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BEREN] “RICE” II. IN
AFGHANISTAN

ii. In Afghanistan

In Afghanistan rice cultivation (paddy: Pers. sali, Pashto salay, Soli</em>; hulled
rice: Pers. berenj, Pashto wrijt/wrizi) is relatively more important than in Iran,
accounting for 5-6 percent of the cultivated land (213,000 hectares in 1362
S./1983), which makes it the fourth-ranking crop, after wheat, corn, and barley.

As no recent regional breakdown of production figures is available (see
Krochmal, p. 186, for the years 1952-54), geographical analysis of rice growing
in Afghanistan can be based only on figures for land planted in 1966, as
recorded in the agricultural census of 1346 $./1967 (Figure 15). These figures
reveal extreme regional contrasts, which are determined by two types of
ecological factors:

First, the temperature requirements for rice limit its cultivation strictly to
regions of low or medium altitude. The maximum upper limit is 2,500 meters
in the Solayman mountains (Rathjens, p. 301) and seems to lie no higher than
2,000 meters in the Afghan Hindu Kush (Grotzbach, 1972a, p. 159), although
rice fields have been observed at 2,300 meters in neighboring Chitral (Nagel, p.
136). Of all the grains cultivated in Afghanistan, rice is, then, the one that most
quickly disappears at high altitudes.

Second, rice requires constantly wet soil throughout its growing period;
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cultivation thus depends upon summer irrigation. That is why the lowlands
where the waters from the Hindu Kush converge are the only ones where
more than 10 percent of the arable land can be devoted to rice: 17 percent in
the middle Kabolrud basin (Lagman, Nangrahar, and the lower Konar valley,
25,700 hectares in 1966) and 12 percent in Qatagan as a whole (75,400
hectares)—though as high as 15 percent in Qonduz province (37,800 hectares),
where the Kanabad district is the main national area of production. These
regions, the only ones that enjoy large and consistent surpluses, are the real
rice basket of the country. Already at the beginning of the 12th/19th century
Lagman supplied the Afghan court with rice (Strachey), and in 1967-68 about
thirty local wholesalers controlled exports on the order of 4,500 tons a year
(Hendrikson, p. 45). As for Qonduz and Baglan provinces, 42 percent of their
production was marketed in 1972 (Afghan Agriculture in Figures, p. 63).

In the Paktia, which is rich in springs and favored by tropical rains in summer,
about 8 percent of the cultivated land (5,400 hectares in 1966) can be devoted
to rice, especially in the Kost basin and the northern valleys of the Solayman
mountains (the Jaji country and the Camkani basin). Production there
fluctuates greatly, however, because of the unreliability of the monsoon (Wald,
pp- 32f.). In 1970-71 rice fields occupied no more than 4 percent of the
cultivated land (Osterkamp, p. 19).

Everywhere else rice growing is much more marginal, accounting for less than
4 percent of the cultivated area in 1966 (a total of 99,100 hectares). For all
practical purposes it is absent from oases supplied by kareéez/kariz
(subterranean channel; see qanat) and concentrated in narrow zones that are
well watered by streams, like the oases of the Bactrian piedmont alluvial fans;
the valleys of the Harirud and Farahrud; the Qandahar oasis; and the valleys
of the Logar, upper Kabolrud, and Panjsir. As a general rule, the importance of
rice (and of summer cereal crops in general) in those areas decreases the
farther downriver the land is located. This pattern is particularly striking
along the Logar valley, where the rice-producing Wardak contrasts with Logar
proper farther downstream. Some production centers that are secondary
today seem to have been exporters in the past: for example, Herat and Balk in
the Middle Ages (see the references gathered by Canard, p. 118; and Miquel, p.
405) and Maymana in the 12th/19th century (Aitchison, p. 146). Today only
Wardak still produces regular surpluses, which are sent to Kabul.

The unreliability of the statistics renders the contemporary dynamics of rice
growing in Afghanistan difficult to grasp. On a national scale it seems that rice
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lands have increased but slightly (reaching 200,000 hectares as early as 1956),
while a spectacular rise in production has been recorded: from 300,000 tons in
1956 to 480,000 tons in 1983. The threshold of 400,000 tons was crossed in
1968, and since then production has not dropped below it, except during the
two drought years of 1970-71. In a quarter-century the average yield has thus
risen from 15 to more than 22 quintals per hectare. In reality, at this level of
analysis, too, regional differences are considerable.

It is in Qatagan that the most profound changes have occurred. The vigorous
encouragement that the Afghan state gave to cotton and sugar-beet cultivation
there after 1935-40 led to a decline in traditional summer crops, the most
important of which was rice. In the less richly watered zones rice growing was
even forbidden outright in order not to divert irrigation water from the new
industrial crops (see Grotzbach, 1972b, p. 383, for a specific example near
Talagan). Elsewhere the peasants reacted to forced reduction of their rice
fields by farming them more intensively. They thus adopted the previously
unused method of transplanting. Although this system heightened the demand
for seasonal labor, a spectacular increase in yields did result, reaching
maximums of more than 35 quintals per hectare (Grétzbach, 1972a, p. 159). At
the same time, a steady rise in retail prices stimulated rice growing in regions
far away from the zones of government intervention, particularly in the well-
watered main valleys of the northern slopes of the Hindu Kush: The Andarab,
Kost, and Fereng valleys thus became major production areas, where the old
communal rules for crop rotation have been weakened by expansion of the
rice fields (Grotzbach, 1970, p. 38; 1972a, pp. 167ff.). In recent decades rice
growing has spread even to the upper Warsaj valley. The entire Qatagan has
thus experienced a tremendous alteration in the geographical distribution of
rice growing.

In comparison, all other producing regions have exhibited great stability. The
only notable changes have been technological. Transplanting, which was
already practiced south of the Hindu Kush at the beginning of the twentieth
century (Vavilov and Bukinich, 1929, pp. 104, 309), has gained ground,
especially in Paktia, where, while absent from the Jaji country in the last
century (Bellew, p. 126), it is now known though not always practiced.
However, the spread of transplanting remains far from complete: in the Logar
valley and in the western part of the Kost basin, for example, it is totally
unknown (Wald, p. 40). More significantly, the efforts devoted to diffusion of
chemical fertilizers and above all the introduction of improved varieties of
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rice like IR 8, which was developed after 1966 at the Sisam Bag experimental
station at Jalalabad, permitted the doubling of yields: whereas traditional local
varieties yield 12 quintals per hectare, on the average, the yield is 25 quintals
per hectare for improved varieties, which, however, involve the dual incon-
venience of a longer growing cycle and less appeal to consumers (Sanyu
Consultants, III, annex 6, p. 14). As the lack of irrigation water is clearly the
major factor limiting rice cultivation, it seems paradoxical that the recent
expansion of irrigated lands in southern Afghanistan has not resulted in an
increase in rice fields. In the Helmand region (q.v.), where rice growing had
been spontaneously introduced by the first settlers, it was actually quickly
forbidden because of its water requirements, which were judged exorbitant in
relation to what was available, and the risk of waterlogging, with the
concomitant danger of malaria (Stevens and Tarzi, p. 100). The same health
argument had already been used to justify a ban on all rice growing around
Kabul (Humlum, p. 172).

All these examples show clearly how modern state interventionism combines
with the complex of natural constraints to explain geographical contrasts in
Afghan rice cultivation.

The range of rice varieties traditionally grown in Afghanistan is very broad:
fourteen different varieties were identified by Vavilov and Bukinich (pp.
311ff.), and the actual number is probably higher. Commonly designated by
their supposed place of origin, which can be foreign (for example, the
pesawart and déra-dunt varieties), they can all in fact be classified in two
major subdivisions, distinguished in Afghanistan by their appearance, their
eating qualities, and their price; the last commonly varies as much as 20 or 30
percent and sometimes more.

Long-grain varieties (Pers. berenj-e bartk or berenj-e mahin/ma’in, Pashto naray
wriji), of which there are three, are characterized by broad leaves and a
slender, whitish kernel about 7 mm long. These varieties are the most valued,
for the grains separate nicely in cooking. They are also those that require the
most water and the highest temperatures to grow. They are found only below
1,000 meters, in Qatagan and between Lagman and Konar. Today they are
almost always transplanted. Long-grain rice is mainly a cash crop and brings
the highest returns of any agricultural crop except grapes. At Kabul there is a
slight market preference for berenj-e barik-e lagmant over berenj-e barik-e
baglant, and the former sells for a correspondingly higher price.
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Short-grain rice (Pers. berenj-e lok, Pashto gat wriji, also pandt wriji) includes
eleven botanical varieties, all having narrower leaves and a brownish, ovoid
kernel 5-5.5 mm long. These varieties are much hardier and thus much more
widespread than the long-grain types; they are the only ones to be cultivated
at higher altitudes . They are also less prized, for in cooking they yield a sticky
mass. They are generally not transplanted. At Kabul berenj-e lok-e wardaka is
preferred to berenj-e lok-e dost from the Hindu Kush.

As in Iran, in Afghanistan rice is always a summer irrigated crop. Within these
limits it nevertheless fits into a variety of cropping systems, all based on
cereals. The most intensive is the annual rotation of winter wheat and rice,
which is possible only at low altitudes and is particularly characteristic of the
Nangrahar and the northeastern part of Qatagan around Kanabad and, to a
lesser extent, Talagan. The paddy is sown in May or the beginning of June in a
nursery (Pers. qoria, Pashto bozgalay or biizgalay), often previously spread
with green fertilizer (freshly cut clover). Transplanting (Pers. and Pashto
nehalt/nialt) takes place about forty days later (June-July), which allows the
time necessary to prepare the fields after the wheat harvest; this preparation
involves plowing two or three times in criss-cross fashion, applying fertilizer,
harrowing first with a spike harrow (rakol) and then with a board (mala), and
finally rebuilding the low earth banks (polwan) around the fields. The harvest
takes place four to four and a half months later (September-October; Lévéque,
pp- 107ff.). This system of producing two annual crops without fallowing,
which seems relatively old in Nangrahar, has been introduced only recently in
the eastern Qatagan, where adoption of transplanting in the years between
1940 and 1950 made it possible to replace the traditional rotation between
single crops of wheat and rice in alternate years separated by a long fallow
period (Grotzbach, 1972a, p. 165). Naturally such an intensive cropping system
is one that quickly exhausts the soil. That is why it is frequently supplemented
by the introduction of a soil-restoring crop, usually winter clover, which can
be plowed under just before the transplanting of the rice. A two-year rotation
cycle—wheat, rice, clover, rice—can thus be obtained, whereas the more
exhausted lands can support only a much less productive annual rotation
between clover and rice or an even longer cycle involving successively wheat,
corn, a winter fallow period, and rice, which yields only three crops in two
years (Gul and Pickett, p. 28; Toepfer, p. 30; Michel, p. 37). There is thus a
hierarchy of intensiveness in cultivation at low altitudes, depending on the
richness of the rice fields and the availability of water.
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At higher altitudes the crop systems are markedly less intensive. Although a
biennial rotation of wheat, corn, clover (or barley), and rice does occur in the
Jaji country (Paktia), at these altitudes a triennial rotation of annual crops
following the sequence wheat, rice, corn or two successive years of wheat
alternating with rice is more common, whereas on more marginal rice-
growing lands the predominating pattern is wheat, rice, and a one-year fallow
period (two crops in three years). Often enough a between-seasons crop of
clover follows wheat but rarely rice. The latter is in fact frequently succeeded
by a winter fallow season, either because water is lacking in autumn to loosen
the earth of the rice fields, which has been compacted under long submersion,
so that it can be plowed or because there is too little time after a late rice
harvest to carry out the preparations for planting before winter sets in.

Finally, at all altitudes there are some places where rice is the sole crop. They
include particularly wet fields, notably in the marshy lowlands, which are
permanently planted in rice.

Whatever the crop rotation, the rice field must be kept wet during the entire
growing period. It is flooded before planting and is kept submerged by daily
irrigation as long as possible. In summer, however, irrigation frequently can
take place only once in every three to twenty days, depending on the
availability of water, and the crop may then suffer from water shortage. The
final draining of the rice fields usually occurs five to ten days before
harvesting.

Hand weeding and pest control are uncommon. Weeds indeed pose a very
serious problem, as they can greatly reduce yields (Mortensen et al.). The most
common pests are stem borers (Tryporyza spp.) and, at harvest time, birds.
The birds are frightened away by beating on pans, snapping grass whips,
firing shotguns, or erecting scarecrows (Pers. jal), none of which is very
efficient. Rodents can also do great damage at times when the fields are not
submerged.

Harvesting is accomplished by scything, the stems being cut at ground level.
The straw is quickly separated under the hooves of animals on a floor of
tamped earth (kerman-ja). Rice straw, mixed with straw from other cereals, is
used as winter forage. As for the grain, after threshing and winnowing, it must
still be hulled before it can be eaten.

Everywhere in Afghanistan the hulling of paddy has remained a cottage
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operation. No mechanized rice factory exists in the country. The methods used
vary markedly from one district to another, depending partly on the
importance of rice growing and partly on the type of rice grown.

In the large production areas specialized entrepreneurs own small rice mills.
The equipment consists of a single, or more often a double, hydraulic pestle
(awjowaz or, more commonly, paykob, from pay, “pestle”; Ferdinand, pp.
201ff., 2241f., for the description; Humlum, pp. 318ff., for illustrations). The
yield ratio at such mills is about 5:8 (8 kg of paddy yielding 5 kg of hulled rice).
The miller charges for his service a payment in kind that is customarily
equivalent to 1/25 of the hulled rice.

In the middle Konar valley a more archaic rice mill, consisting of a simple foot-
operated pestle, has been described (Vavilov and Bukinich, pp. 204f.). In
regions where rice production is marginal and entirely consumed locally,
hulling is an individual operation that each producer performs at home by
means of a rotary quern of baked clay (jandalt, Ferdinand, pp. 213, 226, for the
Logar valley) or a simple stone or metal mortar (jowaz-e dasti</em>; Vavilov
and Bukinich, p. 204, for the Herat oasis).

Hulling of long-grain rice is always preceded by a light roasting, which is
intended to harden the grains and limit the losses through breakage during
hulling but which has the beneficial side effects of improving the flavor of the
rice, shortening the necessary cooking time, and ensuring better resistance to
parasitic insects. This roasting is quite a long and complex operation, which is
always carried out at home. Several different methods are used. The most
common consists of roasting in contact with sand that has previously been
heated to a high temperature in a special beehive-shaped oven lined with clay
(Lagman) or in a great metal cauldron (deg</em>; Qatagan); the mixture must
be sifted after roasting to separate the sand, which is reused, from the paddy.
But there are also instances of roasting simply by grilling the paddy, especially in
Qatagan. Another variant method is to parboil the paddy, sometimes before
roasting (Lagman), sometimes after (Qatagan). In the latter instance the paddy
is then dried in the sun. Furthermore, it seems that, in contrast to the practice in
Lagman, in the Qatagan parboiling the paddy is less common than simply
soaking it in cold water after roasting (on these methods, see the two
complementary studies of Lévéque, p. 111, and Ferdinand, pp. 201ff., 224ff.).

In the major growing regions the entire processing of the rice, from harvesting
through hulling, requires seasonal hand labor. In the Lagman the latter is
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traditionally hired from specific ethnic groups with hereditary specialized
professional status: the Ebrahimkél, the Hazarmeési, and especially the
Hosaynkel. These seminomadic groups live in the villages of the Lagman as
hamsaya (clients). They round out their winter employment on the rice by
participating in the harvesting, threshing, and winnowing of wheat, in late
spring in Lagman and in summer around Kabul. They are paid in kind, usually
receiving between one tenth and one seventh of the hulled rice. The Mosal(l)i,
a comparable seminomadic group, originally distinct from the preceding
groups but gradually becoming less so, traditionally had a monopoly on rice
cleaning at the mill, which consists of removing the hulls and the dust from
the rice after the hulling process (Olesen). In a labor market that is growing
more and more crowded and thus more competitive, however, these
professional monopolies are tending gradually to disappear, and landless
peasants, regardless of ethnic origin, are now participating in the complex
work chain that follows the rice harvest. Nevertheless enough vestiges of the
old tradition remain so that it is possible to recognize an organization of work
very similar to the Indian caste system. Combined with the fact that parboiling
the paddy is a specifically Indian technique and that roasting in sand is widely
attested on the Indian subcontinent, it suggests that Afghan rice cultivation
has been very much influenced by the Indian cultural sphere. Indeed the only
distinctive feature of Afghanistan in this respect, one that it shares with
northwestern Pakistan (Swat), is the use of the hydraulic rice mill, which is
totally unknown in India. It should perhaps be recognized as a Central Asian
invention that appeared at the meeting point between two great technological
traditions, the Middle Eastern tradition of the water mill with horizontal
driving wheel for wheat and the possibly Chinese invention of the rice
pounder worked by foot pedal (Ferdinand, pp. 214ff., 2271f.).

Once hulled, the rice is ready for eating. There is no region of Afghanistan
where it is not consumed. Because of its relatively high price, however, it is a
luxury. Even in the great rice-growing regions wheat bread is the dietary
staple, rice being served only on festive occasions. Rice consumption is still
rarer in nonproducing regions. At any rate, only the middle and upper strata
of society eat it regularly, and upward social mobility is always reflected in an
increase in rice consumption. The rice trade is overrepresented in the large
cities, where a specialized market is often reserved for it: at Kabul the number
of rice merchants (berenj-forus) registered by the municipal service rose to 304
in 1982 (Rahnama-ye Sahr-e Kabol, p. 82), a great increase over the number in
1973 (132, according to Haider, table facing p. 196). At the beginning of the




Vol. IV, Fasc. 2, pp. 147-163 @
)

1970s eighty-eight were counted at Qandahar (Wiebe, 1978, p. 280), twenty-
seven at Kolm (Charpentier, p. 70), and twenty-five at Sar-e Pol (Centlivres,
1976, table facing p. 133) respectively but only three each at Geresk and
Laskargah, two each at Kalat-e Gelzay (Wiebe, 1978, p. 284) and Aqca (Wiebe,
1981, p. 159), and none in small towns like Andkoy or Spinboldak. It should be
added that that part of the trade in rice in northern Afghanistan and in the
Kohdaman takes place in weekly markets (there were twelve specialized
merchants in the great market of Qezel Ayaq-e Kalan, northwest of Sebergan,
in 1976-77, according to Fischer, p. 212).

According to official statistics on foreign trade, Afghanistan does not export
rice and imports it only occasionally: for example, 3,000 tons were imported
from Japan in 1350 S./1971-72, a year of severe famine, in which national
production dropped to 350,000 tons. It is customary to conclude from these
figures that the country is self-sufficient in normal years. This is, however, to
overlook the existence of a noteworthy clandestine traffic in rice imports from
Pakistan. For the Qandahar market alone it has been estimated that 26,500
tons were thus imported in 1971, admittedly an exceptional year; part of it was
forwarded to Herat (Ata and Shah).

The methods of preparation and consumption of rice in Afghanistan are quite
varied and differ for long-grain and short-grain rice.

Long-grain rice is considered a “hot” food in the Hippocratic classification of
foods that is current in Afghanistan (Centlivres, 1985, pp. 42ff., 46). It is limited
to preparation of celow/calaw (white rice boiled in water) and palaw (Pers.
polow, rice cooked with meat, onions, caramelized sugar, and saffron or
turmeric). The former is the more common dish, the latter being prepared
only on special festive occasions. Two different methods of cooking are
known: the rice is either simply boiled in water (dampokt-e berenj), or it is first
parboiled, drained, and then boiled again in either fresh water or stock (saf-
berenj). Either way it is usually served with vegetables and a meat stew
(qorma) or meatballs (kofta). There is a great variety of such dishes, which
usually take their names from the accompaniment (badenjan/banjan-palaw or
Calaw [Pers. celow] with eggplant; mas palaw with mung beans and apricots;
narenj-palaw with orange peel, which is one of the tastiest; resta-palaw with
fine egg noodles like vermicelli) or from the color of the rice (yaqut palaw,
made with tomatoes, zomorrod [or sabzi]-palaw or calaw with spinach, zarda-
palaw with nuts and saffron).
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Short-grain rice, which is considered a “cold” food, is used for quite different
dishes, like batta (rice boiled in water and served with eggplant or other
vegetables), sola (rice cooked with meat and pulses), and kecri-q(o)riit (a very
popular dish of rice cooked with mung beans and served with g(o)rat, which is
dried and salted buttermilk or yogurt reconstituted with water). There are also
a variety of rice puddings (Sir-berenj, dégca) and other rice desserts (like Sola
Strin, sweet rice with nuts; sola-ye (h)olba, sweet rice with fenugreek; and
halwa-ye ard-e berenj, creamed rice pudding; all these dishes are described at
length in Saberi).
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