How did tea travel from China to every corner of the world?
Introduction

Tea originated in southwestern China and gradually spread through trade routes to Tibet, India, and later
the rest of the world.
The Tea Horse Road played a key role in this early spread by connecting China with the Himalayan region.

What is the Tea Horse Road?

It was not a single road but a network of mountain paths connecting Yunnan and Sichuan in China with
Tibet, Nepal, India, and Bangladesh.
These routes crossed difficult Himalayan terrain and enabled trade despite harsh conditions.

Historical Origin

The route developed during the Tang Dynasty (618—907 CE) when trade between China and Tibet
expanded.

Buddhist monk Yijing mentioned this route, showing its importance for trade and pilgrimage.

Chinese traders carried tea, silk, and rice noodles, while Tibet and India exported horses, leather, gold,
saffron, and medicinal herbs.

Why Was It Called the Tea Horse Road?

Tea Trade
e China produced large quantities of tea, while Tibet had a high demand because tea helped
people stay warm and energetic in cold climates.
e Tea became an essential part of Tibetan daily life and was often transported as compressed tea
bricks, which also served as currency.

Princess Wencheng
According to tradition, Princess Wencheng introduced tea to Tibet after marrying Tibetan King Songtsen
Gampo, helping popularize tea in the region.

Horse Trade
China needed strong horses for its army, but the best breeds were found in Tibet.
Tibetan horses were exchanged for Chinese tea, making the trade mutually beneficial.

Government Control

From the 10th century, the Chinese government established official trading centres.
These centres regulated the quality of tea and horses and collected taxes, ensuring fair trade.
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Other Goods Traded

Besides tea and horses, traders exchanged silk, cotton, wool, salt, medicinal herbs, leather, precious
metals, and rice noodles.

This made the route an important commercial network, not just a tea route.

Cultural Impact

1. Spread of Buddhism: Buddhist monks travelled through this route between India, Tibet, and
China. It helped spread Buddhist teachings, scriptures, and pilgrimage traditions across Asia.

2. Cultural Exchange: The route encouraged the exchange of art, architecture, food, languages, and
handicrafts. Different communities influenced each other's lifestyles and traditions.

3. India—China Relations: The Tea Horse Road strengthened ancient relations between India and
China through trade, religion, and cultural interaction.

Political & Economic Importance

The route increased China's influence over its frontier regions.

It supported the economy through long-distance trade and supplied horses essential for military
campaigns.

Decline

19th-20th Century
e The fall of the Qing Dynasty (1912) and the rise of sea trade reduced the importance of overland
routes.
e Faster and cheaper maritime transport replaced caravan trade.

Modern Era
e After 1949, China built modern roads and railways.
e Traditional caravans and porters became unnecessary, leading to the decline of the Tea Horse
Road.

Significance
Economic: Connected markets across the Himalayas and promoted regional trade.

Cultural: Facilitated the exchange of religions, languages, art, and traditions.
Strategic: Supplied horses to China, strengthening its military.

Historical: Demonstrates how trade routes served as channels of both commerce and
civilization.
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Conclusion

The Tea Horse Road was much more than a commercial route. It linked China, Tibet, and India, enabling
the exchange of goods, ideas, and cultures. Its legacy highlights that ancient trade routes were not only
economic corridors but also bridges of civilizational interaction, leaving a lasting impact on Asian history.
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THE JOURNEY OF TEA: FROM CHINA TO EVERY CORNER OF THE WORLD

From Ancient Caravan Routes to Global Maritime Empires

i -
LEGEND b £ PHASE | .
@ Origin of Tea SPREAD WITHIN ASIA ASIA 4 i
g (TEA HORSE ROAD) & N ! PHASE Il
=== Phase |: Tea Horse Road & » & {
(Overland Route) Tang Dynasty (618-907 CE) ; = 3 kY \-\’3 S MARITIME EXPANSION
emergence of route Tibet e = \/—}\r/ g (16TH-19TH CENTURY)
=== Phase Il: Maritime Expansion . < - >
(16th—19th Century) Tea from Yunnan & Sichuan = A= 2 S Sichuan CHINA P ? ¢ Portuguese traders
B NGNS " transported to Tibet - \. "-.+ . (Origin of Tea) B '\ introduced tea to Europe
=== Phase lll: Global Sprea 7 b " B
(19th Century onwards) Exchange of tea for ¢ Lhasa’s: E 1, B % Dutch East India Company
® Key Cities / Centres Sl ot " M& ~ ] a e
£l 4
) ) Spread of Buddhism and Nepal_/ MA‘H 7 .
/¥ Himalayan Region ) cultural exchange ¢ b '_-®- Lijiang > British East India Company-
P v 4 & Dali { made tea a global commodity
) < T ’ J N j
4 - Y 4 ’ G ~ Tea cultivation expanded to
ATLANTIC / (Tgoiuufoszse Y ; e S a PACIFIC & India (Assam, Darjeeling)
OCEAN i 9 L e ( OCEAN and Sri Lanka after Britain
Traders) L Fd
<; AFRICA b =7 (o broke China's monopoly
[ ] ‘\ :t' i e
g e
Nl . e = ; mmmmm——
To America \,‘\ '*,’ o 03, siilanka “-. oy ~
\\‘ N ’,—" z (Ceylon) q""'--.__._.
~ ! . 4 : i
_s""'--____,_--.: // PHASE Il i ! To Australia
[Caica ﬁg 2, / GLOBAL POPULARITY yr
e \‘ b g (19TH CENTURY ONWARDS) \‘ > DID YOU KNOW?
( MAJOR STOPPING CENTRES 2 A A Industrial Revolution  y AUSTRALIA Tea bricks w.er;:s:d
(TEA HORSE ROAD) S ¥ e increased demand H 88 currencyingliog
e-=" gl \ i and were accepted
- Dali - Important trading hub in Yunnan To Africa @ Tea_ became Britain's Ny / as a medium of
+ Lijiang — Meeting point of caravans 4 e e exchange.
+Lhasa - Major market in Tibet b 2 e S'F‘!::d ttc T‘fritc:, Am:rica Secmae—m
and Australia throu
| «Kolkata — Gateway to maritime trade colonial trade g ~
i -/ TIMELINE AT A GLANCE
SIGNIFICANCE OF TEA'S JOURNEY Tang Dynasty (618-907 CE) : Origin of Tea Horse Road
10th Century : Government control of trade centres
ECONOMIC INTEGRATION CULTURAL DIFFUSION GROWTH OF PLANTATION ECONOMY GLOBALISATION OF FOOD HABITS 2 .
16th Century : Portuguese bring tea te Europe
Connected prcducersl and Facilitated exchange Large-scale plantations in India, Tea became one of the T7th Century : Dutch expand tea trade
consumers across Asia, of ideas, religions Sri Lanka and other colonies most widely consumed - 3
3 A 18th Century : British dominate global tea trade
Europe and beyond, (Buddhism), art, created employment and beverages in the world, 3 $ .
boosting global trade. languages and traditions. transformed economies. across all continents. 19th Century : Tea plantations in colonies expand
20th Century : Tea becomes a global beverage
W )
S =

www.riilacademy.com



