
Transport along the Silk
Roads: the western sections
There were numerous routes by land

and water forming a web across

Eurasia which travellers—whether

merchants, pilgrims, diplomats or

soldiers —would have taken. There

was also a variety of methods of

transport available, depending both

on the wealth and status of the

travellers and the terrain.

On normal terrain, many

travelled on horseback

although pilgrims, the poorer and

the enslaved would go on foot.

Donkeys were ridden—notably by

Jesus—but also often used to carry

provisions and goods. In west Asia

and north Africa, the dromedary—

the single-humped camel—was

used as both a pack animal and

for riding.  

In some places, elephants might

also be used, especially in military campaigns.   

Travel was also often by river or sea.

The Vikings used both. Their longships

with oars and sails reached as far as

the shore of America in the west and

the Caspian in the east. Byzantine trade

and military ships plied the Mediterranean. Ships

from the Axumite kingdom on the Red Sea, from

the Gulf and from India, crossed the Indian Ocean

and made use of the monsoon winds to speed

their journey. 

Axumite ship – an Indian ocean

ship with sewn planks. From 

al-Hariri’s Maqamat. 

Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris. MS Arabe 5847 

fol. 138v
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Painted terracotta camel found in

Egypt, 1st–3rd century.

British Museum, EA26664. CC BY-NC-SA 4.0.

Mosaic of Jesus riding into

Jerusalem on a donkey, c.1150. 

Palermo Cathedral, Sicily.

Illustration from 13th century

English Christian manuscript. 

The British Library. Add. MS 35166, f. 7v. 

The Sea Stallion, a reproduction of

a Viking longship, the Skuldelev 2

which was used to transport

soldiers. 

Vikingeskibsmuseet.

Mosaic of an elephant being

loaded onto a ship from Veii. 

3rd–4th century. 

Badisches Landesmuseum Karlsruhe, Germany.
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Transport along the Silk
Roads: the eastern sections
Routes by land and water formed a complex web

across Eurasia which travellers—whether

merchants, pilgrims, diplomats or soldiers—would

have taken. There was also a variety of methods of

transport available, depending both on the terrain

and the wealth and status of the travellers.

On normal terrain, many travelled on horseback,

including the historical Buddha when he departed

his father’s palace on his horse, Kanthaka. Many

pilgrims also went on horseback, but the poorer

and the enslaved would be on foot. Donkeys were

used to carry provisions and goods. In the deserts

such as the Taklamakan, donkeys were

supplemented with Bactrian—two humped—

camels. There was often no water on

desert stages and so this also had to

be carried, often in the form of ice

blocks cut from frozen rivers. Yaks

were beasts of burden for mountain

travel, especially for the snowy

mountain passes in Central Asia.

Indian elephants were also used as

pack animals and for religious

ceremonies in south Asia.

Travel was also often by river or sea.

The kingdoms and empires in Japan,

China, India and southeast Asia all

produced seagoing ships, although

the ones from Silla in Korea were

renowned as the best. 

Bactrian camel loaded with 

saddle bags. Late 6th  –early 

7th century. 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2000.8.

Yak crossing the Oxus River

(Amu-darya) near its source 

in the Wakhan, Afghanistan. 

Photographer: John Falconer.

The historical Buddha,

Sakyamuni, saying

goodbye to his horse,

Kanthaka. 8th–9th

century. Painting on silk. 

British Museum, 1919,0101,0.97

©The Trustees of the British

Museum.
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Reconstruction 

of a Silla-made 

sea-going ship. 

https://m-blog-naver-com.

Bandits holding up

merchants with their

donkeys loaded with

goods. Mural, Cave 45,

Dunhuang. 

© The Dunhuang Academy. 

Stone carving of an

elephant at the Temple of

the Buddha’s Tooth Relic 

in Sri Lanka. 18th century. 

© John and Susan Huntington.
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