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Abstract :   This paper aims to provide a broad framework for culinary history and culture in the Himalayas. It 

showcases how food transcends its basic function as sustenance and plays a significant role in social and 

cultural spheres. It highlights how culinary traditions serve as powerful reflections of societal values, cultural 

identities, and regional distinctions. This paper aims to discuss a dish loved by the Ladakhis, the Yarkhandi 

Pulao. Its origins trace back to Yarkand, part of present-day Xinjiang in China. This paper argues how this dish 

reached Ladakh through the ancient Silk Route as Ladakh was a key trading town along the Silk Route, and it 

saw an exchange of not just goods but also cultures, traditions, clothing, recipes, religious practices.This paper 

examines how this dish represents a fusion of cultures and people. It aims to provide a comprehensive 

understanding of how the forces of trade, migration and globalisation have influenced, preserved, and 

transformed culinary practices across cultures and regions. As a methodology, I have used primary sources, 

including firsthand travel accounts of travellers, memoirs, oral sources.  
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INTRODUCTION – 

India is known for its rich culture, which varies from place to place, and the culture of a place can be traced by 

its dietary habits. The cuisine of a place is shaped by its geographical location and availability of resources, 

and over the years, we have seen evolution in the eating habits of the people regarding globalisation, migration 

and availability of raw materials.This paper aims to explore culinary practices as an identity of people by 

tracing their origin, and it emphasise the process of cooking and the evolution of the recipe. 

In the valley of Ladakh, Yarkhandi Pulao as a cuisine has made a place of its own. This dish symbolises a 

region rich with cultural intersections, as Ladakh was a part of trading history in the early nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries. This particular dish reflects a blend of cultural influences and, over the years, how changes 

were brought in its making regarding its preparation and how this dish showcases the continuity and evolution 

of a cultural landscape. This paper reflects on how the Silk Road was a medium of not just trade but also ideas 

and culture. Ladakh was a key trading town on the Silk Road, serving as a cultural crossroads between South 

Asia and Central Asia for trade and cultural exchange. Its position offered traders access to several important 

trade routes, including the Tibetan route, which linked Leh to Tibet, and the South Asian route, connecting Leh 

with key cities like Rawalpindi, Amritsar, and Srinagar. Additionally, the Central Asian route facilitated trade 

between Ladakh and Central Asia. These trade routes not only allowed for the exchange of goods such as silk, 

spices, and textiles but also fostered cultural interactions, religious exchanges, and the spread of ideas, making 

Ladakh a melting pot of diverse traditions. 
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Figure. Overview Map of Ladakh 

 

To give a geographical context of Ladakh on the world map, it lies between the Karakorum  &  the Himalayan 

ranges at 35 degrees north and 80 degrees east longitude. Situated on the border of India, on the western side 

we have Kashmir and POK (Pakistan-occupied Kashmir ), and on the Eastern side are located the districts of 

Rudok, Chumurti (illegally occupied by China ) and the country of Tibet. South of Ladakh, Spiti of Himachal 

Pradesh is located. 

The earliest reference to Ladakh can be found in the work of Fa-hian, who was the first Chinese pilgrim to visit 

Ladakh in  399- 400 CE.  As mentioned in A. H Franke’s work, History of Western Tibet, He travelled through 

the region of Yu-thian (Khotan) and crossed the Tsung-Ling mountains, and reached a snowy place, Kie-chha, 

and he described the people as "men of the snowy mountains." Alexander Cunningham identifies this ancient 

place as modern Ladakh, based on the pilgrims' descriptions and route. 

Ladakh is also known by many other names, such as Kanchanpa, land of Gompas, little Tibet and Moonland 

(due to its rugged terrain and unique Landscape). Ladakh is known for its barren landscape because it has very 

little vegetation due to its tough geographical landscape with a high altitude of 3 meters (11 feet) above sea 

level.The people of Ladakh are known for their historic contribution in the Kargil war of 1999, where the 

Ladakhi regiment, known as Ladakh scouts, who had good knowledge about the terrain, fought bravely in the 

war. The locals, besides the army, worked as helpers, porters, and cooks. Due to its sensitive frontier, there 

was a restriction on foreigners’ entry into Ladakh until 1947. Ladakh remained under the rule of the Namgyal 

Dynasty for an extensive period following the 10th century. 

 

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

My research aims to reconstruct the complex relationship between the past and present by tracing the orgins 

and historical significance of the cuisine, Yarkhandi Pulao . It focuses on Ladakh and the broader cultural 

exchanges that have shaped its culinary landscape. At the heart of the study is the notion of the fluidity of 

cultural boundaries, so as to show how food transcends borders, carrying with it memories of migration, trade 
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and interaction. Ladakhi people’s social life at the centre of the Silk Road is enriched by centuries of trade . It 

serves as a microcosm for understanding how the legacies of these exchanges are embedded within the region’s 

culinary practices.  

This paper examines how spices, ingredients, and cooking techniques not only shaped the local culinary 

identity but also contributed to a larger narrative of global culinary history. My research centres on 

investigating how commerce and cultural interactions along the Silk Road played a pivotal role in influencing 

and shaping culinary traditions. By tracing the spread of Ingredients, culinary techniques, and the fusion of 

flavours across regions, my work aims to highlight how these exchanges have not only introduced new 

ingredients but also preserved and evolved traditional cooking practices. 

Through this analysis, I seek to emphasise the profound and lasting impact of the Silk Road on the development 

of global cuisine and cultural heritage. It will examine the dynamic ways in which trade, migration, and 

globalisation have shaped culinary traditions over time. Specifically, this paper argues how the migratory 

movements, such as the Arghun community’s journey, have contributed to the diffusion of food practices and 

the blending of culinary traditions across regions.  

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

In light of the growing interest in food history and the preservation of traditional cuisines , my study delves 

into the revival of the ancient recipe of Yarkhnadi Pulao by examining historical texts and oral sources. The 

idea is to gain a deeper understanding of past food practices and how they can inform contemporary efforts to 

preserve cultural heritage . 

As a primary source, I have used firsthand accounts of travellers on the trade route, such as Rasul Galwan. He 

was a Ladakhi servant during the late 19th and early 20th centuries, who accompanied various colonel officers 

on a couple of trips to Yarkhand. His memoir, which was published in 1 it is a unique historical document. 

Travel accounts of the British officials, such as Moorcroft and Trebeck’s travels in the Himalayas and travel 

accounts of official Younghusband, are an important source for my study. Oral sources are another important 

source for a broader ethnographic study of my paper. It gives us an idea about a cross-cultural approach. 

Oral tradition as a source fills the scholarship gap left by archives and other sources. With an aim to 

conceptualise the identity and sense of belongingness, the Intersubjectivity of memories and legacy is helpful. 

This sense of identity weaves together communities of ethnic identification. For this, I have used first-hand 

accounts of the memories and experiences of the Kalon family ( then chief minister to the king ) who hosted 

Yarkhandi Traders for generations. I have reached out to locals for their insight on Yarkhandi Pulao. Kunzes 

Angmo is the founder of Agro Ladags food, and she runs an artisanal alchemy Ladakhi Lunch experience and 

Yarkhandi Pulao as one of the main delicacies that she serves.  

I also interviewed the Muslim community of Ladakh, who use Yarkhandi Pulao regularly in their lives as 

compared to the Buddhist population. As a secondary source, I have used various number of books and articles 

to gain an insight into Pulao and I have done literature review of the same, like the Trade and contemporary 

society along the silk road by Jacqueline H.Feweks in which he draws upon Benedict Anderson’s concept of 

“imagined communities” to explore how local communities contribute to the larger national identity. Fewkes 

highlights understanding local relationships and cultural groups as essential, as they serve as foundational 

elements of the broader national culture. Building on this idea, I want to argue how small border communities, 

like Ladakh, play a crucial role in shaping the nation. These communities, though remote, form an essential 

part of India's national identity and defence, particularly through their participation in events such as the Kargil 

War. Their local traditions, customs, and involvement in national Issues contribute not only to the cultural 

richness of the nation but also to its strategic integrity. 

 

   LITERATURE REVIEW - 

Servant of Sahibs - by Rasul Gawan’s memoir gives us a perspective from an indigenous servant, and it gives 

us information about colonial servitude, identity, and cultural interaction, while making it a key source for 
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understanding the lived experiences of those on the margins of colonial power. He served British officers, 

explorers Sir Francis Younghusband and Lord Dunmore during their journeys through the Himalayan and 

Central Asian regions. 

As a literary work, Servant of Sahibs highlights Galwan’s unique role in recording the experiences not just as 

a passive observer but as an active participant in the exploration process. His narrative sheds light on the often-

overlooked contributions of indigenous people to the success of British exploration, which could not have been 

achieved without the aid of local guides, cooks, porters, and translators. Galwan’s experiences reveal the 

intricate web of cultural exchanges in the region. During his journey to Yarkhand, he tells us about the food 

they ate, the servants ate simple food such as lentils chapatis, while the masters ate luxurious dishes that were 

part of the expedition provisions, such as roasted meats (lamb or goat) which is used in preparing Yarkhandi 

Pulao, this also tells about the dietary habits of different sections of the society. In the memoir of Rasul 

Galwan’s account, we do not find in-depth information about the Culinary habits, and there is no mention of 

Yarkhandi Pulao. This paper attempts to deep dive into the cultural significance of Yarkhndi Pulao as a dish, 

and it offers valuable insights into the everyday food culture of the region.Yarkhandi Pulao is a reflection of 

the rich culinary traditions of the Silk Road that Galwan would have witnessed and eaten by his employers 

during his travels. His narrative provides a broader understanding of the landscapes of Yarkhand and how they 

intersected with trade and hospitality.  

 

Jacqueline H. Fewkes' book, "Trade and Contemporary Society along the Silk Road". This book provides us 

with a framework for understanding how dishes emerged and evolved. The interactions between traders and 

the exchange of cultural practices along the Silk Road played a pivotal role in the development of this dish, 

illustrating how culinary history is deeply tied to broader economic and social exchanges.This book tells us 

how the Silk Road was not just a trade route for goods like silk and spices but also a cultural exchange network. 

Along with material goods, traders and travellers exchanged culinary practices. This is highly relevant to 

Yarkhandi Pulao, which is believed to have evolved through the interactions of various cultures along the trade 

route, blending ingredients and techniques from Central Asia, India, and China.  Fewkes discusses the 

movement of people, ideas, and practices along the Silk Road, suggesting that these interactions led to the 

fusion of cuisines and the dissemination of ingredients, such as spices and grains. Fewkes highlights the 

preservation and adaptation of culinary traditions in modern societies, illustrating how trade has not only 

impacted historical practices but also continues to shape contemporary cooking. However, he does not 

specifically address Yarkhandi Pulao, which presents an opportunity for my research to fill this gap.  

 

In travels in the Himalayan province of Hindustan and the Punjab in Ladakh and Kashmir by Mr. William 

Moorcroft and Mr. George Trebeck from 1819 to 1825, Willam Moorceoft was a veterinary surgeon by 

profession, he had embarked on a journey to Central Asia in search of horses for the East India Company’s 

military stud as he was in charge of it. The duo remained in Leh from 1820  to 1822, in the hope of permission 

to continue their Journey to Yarkhand, but it was never granted. Nevertheless, they utilised this period to travel 

throughout the region and study various aspects of Ladakhi society (Rizvi). Travels in the Himalayan Provinces 

of Hindustan and the Punjab was first published in the 19th century. It offers one of the earliest comprehensive 

travel accounts of the remote regions of Central Asia, including Yarkand as a hub along the Silk Road. 

However, the focus of their work leans heavily towards trade, political interactions, and geographical 

explorations, leaving certain cultural aspects, such as culinary traditions, underexplored. Yarkhand was a 

bustling trade centre within the Silk Road network, where merchants from China, India, and Central Asia 

converged, and goods like silk, spices, and precious stones flowed freely across borders. 

Despite the rich cultural interactions that must have occurred in such a space, the book offers scant information 

on everyday life and local food practices. The absence of detailed descriptions of the culinary habits of the 

local populations and the Yarkhandi traders presents a notable gap in the literature. This gap is significant as 

food plays a crucial role in understanding cultural identity, and its omission limits our ability to fully grasp the 
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cultural dynamics of trade during this period. The absence of references to specific dishes, such as the 

Yarkhandi Pulao, highlights a larger issue in early travel literature—the tendency to overlook daily practices 

that define local cultures. This oversight allows for an opportunity to explore the culinary traditions of 

Yarkhand that Moorcroft and Trebeck's account fails to address. By examining the food culture of Yarkhand 

and its connection to Ladakh, my paper can enrich the existing scholarship by bringing attention to the culinary 

exchanges that were as integral to Silk Road culture. 

Janet Rizvi’s book Ladakh: Crossroad of High Asia was first published in 1983. Rizvi is an anthropologist and 

historian. His book offers an insightful exploration of the region’s history, geography, culture, and politics and 

a detailed account of how Ladakh's unique position at the intersection of Central Asia, Tibet, and the Indian 

subcontinent has shaped its Identity over centuries. Rizvi traces the historical narrative of Ladakh, its 

interactions with neighbouring empires and communities. She highlights significant periods of change, 

including the influence of Buddhism and the impact of trade on local economies and social structures. The 

author delves into the rich tapestry of cultural influences in Ladakh, including the amalgamation of Tibetan, 

Central Asian, and Indian traditions. The book also addresses the significant role of trade in shaping Ladakh's 

social and economic structures. Rizvi discusses the historical significance of the Silk Road, emphasising how 

it facilitated not just the exchange of goods but also ideas, beliefs, and cultural practices. Despite its 

comprehensive coverage of cultural and historical themes. Ladakh: Crossroads of High Asia notably lacks a 

focused exploration of culinary traditions. Rizvi provides only a brief mention of food practices within the 

broader context of cultural exchange. This absence of in-depth analysis creates a notable gap in understanding 

how culinary traditions, specifically dishes like Yarkhandi Pulao, have evolved in response to historical trade 

and cultural interactions. 

 

The Heart of a Continent by younghusaband A Narrative of Travels in Manchuria, Across the Gobi Desert, 

Through the Himalayas, the Pamirs, and Chitral, 1884-1894, is a remarkable account of the author’s extensive 

travels across some of the most remote and challenging terrains of Asia. It was first published in the late 19th 

century. He was one of the sahibs of a Rasul Galwan whose memoir is one of my primary sources. His travel 

account combines adventure, exploration, and keen observations of the cultures and landscapes through 

Manchuria, Tibet, Chitral, Yarkhand, Kashmir and more. In Yarkand, he was struck by the beauty of the region, 

characterised by its rugged mountains and vast, arid landscapes. He describes the town as a bustling hub, 

highlighting its significance as a trading post along the historic Silk Road. Younghusband notes the 

architectural features of Yarkhand, mentioning the distinct Islamic influences evident in the buildings and 

mosques. He also reflects on the challenges faced by the people of Jharkhand. He discusses the political 

tensions in the region, particularly regarding its relationship with China and the influence of neighbouring 

powers, but he does not delve into the specifics of their cuisine or the significance of food within their culture. 

This oversight limits the understanding of how culinary traditions reflect the broader cultural and historical 

context of the region. By addressing this gap, my research aims to contribute to a more comprehensive 

understanding of the cultural heritage of Yarkhand through the lens of its culinary practice. 

 

The term Silk Road was first introduced by German geographer Baron von Richthofen in 1877. This ancient 

trade network spanned nearly a miles, connecting China with Central Asia, Northern India, the Parthian 

Empire, and eventually the Roman Empire. Bahera argues that the Silk Road originated during the Han Dynasty 

( 206BC– 220AD). he further argues that Emperor Wu-ti (141– 87 BC) wanted to form alliances with Central 

Asian nomadic tribes to protect China from enemies. He therefore sent General Zhang Qian on a mission to 

build these partnerships. Although Zhang wasn’t able to secure the alliances, his journey, which reached as far 

as modern Afghanistan, gave China valuable knowledge about the lands and cultures of Central Asia. Zhang’s 

travels helped open communication and trade between China and the West, which is why he is often seen as 

the founder of the Silk Road, a trade route that connected East and West for centuries. In addition to silk yarn 

and silk fabrics, a wide range of goods, such as goat wool ( pashmina) was traded., medicinal herbs, carved 
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jade, and luxury items, were traded from China. China, in turn, imported valuable commodities like horses, 

glassware, raw jade, frankincense, gold, silver, sapphires, musk ( used in perfumes ), and Shatush ( Tibetan 

wool) were traded. 

       In the background, in the twentieth century, there was this big game, i.e. Anglo Russian rivalry in Central 

Asia to access border control. Britain's key contender, Russia, was also interested in the Central Asian market, 

which is why the British took particular interest in the trade to Central Asia via Ladakh. They were not after 

the trade profits; rather, they wanted to send people to Asia to spy against the Russians about their activities in 

Central Asia. Moorcroft suggests that while Ladakh’s commerce itself may not be of significant value, its 

strategic central location makes it highly important as a vital crossroads for trade between Tibet, Turkistan, 

China, and even Russia, on one side, and Kashmir, Punjab. (Moorcroft,). 

The Silk Road was not only a route for trading goods but also played a vital role in the exchange of religious 

ideas. As traders and caravans traversed these ancient routes, missionaries accompanied them, disseminating 

their faiths across vast regions. Buddhism, which originated in India, was notably facilitated by this trade route, 

allowing the religion to spread far beyond its birthplace. Ladakhi monks were part of this religious exchange, 

often travelling to Tibet to receive monastic education, further contributing to the interconnectedness of 

Buddhist communities across Asia. This is evident in archaeological findings, particularly through ancient art 

forms (see Klimburg-Salter 1982). By the era of the Kushan Empire in the third century, Buddhism began to 

spread more extensively from South Asia into Central and East Asia. This blend of economic and spiritual 

exchange made the Silk Road a vital artery for cultural and religious diffusion. The mode of transport was 

made using animals like dzo, yak, donkeys, and Bactrian (double-humped) camels. These camels, which are 

still found in the Nubra Valley of Ladakh, provide evidence of the region's historical trade connections with 

Central Asia. Rasul Galwan’s memoir mentions how the Yarkhand animals were stronger and fast as compared 

to the Ladakhi ones. 

 

Traveller accounts describe the journey from Leh to Yarkhand as extremely challenging due to the high-altitude 

passes like Khardong La, steep glaciers, and rough terrain. The Karakoram route at an elevation of, feet, which 

connects Yarkhand to Leh, spans approximately miles, making it an arduous path for traders to traverse. 

Traders from Central Asia, known as Hor, were respectfully addressed by Ladakhi Buddhists as "Hajji," a title 

traditionally given to individuals who have completed the pilgrimage to Mecca. Through historical trade 

interactions, various identity groups emerged in Ladakh, shaped by regional connections. One such group is 

the Arghun community, a distinct subset of the Ladakhi population. Their identity was forged through 

interactions with Central Asian traders who settled in the region, contributing to the broader debates about what 

defines Ladakhi identity. The Arghun community was formed through economic exchanges and social 

practices, including intermarriages with the Ladakhi women. There are two sects of Muslims in Ladakh – the 

Sunni and Shia communities. Sunnis are the descendants of the Arab families. The Sunnis and their holy places 

are known as kha-che, or "Kashmiri," and the Shias are called as bal-ti, or "natives of Baltistan," independent 

of their actual geographical or ethnic origin. 

These families were involved in the economic transactions and played roles as consumers and distributors of 

luxury goods. Jacqueline asserts that the Ladakhis of that period were cosmopolitan, serving as both significant 

consumers and cultural intermediaries within the trade networks of Central and South Asia. The impact of the 

Silk Road trade network is evident in many aspects of daily life, particularly in the regional cuisine, as 

highlighted in Rasul Galwan's memoir. His writings provide valuable insight into how goods from distant 

lands, such as dried fruits, nuts, and spices, made their way into local markets through these trade routes. 

Galwan’s narrative vividly describes the variety of ingredients available in the marketplaces, such as dried 

apricots, raisins, and various spices. These imported ingredients played a significant role in shaping local 

culinary traditions, including dishes like Yarkhandi Pulao, which likely incorporated these flavourful additions. 

The influence of trade on food culture reflects the broader exchange of not only goods but also ideas, tastes, 
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and traditions that occurred along.  The Silk Road enriched the daily lives of those living in regions connected 

by this historic trade network. 

 

Yarkand is a part of present-day China in Xinjiang province, and Yarkhandi Pulao is a Uyghur cuisine. The 

Uyghurs are a Turkic ethnic group residing in North-western China.Historically, the Uyghurs established the 

Uyghur Khaganate in the 8th century in Central Asia, but after its collapse, many Uyghurs migrated to 

Xinjiang. Many of these groups settled in places like Yarkhand, which is an important stop along the southern 

branch of the Silk Road.Yarkandi pulao is a Central Asian buttery rice dish of slow-cooked mutton. The 

Ladakhi version of Yarkhandi Pulao is slightly different from the Uyghur version in that it uses locally available 

ingredients such as yak or goat meat, and often features apricots and dry fruits. The use of wild plants such as 

stinging nettle and wild garlic demonstrates the ingenuity of using locally available ingredients. These 

ingredients, often found growing naturally in the region, have been incorporated into traditional dishes, adding 

unique flavours and nutritional value to local cuisines. In traditional Ladakhi cooking, the pulao was prepared 

using khag-la, or homemade butter, which was ideal for the region's cold climate. The butter's ability to remain 

solid and not spoil made it practical for storage and transport. Over the years, the culinary practices have been 

shared, and various progressions were made, such as refinement of preservation methods, the invention of new 

cooking tools, and the sourcing of ingredients, all of which have greatly influenced the way food is  prepared  

and consumed  .  

My Primary source for this recipe is Ms Kunzes Angmo, who runs an artisanal alchemy Ladakhi lunch 

experience curated at Jade House in Leh and Stok Palace. The chef's inspiration for her culinary practices is 

deeply rooted in her familial connections and heritage. The social stratification is visible here as the main 

ingredient, rice, once a rare and costly grain in Ladakh until the introduction of the Public Distribution System 

in the 1970s, was a symbol of wealth. It uses other high-quality ingredients such as saffron and rich meats. The 

rarity and cost of these ingredients, imported from distant regions via the Silk Road, made them unattainable 

for the lower social classes. It served as a visual and tangible representation of wealth and reinforced the class 

hierarchy. Fewkes has argued that certain dishes became powerful symbols of social standing, illustrating the 

clear class divisions within the Silk Road communities. We get to see this in Galwan’s narrative, how his diet 

was relatively simple and different from the sahibs. Ms Kunzes Angmo’s in-laws ancestors were closely related 

to the king, the Kalons ( Chief minister to the king ), Lonpos ( Minister to the king). Her aunt-in-law, Smt. 

Tsering Angmo Shey (Lonpo) played a pivotal role in shaping her understanding and appreciation of traditional 

Yarkhandi cuisine. Drawing from her aunt’s memories and rich experiences, particularly the time spent 

cooking with Yarkhandi traders, she learned invaluable culinary techniques and developed a deep cultural 

connection to the food. This unique family history, passed down through generations, provides the chef with 

an authentic and personal perspective, making her an indispensable source for my research on the culinary 

heritage of Yarkhandi Pulao and its cultural significance in Ladakh. 

 

While the rest of the Buddhists of Ladakh don’t make Yarkhandi Pulao that often, except for a few fine dining 

restaurants, among the Muslims of Ladakh, it is served. In the interview with Manzoor (a resident of Chuchot 

village ), he highlighted Yarkhandi Pulao’s deep cultural and religious significance within the Muslim 

community. It is a staple dish in Muslim households. He explained how Yarkhandi Pulao is typically served 

during community gatherings at local restaurants near Choglamsar and significant Islamic occasions such as 

Eid, Muharram, and Shabe-Barat. It also plays a role in communal meals at Madrasas, aimed at fostering unity 

and togetherness among attendees. Furthermore, Yarkhandi Pulao holds a personal and cultural connection for 

Manzoor, representing his community’s traditions. His family prepares it for special events like gatherings and 

religious offerings (sadaqah). In areas such as Balkhang, where shops are predominantly run by Muslim 

shopkeepers, Yarkhandi Pulao is widely served, adding to the cultural fabric of the region. In religious contexts 

such as Eid-e-Milad and gatherings at the Imam Bargha, Yarkhandi Pulao symbolises unity and collective 

worship, functioning as a culinary tradition that ties together religious and social practices. Ladakh also 
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represents a broader cultural link to Central Asian influences. For Manzoor, Yarkhandi Pulao embodies cultural 

heritage, family tradition, and community solidarity. I have done a comparative study into the making of 

Ladakhi Yarkhandi Pulao, Kashmiri Pulao, and Uyghur Pulao, known as Pilaf in China. This gives me an idea 

of how the ingredients and the recipe of the same food change over regions due to their geographical landscape 

and resource availability. 

 

In Yarkand, the Pulao is known as " Pilaf . Josh Summers notes that the Uyghurs refer to the dish as “polo” in 

their language, while it is commonly known by the Chinese term "zhua fan." He continues by describing how 

Uyghur Pilaf was traditionally served as a communal meal, where people would come together and eat it with 

their hands, emphasising the shared and social nature of the dish. The Uyghur cuisine is shaped by a fusion of 

Central Asian, Chinese, and Middle Eastern influences, which is why we get to see several versions of pilaf. 

He explains how these dishes are generally crafted using key ingredients such as lamb, rice, carrots, and onions, 

along with a rich blend of regional spices. Succulent cuts of meat are often cooked in a large wok or cauldron. 

The process usually starts with the meat being browned with onions and spices, which creates a flavourful 

base. Afterwards, the rice and carrots are added, sometimes accompanied by dried fruits like raisins or apricots, 

and everything is simmered to enhance the taste. This Pilaf showcases how culinary traditions serve as powerful 

reflections of cultural identities and regional distinctions. 

The Uyghur Polo (or pilaf), Yarkhandi Pulao found in Ladakh, and Kashmiri Pulao each have distinct histories 

and preparation methods, but they share a history and mutual connections through Central Asian, Indian, and 

Silk Road culinary exchanges. Compared with Kashmiri Pulao, it is distinguished by its rich use of spices, 

saffron, ghee, raisins, almonds, and walnuts. It is a staple dish of Kashmir, and it is served during weddings, 

festivals, and other special occasions. Historically, the Kashmiri Pulao can be traced back to the Mughal period, 

when the Mughals introduced Persian and Central Asian cooking techniques to the Valley. 

One of the most profound influences of the Silk Road on global culinary practices was the introduction of a 

vast array of new ingredients, many of which significantly transformed local cuisines. Spices played a 

particularly important role in this exchange. At the core of the Silk Road’s rich culinary history is the 

remarkable spice trade, which served as a vital connector between the East and the West. Spices, prized for far 

more than their distinctive flavours and fragrant aromas, were highly sought after for their medicinal benefits 

and preservative qualities. 

 

The trade of spices involved an extensive and complex network, spanning vast geographical regions and 

connecting diverse civilisations. The establishment of a spice trade network along the Silk Road opened up 

new possibilities for the exchange of ingredients, transforming not just regional cuisines but global food 

practices as well.As merchants and traders carried these spices from regions like India, Southeast Asia, and the 

Middle East, they introduced them to distant lands that had never experienced such exotic flavours. The flow 

of spices such as cumin, cinnamon, pepper, cloves, saffron, and cardamom enriched dishes and elevated 

cooking techniques. This exchange forever altered how people seasoned their food, allowing once-isolated 

regions to share and adopt new culinary traditions. The resulting fusion of flavours, techniques, and culinary 

traditions from various regions created a lasting legacy that would influence global cuisine for centuries to 

come.Spices were so valuable that they were often used as currency, and their demand fuelled exploration, 

trade expansion, and even conflict. In essence, the spice trade along the Silk Road wasn’t just about food; it 

was a powerful force that shaped the course of history by fostering interactions between civilisations. 

Spices like cinnamon, cloves, and nutmeg, which originated in Southeast Asia, journeyed to the Middle East 

and Europe, bringing with them bold and exotic flavours that were previously unknown. Similarly, saffron, 

renowned for its distinct colour and fragrance, made its way from Persia to far-off lands. Ginger, a key 

ingredient in Chinese cuisine, also traversed these trade routes, infusing diverse dishes across Asia and Europe 

with its vibrant, warming zest. The movement of these spices along the Silk Road did more than simply enhance 
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culinary flavours; it transformed cooking methods and dining experiences, fostering the development of new 

culinary traditions and broadening the global palate. 

 

In the early 1960s, tensions between India and China escalated, culminating in the Sino- Indian War .As a 

result, borders were closed for security reasons, severing trade routes that had been part of the ancient Silk 

Road were closed and with the establishment of modern nation-states, these regions imposed stricter border 

controls and regulations. The demarcation of borders and territorial disputes, such as in Aksai Chin and Ladakh, 

disrupted traditional trade flows, but explain how some things were left behind, like the pulao. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The preparation of Yarkhandi Pulao can be seen as part of a broader cultural identity in the region, blending 

influences from the Uyghur culture, Persian culinary practices, and South Asian flavours, which reflects the 

diversity of the people who travelled and traded along the Silk Road. The influx of various spices and cooking 

methods from these regions likely   

Shaped the preparation of dishes like Yarkhandi Pulao, making it a hybrid dish reflective of its historical 

context. The introduction of different varieties of rice, the use of lamb or mutton, and various spices like saffron 

and cumin, commonly found in Central Asian and Persian cuisines, have reached the Yarkand region through 

trade, influencing the creation of dishes like Yarkhandi Pulao. 
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