of submerging entire island nations.

Focusing on food systems, I look at globalization in Asian prehistory and history, starting about 4,500 years ago. When broken down to their simplest components, the ancient and modern processes of culture and gene flow are similar. Exchange along the Central Asian trade routes that came to be known as the Silk Road expresses, in its most basic sense, what Karl Marx referred to as commodity fetishism, the desire to obtain the exotic. People are willing to pay exorbitant sums to procure goods that their neighbors do not have. Commodity fetishism and conspicuous consumption are as much a part of the modern world as they were of the ancient world (if not far more so), and every reader of this book participates in them, although to varying degrees. Many scholars have studied how the exchange networks of the ancient world operated and connected people. But there remains the theoretical question of when the world system of Asia formed: when southwest, South, and East Asia became interconnected.

During the Yuan Dynasty (1271–1368)—the period of Mongol reign in China—Eurasia fell under one economic system, and the Mongolian trade routes led to all corners of Asia. By 1280, China, Central Asia, and Iran were under Mongol control—the Pax Mongolica—and trade routes stretched into more distant regions. Genghis Khan conquered the vast majority of Asia, occupying northern China by 1234, and his grandson assumed the Chinese throne by 1279. After the Mongol rulers (the Ilkhanate) pushed out the last of the Abbasid Caliphate from southwest Asia, the Asian continent was unified for the only time in history.


Yet Asia was deeply interconnected long before the formation of the Mongol khanates. In AD 751 the clash between the Arab and Chinese (Tang) Empires at the Talas River in Central Asia resulted in the full Islamization of Central Asia. This was the only military encounter between the great powers of the ancient world, but these empires and their predecessors had been economically connected for at least a millennium: trade along the Silk Road predated the Han Dynasty. Historical accounts claim that Zhang Qian, the first political envoy from the Chinese center, reached Central Asia in 126 BC. The written accounts in the Shiji (The records of the Great Historian, ca. 80 BC), although embellished with descriptions of fantastic beasts and other mythical details, attest to direct communication between Central Asia and East Asia in the early Han period. While these accounts may suggest that Central Asia was previously unknown to the Han, the mountains of Central Asia never impeded culture flow: people had been moving through the valleys like water through a leaky faucet for at least two millennia before Zhang Qian’s journey to the west.

Archaeological evidence shows that the food systems of these regions were influencing each other as far back as the early third millennium BC. Around 2200 BC, at a small settlement in the Dzungar Mountains of northern Kazakhstan (at a site named Begash by archaeologists in the early 2000s), a family of farmers and herders ate bread made from grains that likely grew in a nearby field: broomcorn millet, a crop that was domesticated several millennia earlier in northeastern China, and wheat, a crop originating in the Fertile Crescent of southwest Asia.1 Finding these two grains together provided the earliest evidence of a food system extending across a continent. The Silk Road remained a conduit for the mingling of the cuisines of different regions of East and Central Asia until the fourteenth century. Broomcorn millet continued to travel west through this corridor and eventually became a major crop in the Roman Empire and across Europe. In the opposite direction, wheat was brought to East Asia and transformed into noodles and dumplings, dramatically influencing Chinese cuisine.

Increased connections between the food systems in Eurasia and beyond led to further globalization of regional cuisines. Eventually, rice (Oryza sativa) would become one of the most important grains in the Islamic world; the apple (Malus domestica/pumila) would become a symbol of America; and the peach (Prunus persica) would become an emblem of the US state of Georgia, while its cousin, the apricot (Prunus armeniaca), would become a hallmark of the nation of Georgia in the Caucasus. How each of these crops migrated from its place of origin in East or Central Asia is a fascinating story, requiring both an archaeological and historical perspective. In this book, I trace the origins and the paths of dispersal of these and other familiar crops. I illuminate how the farmers of the ancient world developed the foods we eat today and the role the Silk Road played in their evolution and dispersal.

THE BEGINNINGS OF THE SILK ROAD

When man migrates, he carries with him not only his birds, quadrupeds, insects, vegetables, and his very sward, but his orchard also.

Henry David Thoreau, “Wild Apples,” 1862

By dispersing plants and animals all around the world, humans have shaped global cuisines and agricultural practices. One of the most fascinating and least-discussed episodes in this process took place along the Silk Road. This story has come to light through recent discoveries in the fields of archaeology and biology—notably in the areas of phytogenetics and archaeobotany. I track a selection of plants on their historical journey along the trans-Eurasian exchange routes, revealing how the food on your kitchen table made its way across deserts, over mountains, and through thousands of farming seasons, and how the introduction of new crops changed the course of human history.

In 2001, Michael Pollan’s book The Botany of Desire enabled readers all over the world to learn how the apple made its way into our kitchens, and, according to Pollan, helped settle the American frontier.2 Many readers were surprised to learn that the story of the apple tree reaches back to Central Asia, and that modern commercial apples have genetic linkages to truly wild populations outside Almaty, the former capital of Kazakhstan. In fact, it is the Silk Road itself that is responsible for the genesis of our modern apple, which is a hybrid of four separate populations. When the Silk Road merchants carried apple seeds across Eurasia, the trees hybridized with populations that had been isolated since the last glaciation of Eurasia, creating offspring that produced more and larger fruits.

Your grandmother’s apple pie is not the only food on your table to trace its roots back to Central Asia, nor the only one to travel the great Silk Road. Pistachios (Pistacia vera) originated in the foothills of southern Central Asia, and almonds (Prunus dulcis) and English walnuts (Juglans regia) trace their lineages back to the foothills of southern Eurasia.

The Silk Road was the largest commerce network of the ancient world; it linked the edges of the Eurasian supercontinent to trading centers in Central Asia and indirectly connected the imperial centers of East and southwest Asia. While organized trade along the Silk Road, along with military outposts and government taxation, dates to the Han Dynasty (206 BC–AD 220), archaeologists have traced the dispersal of goods, ideas, cultural practices, and genes across Central Asia to the third millennium BC.3 I treat these earlier iterations of the Silk Road as precursors of the historical routes, and I give cultural exchange during the second and third millennia equal prominence with that of later periods. Over the past two millennia, control over the lands of the Silk Road, with their expansive deserts and mountain ranges, has passed back and forth between various political and ethnic groups, including successive East Asian empires and Central Asian political entities, such as the Xianbei and Xiongnu. This ebb and flow of cultures shaped human history in myriad ways, including the spread of agricultural practices and crop varieties.

The Silk Road was not a road, nor was its main commodity silk. The popular image of long ribbons of camel caravans connecting Xi’an with Rome is just one of its temporal iterations. I define the Silk Road loosely, as a cultural phenomenon of exchange and interaction starting in the third millennium BC and intensifying during the first millennium BC, as exchange and mobility (in various forms) turned Central Eurasia into a complex social arena. The gradual increase in human mobility across Inner Asia, initially propelled by the spread of horse transport, seasonal human migration, and small-scale agropastoralism, played a significant role in shaping human history. Prehistoric Central Asians connected the far corners of the ancient world and spread innovations across it. Among the many ideas and technologies they picked up was the knowledge of how to grow and experiment with crops. Many of these crops were later transported and introduced to new geographic areas.

The chapters that follow trace the seven-thousand-kilometer journey that humans have been embarking upon for millennia (although few merchants likely traveled the entire route). They track the footsteps of European explorers like Marco Polo, Alexander von Humboldt, Sven Hedin, Aurel Stein, Nikolay Przhevalsky, Nikolai Ivanovich Vavilov, Owen Lattimore, and hundreds of thousands of merchants and herders who carried with them the genetic material for new varieties of plant and animal species. The resulting dispersal of organisms by humans was unmatched until the colonial expansion of Europe. Notably, the grain crops they carried would give rise to crop-rotation cycles, increasing the food supply and allowing empires to flourish in both Europe and Asia. Millet became the summer crop of the Persian Empire and the low-class crop of Rome, and wheat became the winter crop of the Han and later dynasties in China. Seeds were kept warm through harsh winters at high elevations and irrigated in some of the driest sands of Asia.
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Figure 1. A funerary figurine of a Sogdian Silk Road merchant on the back of his Bactrian camel, from the Tang Dynasty (AD 618–907). The ceramic figure is colored with a characteristic three-color (sancai) lead glaze. Art Institute of Chicago/Art Resource, NY.





Through their thirst for knowledge and their desire to adapt to some of the most rugged landscapes on the globe, prehistoric Central Asians spread the allele for a highly compact morphotype of wheat (Triticum aestivum). They experimented with drought-tolerant millets from East Asia and brought the first peach tree to southwest Asia. Peaches that originated along the marshes of the Yangtze River Valley in Zhejiang, China,4 made their way to Europe by the Hellenistic period. Like the ambrosia of classical mythology, the peach was a symbol of immortality in Daoism, and the flesh of the peach was immortalized in ink in the Shijing (The book of odes), written in the first millennium BC.5

The peach is not the only fruit in today’s Euro-American cornucopia to have followed the great Silk Road. According to the Han historian Sima Qian, the military ambassador Zhang Qian, returning from one of his diplomatic missions to Central Asia in the later second century BC, carried a short, tendrilling vine in a rawhide sack, protecting it from the hot sun as he traversed the deserts. According to Sima Qian, grapes, and the sweet wine they yielded, came to China from the country of Dawan, which most historians agree to be the Fergana Valley in modern Uzbekistan.6 Evidence from a recently excavated grave from the Yanghai cemetery in Xinjiang suggests, however, that wine was revered in the oases of the Taklimakan Desert hundreds of years before Zhang Qian’s largely mythical journey to the west.7

An understanding of the origins of our food links us more closely with our past and with the farmers who planted seeds and selected plants for hardiness or for sweeter, larger, or faster-growing fruits. Across Eurasia, for over ten thousand planting seasons, people have sown seeds, nurtured seedlings, decided when to plant and what seed lines to save for the following year, and passed their accumulated knowledge and improved crop varieties down to their children. A peach cobbler or a glass of wine is an archaeological artifact, containing in the genes of the fruit a narrative beginning deep in the past. Scholars around the world are striving to read that narrative to learn how humanity and our modern plant varieties evolved together.8








CHAPTER TWO

Plants on the Silk Road

Central Asia is a land that few students have ever learned about in school. This massive region not only contains some of the earth’s most breathtaking vistas, but it also holds volumes of human history. The rocky crags witnessed the treks of countless camel caravans and generations of herders moving their donkeys, camels, cattle, goats, horses, sheep, and yaks up and down the mountains with each passing season. The desert oases of Central Asia gave rise to the legendary Silk Road cities of Bukhara, Khiva, Loulan, and Samarkand; many of these cities moved with the sands, like the wandering lake of Lop Nor described by the Swedish explorer Sven Hedin. The Gobi, Kara-Kum, Kyzyl Kum, and Taklimakan Deserts contained shifting sands, mirages, and isolated sanctuaries of vineyards and orchards. These blowing sands have buried great empires: they witnessed the rise and fall of the Greco-Bactrian state, the kingdom of Timur, and successive Persian dynasties. They stopped the advance of Alexander the Great and set the backdrop for the journey of Marco Polo and his father. More recently, they have been the front lines of the many proxy wars between the British and Russian Empires during the Great Game in the nineteenth century and the imperialist American and Soviet powers during the Cold War.

Despite the seeming desolation of expanses of Central Eurasia today, parts of it were a veritable Garden of Eden for millennia. Until the first millennium BC, much of southern Central Asia was a lush expanse of short, shrubby forests, which included wild pistachio, almond, cherry (Prunus spp.), and English walnut trees. Largely because of intensive human economic pursuits, the region today is mostly populated by lizards, snakes, and desert saxaul trees (Haloxylon). The piedmont of Central Asia was once covered in forests of sea buckthorn (Hippophae rhamnoides), Russian olives (Elaeagnus angustifolia), wild apples (Malus spp.), hawthorn (Crataegus spp.), mountain ash (Sorbus spp.), and a wide variety of nut-bearing trees.1 While these forests are all but gone today, rich pockets of agricultural land continue to produce fruits from their descendant species, as well as  grapes, pomegranates (Punica granatum), and a wide variety of sweet melons (Cucumis melo).

The Memoirs of Babur, or Baburnama, compiled between 1483 and 1530, chronicles the travels of Zahiruddin Muhammad Babur, who observed: “Grapes, melons, apples, and pomegranates, all fruits, indeed, are good in Samarkand; two are famous, its apple and its şāhibī (grape). Its winter is mightily cold; snow falls but not so much as in Kābul; in the heat its climate is good but not so good as Kābul’s.”2 Samarkand, the capital city of the vast empire built by Timur (Tamerlane, 1320/1330–1405), was set on a rich oasis watered by the Zerafshan River. For centuries, the city has shone bright against the desert sands. In Babur’s time it was a center of education and commerce. In the heart of the city, Timur and his successors constructed the Registan, an Islamic university as ornate as any of the palaces built in Europe at that time. Ruy González de Clavijo, a Castilian ambassador who visited Timur at his court from 1403 to 1405, wrote in his account of the journey, Embassy to Tamerlane, that the city of Samarkand was a bustling metropolis with beautiful gardens inside and outside the city, and orchards all around.3

Babur praised the wondrous variety of fruits and nuts grown across Central Asia in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. He noted the sweetness of the varieties of melons and specific varieties of apples. When discussing Kabul in central Afghanistan, he states that “the fruits of the cold districts in Kābul are grapes, pomegranates, apricots, peaches, pears, apples, quinces, jujubes, damsons, almonds, and walnuts; all of which are found in great abundance.”4 Babur’s (1487–1530) great-grandson, the Mughal emperor Nuruddin Muhammad Jahangir (1569–1627), also praised the flavors of Central Asia. In his autobiography, while laying out the political history of the time, he discusses the cultivation of exceptionally sweet apricots, peaches, melons, and apples from the Samarkand region, as well as rice, millet, and wheat. Recalling a social encounter, he states that “on one tray they brought many kinds of fruit—Kārīz melons, melons from Badakhshan and Kabul, grapes from Samarkand and Badakhshan, apples from Samarkand, Kashmir, Kabul, and from Jalalabad, which is a dependency of Kabul, and pineapples, a fruit that comes from the European ports.” Jahangir praises the apples in Kabul as second to those from Samarkand, of which he states, “I had until now never seen such delicate and delicious apples. They say that in Upper Bangash, near Lashkar-dara, there is a village called Sīv Rām, in which there are three trees of this apple, and although they have made many trials, they have never found so good ones in any other place.”5

González de Clavijo further noted that the ornate Persianate gardens and orchards were irrigated by a complex system of conduits. One of the most significant achievements of the Qarakhanid period, preceding the arrival of Timur, was the development of elaborate irrigation systems and the expansion of farming into the deserts. The best-known example is a one-hundred-kilometer canal, dug in the Taraz region of southern Kazakhstan, but others include major extensions to the existing network of canals dug through the Fergana lowlands.6 Abu Bakr Muhammad ibn Jafar Narshakhi’s History of Bukhara, written ca. AD 940, describes the lavish residence of the Sassanid elites and the opulent lifestyle in the central citadel. It also notes that there were a thousand shops in the city, with vegetable vendors near the city walls, pistachio dealers not far from them, and spice merchants in their own area. The entire city was divided into districts separated by walls.7

Agricultural practices after the Mongolian conquests in Central Asia and Iran can be pieced together from a handful of preserved Persian agricultural manuals, such as the Irshad al-Zira’a (Guide to agriculture), composed in 1515 in Herat, Afghanistan, by Qasim b. Yusuf Abu Nasri Harawi. The book talks about irrigated gardens and elaborate pavilions, features of this landscape that have been lost to the political turmoil of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. He discusses the cultivation of wheat, barley, millet, rice, lentils, and chickpeas; viticulture merits its own section. He also talks about garden crops, including cucumbers (Cucumis sativus), lettuce, spinach (Spinacia oleracea), radishes (Raphanus raphanistrum), onions, garlic, beets (Beta vulgaris), and eggplant (Solanum melongena); herbs and aromatic plants; hemp (Cannabis sativa); alfalfa (Medicago sativa); dye plants such as madder (Rubi sp.), indigo (Indigofera sp.), and henna (Lawsonia inermis); and fruits and nuts, including melons, pomegranates, quinces (Cydonia oblonga), pears (Pyrus sp.), apples, peaches, apricots, plums, cherries, figs (Ficus spp.), mulberries (Morus sp.), and pistachios.8

Under the tenth-century Qarakhanid ruler Shams al-Mulk Nasr b. Ibrahim, the gardens of Samarkand were expanded, and a large-scale game and hunting preserve was created. In fact, Suzani Samarkandi (Shams al-Din Muhammad, d. 1166), the only poet of the Qarakhanid court whose writings survive today, stated that Samarkand was “a paradise on Earth.”9 These Persian-inspired gardens saw their peak during the Timurid period, after a period of abandonment during the Mongol conquests. The fourteenth-century gardens in Samarkand and Bukhara were boxed-in plots of irrigated land in densely populated districts of the city.10 Historians claim that the Timurid legacy of elaborate gardens harkens back to the much earlier forms of the Achaemenid and Sasanian periods; many of these gardens had raised flower beds that were divided into four rectangular quadrants, with irrigation canals down the middle, and wooden or stone walkways.


Today Samarkand is a city of over 350,000 people in eastern Uzbekistan; the central market houses rows of merchant vendors selling the same fruits that Babur praised nearly half a millennium ago. Its vendors still boast of the quality of the melons; they offer some of the juiciest pomegranates in Asia and a unique golden and succulent variety of peaches. When fresh fruit is out of season, the merchants sell raisins, prunes, dried apricots, apples, figs, dates (Phoenix dactylifera), walnuts, pistachios, almonds, and a vivid array of colorful legumes and grains (figure 2). Orchards growing the same varieties of fruits would have been established by the time Alexander the Great conquered the city, at that time called Marakanda, in 329 BC.
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Figure 2. Dried fruit and nut vendors at the central bazaar in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, during a cold winter day in 2015. Photo by Julia McLean.





Samarkand was not the only ancient oasis city to have orchards and vineyards; they were an important part of all the urban centers and small towns across Central Asia. These trading posts, which served as nodes connecting the ancient trade routes, were known for distinctive local varieties of fruits, some of which were praised across the Old World. Remnants of these ancient town orchards still exist: in 1900, the Silk Road explorer and archaeologist Aurel Stein trekked through the Taklimakan Desert and stopped at the ancient Buddhist town and trading center of Dandan Oilik, also visited by Sven Hedin in 1896. Stein excavated coins that dated the site to between AD 713 and 741. He discovered that the ancient orchard trees were still standing in rows, half buried in sand. He suggested that the rows of thousand-year-old trees looked like peaches, plums, apricots, and mulberries. Stein, however, was excited by this observation largely because it promised him a steady supply of firewood for the cold desert nights.11

In the early 1600s Fredrick, the Duke of Holstein (in present-day northern Germany), sent a series of ambassadors to meet with the Persian rulers of the time. One of these envoys, Adam Olearius, stated that “pomegranate-trees, almond-trees, and fig-trees grow there without any ordering of cultivation, especially in the Province of Kilan [now Tehran, Iran], where you have whole forests of them. The wild pomegranates, which you find almost everywhere, especially at Karabag, are sharp or sowrith.”12 Even after centuries of turmoil, the remnants of orchards and home gardens can still be seen across Turkmenistan, Afghanistan, Iran, and Iraq, in nearly every river valley and adjacent to every spring.

Discussing the market bazaars of Kashmir in 1597, Abul Fazl ibn Mubarak, Allámi, the grand vizier of the Mughal emperor Akbar, clearly describes the thriving trade in fruits, noting that grapes, melons, pomegranates, apples, pears, quinces, peaches, and apricots were carried from modern-day Uzbekistan and central India to markets in Kashmir (in the northwestern Indian subcontinent). His description attests to the merchants’ ability to transport perishable goods over great distances, even in the desert heat.

Melons and grapes have become very plentiful and excellent; and water-melons, peaches, almonds, pistachios, pomegranates, etc., are everywhere to be found. Ever since the conquest of Kábul, Qandahár, and Kashmír, loads of fruits are imported; throughout the whole year the stores of the dealers are full, and the bázárs well supplied. Muskmelons come in season, in Hindústán, in the month of Farwardín (February–March), and are plenty in Urdíbihisht (March–April). They are delicious, tender, opening, sweet smelling, especially the kinds called náshpátí, bábáshaikhí, ‘alíshérí, alchah, barg i nai, dúd i chirágh, etc. They continue in season for two months longer. In the beginning of Sharíwar, (August) they come from Kashmír, and before they are out of season, plenty are brought from Kábul; during the month of A´zar  (November) they are imported by the caravans from Badakhshán, and continue to be had during Dai (December.) When they are in season in Zábulistán, good ones are also obtainable in the Panjáb; and in Bhakkar and its vicinity they are plentiful in season, except during the forty cold days of winter. Various kinds of grapes are here to be had from Khurdád (May) to Amurdád (July), whilst the markets are stocked with Kashmír grapes during Shahríwar. Eight sérs of grapes sell in Kashmír at one dám, and the cost of the transport is two rupees per man. The Kashmírians bring them on their backs in conical baskets, which look very curious. From Mihr (September) till Urdíbihisht grapes come from Kábul, together with cherries, which his Majesty calls sháhálú, seedless pomegranates, apples, pears, quinces, guavas [this is probably a translation error and may refer to a citrus], peaches, apricots, girdálús, and álúchas, many of which fruits grow also in Hindústán. From Samarqand even they bring melons, pears, and apples.13

Although historical sources attest to the diversity of items moving along the medieval Silk Road, they provide little evidence of what actual goods were moving along the earlier trade routes. Of the texts surviving from the late first millennium AD, one of the most informative on the trade along the Silk Road is a pamphlet titled The Investigation of Commerce (al-Tabassar bi’l-Tijara). The scholar al-Tabari (AD 839–923) attributes the text to the Arab writer al-Jahiz (AD 776–868/869), who wrote extensively on biology, theology, and philosophy. He produced over two hundred books, mostly during his fifty years in Baghdad, at the heart of the Abbasid Caliphate.14 Charles Pellat, who translated the text into French in 1954, acknowledges that its authorship is questionable but notes that even if al-Jahiz did not write it, the text does date to the ninth century. He suggests, however, that al-Jahiz was not personally familiar with the commercial trade routes of the ancient world. Most likely, he talked with traveling merchants about the items brought into Baghdad from across Asia, particularly luxury goods.

Among the goods discussed are pearls originating from several different South Asian bodies of water (whose value depended on their origins), as well as gemstones such as carnelian, topaz, turquoises of varying shades, garnets, diamonds, and various crystals. Al-Jahiz also mentions amber, gold, and musk from Tibet. He discusses the transport of silk garments; furs and pelts, including rabbit, black fox from the Caspian Sea region, ermine, and panther; and tapestries from Armenia. These textiles, varying widely in color and design, incorporated fibers from all across Inner Asia. They included Byzantine tapestries with purple stripes on a red and green background, felted fabrics from western China, and silk from Isfahan, Iran.

Among the many other items mentioned are balm of Gilead from the Arabian balsam tree (Commiphora gileadensis) and processed sugar, which had likely reached this region from India about a millennium earlier but was probably for elite consumption only. Other imports from India mentioned in the text include tigers, elephants, and panthers, sandalwood (Santalum sp.), ebony (Diospyros sp.), and coconuts (Cocos nucifera). From China came spices, notably cinnamon (Cinnamomum sp.), along with silks, ceramics, paper, peacocks, horses, saddles, felt, and rhubarb (Rheum rhabarbarum); from Byzantium, gold and silver utensils, coins, and ornaments, along with red copper, lyres, female slaves, craftsmen, and eunuchs; from Arabia, horses, ostriches, skins, and wood; Arabic merchants obtained panther skins, hawk feathers, and felts from the Berbers. From Yemen came giraffes, coats, skins, carnelian, incense, indigo, and turmeric (Curcuma longa), and from Egypt came papyrus (Cyperus papyrus), topaz, and balsam. From the Khazar Khaganate in southern Central Asia the Abbasid elites obtained slaves, armor, mesh (and likely other metal goods), fennel (Foeniculum vulgare), and sugarcane, suggesting that sugar was already being grown and processed in the region of modern Turkmenistan by the ninth century AD. From Samarkand came paper; from Balkh in Afghanistan, grapes and mushrooms; from Merv, fabrics (likely cotton) and silk, pheasant, and jujube fruits (Ziziphus sp.); and from Khorasan in northeastern Iran, wool coats. Goods from lands in modern-day Iran included honey, quinces, apples, Chinese pears (Pyrus sp.), salt, saffron (Crocus sp.), fruit syrups, and clothing from Isfahan; indigo, cumin (Cuminum cyminum), dried and fresh fruits, rosewater, linen, jasmine oil syrups, glassware, silks, and sugar from Kerman; cedar wood, violet oil, and horse blankets from the ancient city of Susa; and sugar, dates, grapes, and dancers from Ahvaz.

Around this time a culinary revolution took place, likely centered in Baghdad. It was sparked in part by the introduction of new crops, like sugarcane and rice, but also by new irrigation systems that made it possible to grow them. The Abbasid caliphs imported expert cooks from all corners of their empire and refined the art of Arabic cooking. The oldest surviving Arabic cookbook, the Kitab al-Tabikh (The book of dishes), was written by Muhammad bin Hasan al-Baghdadi in 1226.

Much of our understanding of life in southern Central Asia and the Iranian Plateau during the first millennium AD comes from the writings of Islamic geographers.15 One of these, al-Muqaddasi (AD 945–91), who was employed by the court of Adud al-Dawla (936–83) in Shiraz, wrote about the construction of irrigation systems, caravansaries, and dams in the lower Kur River in the Fars region of Iran around 985. He wrote about the ancient city of Istakhr in Iran, where irrigation systems flowed around the city, watering rice fields and orchards.16 The Pulvar River, a tributary of the Kur, runs in a bend around the ruins of Isatkhr today. The name means “pool” in Farsi, implying that there might once have been major water catchments near the city.


As elaborate irrigation technology spread farther into Central Asia, along with Islam, cuisines changed. The prominence of rice in Central and southwest Asian dishes likely dates to this period. A 1972 survey of ninth-century Islamic agriculture in Iraq by Husam Qawam El-Samarraie draws primarily on Ibn Wahshiyya’s early-tenth-century Book of Nabatean Agriculture (Kitab al-filaha al-Nabatiyya).17 Ibn al-Awam, an Iberian author, compiled an agronomic treatise, Kitab al-Filaha (Ibn al-Awam’s book of agriculture), based on information gathered from ancient and contemporary authors at the end of the twelfth century or the first half of the thirteenth century.18 Abu Hamid al-Andalusi al-Gharnati was born in 1080 and started traveling in 1106; from 1130 to 1155 he was in Khorasan, where he noted that there were many cities, villages, farmsteads, and fortresses. He stated that there were “fruits, the like of which I have not seen in any of the other countries I have visited.” He noted watermelons sweeter than “sugar with honey,” large melons that would keep all winter, large dates, red and white grapes, apples, pears, and pomegranates.19

About a century earlier, in 988, another Arabic geographer, Ibn Hawqal (who traveled from 943 to 969) had described Khwarazm as a “fertile country, producing many kinds of grain and fruit, but not walnuts. Its cotton and woollen textiles are exported throughout the world.”20 Ibn Hawqal was one of the few authors of the time who traveled near the Middle Euphrates River. He recorded agricultural details in his Arrangement of the World (Kitab surat al-ard).21 Ibn Battuta, another of these ancient geographers, traveled around South Asia and North Africa from 1325 to 1354 and praised the qualities of the fruits across the Islamic world. His journeys never took him into the heart of Inner Asia, however, so we cannot know whether he would have compared these fruits favorably with those of the regions to the north.

Along with these geographic writings, a number of Arabic cookbooks were written and survive in part or in full today. Most of these books were produced in the thirteenth century. Catering to the elite tastes of the caliphate, they draw on ingredients available on the Iranian Plateau and west across to the Mediterranean coast. From these works we can extrapolate some details about what the common people in Central Asia would have consumed. Two of the most important volumes were produced in the Mediterranean and three in the eastern Islamic world.22 One of the most detailed, Kitab al-Wuslah ila l-Habib fi Wasf al-Tayyibat wal-Tib, originally compiled in Syria for the Ayyubid rulers, was recently translated into English as Scents and Flavors the Banqueter Favors. This book contains 635 recipes and medicinal concepts. It presents ways to balance the bodily humors—a medical concept that some scholars believe spread from Europe to East Asia along the early trade routes. The book offers recipes for dishes as diverse as pickled capers, barley vinegar, fragrant flowered waters, and baked goods produced in a clay oven. The range of ingredients is astonishing: almond, apple, apricot, banana, date, citron, cornelian and sour cherries, cucumber, eggplant, grape, hazelnut, lemon, melon, mulberry, orange, pistachio, pomegranate, and quince. The recipes also use asparagus, cabbage, carrot, lettuce, onion, and turnip, as well as herbs and spices such as agarwood, cinnamon, coriander (Coriandrum sativum), fennel, garlic, jasmine (Jasminum sp.), and other scented flowers, marjoram (Origanum majorana), poppy and sesame seeds (Sesamum indicum), safflower (Carthamus tinctorius), sandalwood, sugar, sumac, and rhubarb.

Another early traveler from China noted a similar abundance along his journey. Departing from central China in the year 1220, by special permission from Genghis Khan, Kiu Chang Chun traveled from Mongolia to the Hindu Kush, into what is now Afghanistan, and back to China. One of his traveling companions, Li Zhichang, wrote down his account of the three-year journey. He observed that when they entered the towns of Central Asia, people came bearing gifts of grape wine and many different kinds of fruits. He discussed cotton and fruit production near the medieval town of Almaty, which he noted was named A-li-ma, from the local word for fruit; he commented on the extensive irrigated apple orchards that surrounded the town. He discussed rice and vegetable cultivation along the Amu Darya River and fruit orchards in the Tien Shan; he noted peaches, walnuts, and a small peach that might have been an apricot. He particularly praised the fertility of the land around Samarkand, noting that all grains and legumes that grew in China also grew in that region, except buckwheat and soybean. He also praised the watermelons and eggplants—a long, narrow purple variety—of the Zerafshan region.23 Discussing irrigated farming in the Yin Shan Mountains of Inner Mongolia, he noted that while the fruits ripened late because of the cold in the higher elevations, there were productive irrigated fields and gardens.

A flood of European, Chinese, and Arabic travelers, explorers, merchants, soldiers, and scholars poured into the Central Asian trading cities as the age of colonialism and exploration began; many of them recorded stories of the lively markets and the rich arrays of fruits. In 1671, Ambrosio Bembo (1652–1705), an Italian nobleman, set out on an exploratory mission through the eastern Islamic world, mainly the area of modern-day Iran. He noted the abundance of fruit in every town, especially in Isfahan, and he particularly praised the melons, which surpassed those he knew from the central Mediterranean. He also stopped at a number of caravansaries. He seems to have been largely ignorant of farming practices and likely never worked a plow in his life. Hence he described, with great interest, what a pistachio nut looks like while still on the tree. He threw away the acorns that he was offered as food, because he believed it was beneath his dignity to eat oak nuts, even though the entire caravan he was traveling with stopped to collect them at an oak grove.24

Alexander “Bokhara” Burnes (1805–41) traveled to Bukhara through the Hindu Kush on a trip that lasted from 1831 to 1833. A lieutenant in the British army who would become a renowned player in the Great Game, he had been stationed in India as an emissary for the British Crown. Like every other European traveler to pass through Inner Asia, he was astonished by the variety of fruits and nuts available in every bazaar and by the cultivation practices in the high-altitude river valleys of the Hindu Kush. He noted that in every small valley in the mountains, the local people grew apples, cherries, figs, mulberries, peaches, pears, pomegranates, and quinces. He also noted the cultivation practices of the Goklan tribes of Turkmen herders in 1832, recounting that whenever he caught sight of a new camp, “almost every fruit grew in a state of nature. The fig, the vine, pomegranate, raspberry, black currant, and the hazel, shot up everywhere; and, as we approached the camp of the Toorkmuns, there were extensive plantations of the mulberry.” Perhaps accustomed to British orchards, with their orderly rows of trees, he seemed unaware that these fruits were not growing wild but were planted and tended by the local herding populations. He referred to Bukhara as the “vegetable kingdom,” surrounded by productive fields and orchards.25 He further noted a lucrative trade in dried fruits from Bukhara across Inner Asia and described apricots, grapes, and peaches drying in the sun. Despite the reputation of the Bukhara grapes, specifically a purple and a long yellow variety, he commented that the oasis was best known for its melons, taking several pages in his log to sing their praises.

James Baillie Fraser (1783–1856) was a Scottish traveler who covered large areas of Central and South Asia on horseback in the early nineteenth century, traveling several routes of the Silk Road with caravans in 1821 and 1822. While most of the epic explorers of the age of discovery tell tales of adventure, excitement, and intrigue, his travel logs are full of melancholy. He concludes that the political situation of the impoverished region of Persia is “despotic, unsteady, and corrupt in the extreme.” As he moves further north, he notes that the Turkmen people “are addicted to robbery, murder, and making slaves for sale.” In Central Asia he reports massive death tolls from both disease and raiding, including the slaughter of entire villages by Turkmen raiders, a common occurrence before Russian imperial expansion. In fact, only two aspects of the Persian landscape attract his praise: the fruits and the women. Describing a small village in the Semnan province of Iran, populated with displaced Syrians, he notes that the women are very fair, and the only things that vie with the red hue of their cheeks are the apples that grow in the same village.26 He visits shops in the bazaars, talks to fruit vendors, and stays at caravansaries. He praises several towns for the quality of their fruits, especially in Fergana and along the Zerafshan.

Fraser is also intrigued by the farming practices in the mountains and foothills of Central Asia. In the northern Iran foothills, north of Nishapur, he describes a small village “with plentiful gardens, full of trees that bear fruit of the highest flavour. . . . [These towns] may be seen all along the foot of the hills, and in the little recesses, formed by the ravines whence issues the water that irrigates them.” Following the caravan route into the mountains, he notices a glen “finely wooded with walnut, mulberry, poplar, and willow trees; and fruit-tree gardens rising, one above the other, upon the mountain side, watered by little rills that had been led from the stream far above.” North of Mashhad in Iran he observes fields of wheat and barley and the cultivation of watermelons, melons, apples, pears, apricots, and a variety of grapes all the way up to the mountains. He notes that almonds, pistachio, saffron, and the “finest” of fruits are exported from Herat, along with locally produced silk. In Central Asia proper, he praises the fruits of the Zerafshan region and states that the “fruits of Bockhara are said to be excellent; apples, pears, quinces, plums, peaches, apricots, cherries, figs, pomegranates, mulberries, grapes, melons, etc. abound in their seasons; the musk-melons are mentioned as remarkable for size and flavour, often weighing twenty pounds, and keeping fresh and good for seven or eight months of the year.” He also talks about irrigated farming and crop-rotation cycles in Fergana. He notes farming around Kokand and the cultivation of fruit and nut trees spanning from the city up into the mountains—“lofty pines, poplars, almond, walnut, and pistachio trees.”27

Eugene Schuyler (1840–90) was an American scholar born in Ithaca, New York; he was also the first American diplomat to visit Russian-occupied Central Asia in 1873. He visited Khiva, Tashkent, Samarkand, Bukhara, and Kokand. His travel log Turkistan, published in 1877, is a vibrant description of the cities and lives of people along the still-active Silk Road. He praises the fruits and nuts and the lavish gardens, orchards, and vineyards of every city that he visits, noting that trays of fresh and dried fruits and nuts are offered to him before meals. Like many other explorers, Schuyler notes that he is continually surrounded by archaeological ruins: the “whole of this region shows traces of ancient cultivation, and it is evident that a very large population at one time existed here. In various parts there are mounds, now covered with growths of saksaul and other shrubs, which are evidently the ruins of former cities.”28 (The appendix includes an excerpt from his accounts.)
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