Silk Road

What is the Silk Road? Why was it important? What does it tell us about human interconnections and trade?
The Silk Road originated in the 2nd century BC not from a desire for trade but from considerations of defense. Chinese Emperor Wudi (reigned 141-87 BC) of the Han dynasty sent a court official named Zhang Qian to Central Asia to seek allies against the Xiongnu, pastoral nomads from Mongolia who repeatedly raided Chinese settlements during this period. However, the Xiongnu captured Zhang while he was en route and detained him for ten years. Zhang finally escaped from his captors and completed his journey to Central Asia, only to have the local rulers rebuff his overtures for an alliance with China. Although Zhang’s mission failed in its original objectives, the information he conveyed to China about Central Asia, and vice versa, made people in each area desire goods produced in the other. The Central Asians, and later the Persians and the inhabitants of the Roman Empire, learned of and began to covet Chinese products particularly silk, leading to the development of trade.

The Silk Road and early globalization: a Vast Network of Trade Routes
The Silk Road was an ancient trade route linking China and Rome. The road, which stretched nearly 6000 km (4000 mi), was used extensively by silk traders and other merchants beginning around 100 BC.

During the first millennium B.C. through the middle of the second millennium A.D., a vast network of trade routes known as the "Silk Road" linked the people and traditions of Asia with those of Europe. These historic routes served as a major conduit for the transport of knowledge, information and material goods between East and West and resulted in the first global exchange of scientific and cultural traditions.
Timeline
Merchandise may have moved over the Silk Road as early as the 5th century BC. The Silk Road is believed to have become an established trade route by the 1st century BC and continued to be important until the 16th century when more reliable sea routes were established as a result of the European voyages of discovery.
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An ancient strategic transportation route which started in China and passed through Central Asia, West Asia, Africa and Europe.

It was not common for traders to traverse the entire length of the Silk Road. Customarily, traders distributed goods across their region's markets in search of the best price. When the trader arrived at the edge of his operational region, he would sell the goods across a border usually to a different nationality and ethnic group who would continue the goods' passage along the east-west axis. Thus, going westwards from China, Chinese traders would sell to Central Asians, who would deal with Persians, who connected with Syrians, who did commerce with Greeks and Jews, who supplied the Romans. 

The Silk Road traversed deserts, mountains and the seemingly endless Central Asian steppe. 

Consider the methods of transportation for goods
Journeys on the Silk Road entailed numerous hardships and obstacles, as attested by travelers’ reports of the corpses they encountered along the route. Some of the route’s difficulties arose from the inhospitable climate and terrain it passed through. Traversing the desert was extremely hazardous, as travelers had to cope with heat, thirst, and sudden sandstorms. Accidental spillage or theft of water was a potential disaster. At the high elevations of mountain passes, travelers encountered extremely low temperatures. Icy conditions, avalanches, frostbite, and altitude sickness threatened life and limb. To help overcome such obstacles, desert caravans relied on camels to serve as pack animals. Camels could carry more weight and required less water than any other available beast. Yet raising and maintaining camels required expertise and were time-consuming and expensive. Travel could be especially difficult in Central Asia, where the trade route generally took the form of irregular trails rather than well-designed, well-marked, and well-constructed roads. Winter snows and summer floods frequently obscured the trails, making them difficult to find or, at times, impassable.

Bandit raids, bribes, and customs duties added to the cost and danger of traveling on the Silk Road. Looters roamed the desert and steppes, preying on caravans loaded with silk and other valuables. Various kingdoms and towns along the route demanded payments in return for permitting caravans to pass through their territories.
The Spirit of Exploration and Trade
Some of the great figures of history are associated with the Silk Road, including Alexander the Great, Marco Polo, Genghis Khan, and Tamerlane.

Most of the people who traversed the Silk Road were not great thinkers, but common tradesmen who transported their merchandise at great risk for substantial profits that could be made.

The elites of western Asia and Europe were willing to pay substantial sums for Chinese products, such as silk and porcelain that no other people knew how to produce. Merchants recognized the potential profits to be made from these goods. With that incentive, they gambled on their ability to overcome the numerous obstacles of the route and deliver their cargo intact.

 

