When you think of foods that changed history, what usually comes to mind? Wheat, rice and corn, certainly. Perhaps staples like potatoes, rich spices like chilies and nutmeg, luxurious treats like saffron and sugar, or even salt. Well, there’s one food more you should consider. Here in the West, the humble grain of barley doesn’t get much respect. It was once a common staple in the Middle Ages, but nowadays we only encounter it in the brewing of alcohol or as the pearl barley added to a hearty bowl of soup. However, in one corner of the world, barley not only reigns supreme as the staple crop but also helped human beings to settle in the region thousands of years ago. This location? Tibet.
Tibet, nowadays part of China as the Tibet Autonomous Region, is a large highland plateau firmly within the rain-shadow of the Himalayas. The climate is cool and dry with unpredictable weather, and is well known for its extreme altitude. Growing crops in these harsh conditions is quite a task, and up until 3600 years ago, humans were unable to even settle the region due to these difficulties. Early Tibetans lived in the low river valleys on outskirts of the Tibetan Plateau and primarily grew millet, a grain that thrives in hot climates but dies in the chill of higher altitudes. However, this situation changed when people in the region domesticated barley. A recent study showed that settlement of the Tibetan Plateau happened only after 3600 years before present, the same time barley started showing up in the archaeological record. The barley plant is much more frost-hardy and tolerant of poor soils than millet, allowing it to survive in the high altitudes that would kill other crops. Once these early Tibetans were supplied with a crop that didn’t die in the cold, they were able to make their move higher and higher into the Tibetan Plateau, eventually establishing a culture that would become what we know as Tibet.
Barley’s importance in the region doesn’t end in the distant past, though. Every day in Tibet, barley is eaten as the main food staple. Its most popular form is tsampa, which is barley flour that is toasted and pre-cooked. Toasting gives barley a delicious, nutty, popcorn-like flavour, and as it’s pre-cooked, it can be mixed up and eaten at any time. Tibetans enjoy eating it mixed with curds and butter tea, either as a porridge (similar to cream of wheat) or rolled up as a chewy dumpling. This mix is a source of quick calories and instant energy, perfect for anyone working in the thin, dry air of the plateau. In recent decades, however, this barley flour has become more than just a food to Tibetans, but a cultural symbol. After China officially annexed Tibet in 1951, revolutionaries looked for something to unite Tibetans around in order to fight for independence. Tibet is a surprisingly diverse region, with many different ethnic groups, faiths, languages and traditions. However, everyone, regardless of these differences, ate tsampa. “Tsampa-eater” became a synonym for Tibetan and unified the people, and though the 1959 uprising failed, tsampa continues to unite the Tibetan community around the globe to this day. A taste of toasted barley flour is a taste of home, no matter where you are in the world.
