TEA HORSE ROAD: HISTORY
NEWS: How the historic Tea Horse Road connected India to China, through
Tibet

WHAT’S IN THE NEWS?

The Tea Horse Road was an ancient trade route connecting China to India via Tibet,
facilitating trade in tea, horses, and other goods, while also fostering diplomatic and cultural
exchanges. Though it declined after 1949, it has regained significance as a historical and
cultural tourism route, highlighting the shared heritage of the region.

Ancient Tea Horse Road: A Historical Trade Route Between China and
India

Historical Background
e The Tea Horse Road was an ancient trade network linking China to India via Tibet,
facilitating economic and cultural exchanges.
o Though less famous than the Silk Road, it played a crucial role in trade, diplomacy,
and cultural interactions over centuries.

Origin and Significance

e The route dates back to the Tang Dynasty (618-907 CE).

o Buddhist monk Yijing recorded trade in goods such as sugar, textiles, and rice
noodles from China to Tibet and India, while horses, leather, and medicinal herbs
moved to China.

e Over time, the focus shifted to tea and horses, essential due to Tibet’s cold climate
and China’s military needs.

Geography and Challenges
o The Tea Horse Road was a network of routes, not a single path, originating in
Southwest China and passing through Dali, Lijiang (Yunnan), and Lhasa (Tibet)
before extending to India, Nepal, and Bangladesh.
e Traders faced harsh conditions, with elevations exceeding 10,000 feet, making it one
of the most challenging trade routes globally.

Economic and Cultural Impact
e Tea Trade: Tibetan nomads relied on tea for nutrition and warmth, leading to the
creation of tea bricks, which were used as currency in medieval Tibet.
e Horse Trade: China lacked strong horse breeds, making Tibet and Yunnan key
suppliers for military and transport needs, leading to a tea-for-horses trade
system.

Decline of the Tea Horse Road:



e By the late Qing dynasty (1644-1912), China faced internal instability, reducing trade.

e New transportation methods like railways and steamships made the route less
necessary.

e The route saw temporary revival during World War 11, transporting supplies when
Japan controlled China’s coastline and airspace.

e After the establishment of the People’s Republic of China (1949), roads and
railways replaced the Tea Horse Road. The Tea Horse Road gradually became
obsolete.

Role in Modern History
e The route saw renewed use in the early 20th century due to domestic unrest and
foreign interventions in China.
e During World War 11, it was vital for transporting supplies inland when Japanese
forces controlled China's coast.
o After 1949, with the establishment of the People’s Republic of China, the route
declined due to land reforms and infrastructure developments.

Contemporary Relevance and Tourism
e Inrecent years, China has revived interest in the route, mainly through tourism.
o Cities like Lijiang, once key trade centers, are now UNESCO World Heritage Sites,
showcasing the route’s historical role.
e The Tea Horse Road serves as a cultural landmark, preserving the shared
heritage of China, Tibet, and India.
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