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The Ancient Tea Horse Road drifted uninvit-
ed into my field of vision.

Pointing to the high mountain peaks on the
opposite side of the Lancang River, a grizzled old
man mentioned it to me. Such a narrow path; it
was hanging on the horizon like a gossamer thread
that could be blown away by a simple gust of wind.
[ pondered its name in wonder: "The Ancient Tea
Horse Road."

As T later traveled the steep mountains of
Yunnan, | came across traces of it again and again.
This ancient road does not wish to be forgotten.

A seed had been planted in my mind, then
sprouted and took root. This is a very natural
occurrence for me, but if not for these repeated
encounters, my companions and I may not have
been so persistent or passionate about our journey.
Perhaps it would otherwise still just be a dream,
only traveled in the silence of night. Is this type of
dream a rare occurrence in our lives?

The Lancang and Jinsha rivers are lined with
steep canyons and spectacular scenery, but after sev-
eral visits one begins to develop a casual confidence.
In terms of raw, heart-pounding excitement, how-
ever, few things can match the experience of sliding
across these river gorges suspended from an over-
head cable. I've seen rope lines made of iron, steel,
even those made from bamboo. Snapped into a
bamboo rope, with a "whoosh," one is suddenly
suspended above the rushing river rapids. An
adventure-loving friend of mine wanted to try this
at Nagu crossing, but I held him back. Several
friends who had tried the sliding rope cables
exchanged war stories: one was so scared he wet his

pants; another couldn't open his eyes until safely on

the other side. For those bygone horse caravans,
however, traveling across these suspension ropes was
a routine part of their lives. Not only did the people
have to get across, they also had to carry the horses
and all of the merchandise they were transporting.
These horse caravans of the past were traveling the
Ancient Tea Horse Road. "What kind of road was
this?" I wondered again and again.

Every step of a journey is difficult, but noth-
ing is more difficult than a long journey. With the
advent of cars, trains and airplanes, traveling
throughout the country —or even the world —is
nothing more than a question of money and oppor-
tunity. The roads of Yunnan, though, at their low-
est are only several dozen meters above sea-level and
filled with oppressive tropical heat and humidity.
At their highest, they reach an elevation of four to
five thousand meters, traversing vast frozen moun-
tain landscapes as empty as an extra-terrestrial plan-
et. Traveling back and forth over these roads, it's
hard not to accumulate a few hair-raising stories.
It's also easy to see how we can take such long jour-
neys for granted in these modern times.

On the last day in January, 1993, I was on a
plane to the border city of Mangshi, located in the
extreme southwest corner of Yunnan. I was travel-
ing to meet the production team of "High Plateau
Women." They had already set out for the Nujiang
region to finish that extremely arduous three year
shoot.

For some unknown reason, the plane veered
off its southwest trajectory. Suddenly, I was staring
down at a spectacular vista of northwest Yunnan,
with its endless line of snow-capped mountain

peaks. Looking at that snowy world, my vision
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became blurred and all of the experiences I had
there a year and a half carlier welled up in my

mind. I b to fantasize that this was our destir

tion, rather than the southerly, tropical place with
reen tree-covered hills and jade-filled markets.
At that point, I knew I would once more

return to those snow-covered peaks, following a

trail through the mountains. The specifics of this

trail were still unclear to me, but I knew its name:
"The Tea Horse Road."

In the early spring days of March, my friend

Dong Gua called me to set up a meeting with a

professional photogra m Hong Kong.
Having just returned from near the border, I had
no desire to spend the morning drinking tea in
some teahouse —the contrast between wealth and
poverty, simplicity and vanity was too intense. My
personality tends toward extremes, and so I
declined the meeting.

Several years later when discussing that missed
encounter, 1 was stuck at a loss for words. As an

excuse, 1 said "Destiny hadn't yet decided to brin
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us together.”

Is that true? Was it the will of God or the will
of men that drove us to pursue the Ancient Tea
Horse Road? I can’ ¢ help but slip into such
sophistry when contemplating this road, as it would
form one of the major paths through my own life.

I often chatted with Dong Gua, during that
period, and the Tea Horse Road was a frequent part
of our conversations. A group of young researchers
had already blazed a trail, traversing the snowy tri-
angle where Yunnan, Sichuan, and Tibet converge.
We read their essays and looked upon their photos
—the tent erected at the grassy base of the icy
mountains and the blazing campfire lighting a

spark in our own c¢yces.

In his steady voice, Dong Gua told me that

Gao Zhiqgiang was also interested in taking part in
an expedition along the Tea Horse Road. In addi-
tion to helping out as a photographer, he could also
use his reputation to secure funding from an
international film company. I thought of that
friend I had failed to meet. Wasn't his name Gao
Zhigiang as well?

The trip began to take form. Finding people
to go with us was the easy part. Anyone genuinely
interested, willing to undergo hardship, and able to
take a good picture could join us. Money was much
more of a problem. As I've come to understand
very well, without money, it's difficult to travel a
single step. We considered all of our options. It
seemed likely that many could afford to invest in

the trip, but few would actually be willing to.
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People with money tend to place a high value on
reputation and return on investment, but what
guarantee could we provide them? It's not as if we
could engrave their names along the ancient road.
After all, it's a vast empty wilderness. No one
would ever see the names.

Dong Gua had a friend who was supposedly
both wealthy and well-cultured. We made an
appointment to take him out to dinner, but during
the meal he was constantly on his cell phone mak-
ing and answering phone call after call. As the food
grew cold, I realized this was a complete waste of
time. He did not ask a single question about the
Tea Horse Road. What chance was there that he
would invest? Although we budgeted as strictly as
possible, estimating expenses as low as they could
possibly go, who would be so casual about even a
mere 30,000RMB (;1pproxim;1tcly $3500 US)?

As expected, nothing came of the dinner. The
date we had set for departure grew closer and the
team had been assembled, but without money or a

vehicle where could we go? At that point, I began

to despair. It was as if I had joined a gang of beg-

gars or, at best, had become a high class beggar
myself. My esteem was repeatedly compromised
and all that remained was a tiny bit of determina-
tion, as the road itself seemed to slip back into the
dreams from whence it came.

Then news reached us from Hong Kong that
the Agfa Corporation had agreed to provide us with
film and to pay all developing fees. Everything was
ready to go, waiting for the go-ahead in Kunming.

Dong Gua and I had run out of options, so
finally I decided I would make a trip to Yuxi.
Going to Yuxi meant going to the Yuxi Tobacco
Factory. The company had grown dramatically in
the years following China's Reform and Opening;
and, in just over ten years, had become one of the
most profitable corporations in China. They clearly
have to deal with a steady stream of people secking
investment. I had known the factory head Chu
Shijian for several years, but as a matter of princi-
ple, had never asked him for anything. This time,
though, for that "Lost ancient road in the moun-
tain depths," I forced myself to ask him for help. To
the Yuxi Tobacco Factory, 30,000RMB is a small
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sum; however, to us and to our quest to seck out
the ancient road, it was absolutely essential.

The Tea Horse Road tends to confuse people.
Tea is simple enough, as are horses, but put the two
together on such a road, and it all becomes more
difficult to explain.

Tea originated in China and gradually spread
throughout the world. Among the world's three
great beverages, demand for tea is the greatest. Tea
originally comes from Yunnan, which can therefore

be considered the birthplace of tea.

Tea drinking customs spread into Tibet long
ago during the Tang dynasty. Tea became an indis-
pensable part of Tibetan life as well. Various gov-
ernment policies existed throughout history using
tea to control the border areas. As a result, tea car-
marked for sale to Tibet was known as "Border
Tea."

During the long history of Border Tea, what
kind of methods and channels did the major tea
producing areas such as Yunnan and Sichuan use to
transport their tea to Tibet? By examining local
records, historical relics, and stories passed down by
the horsemen, historians have been able to piece
together a picture of an ancient road based on the
trade of tea using horse caravans for transport. This
road traverses Yunnan diagonally from
Xishuangbanna all the way to the northwestern
plateau, connecting Sichuan and Tibet in a web of
caravan routes. This so-called "Ancient Tea Horse
Road" is not a well-defined path but rather some-
thing that developed over one to two thousand
years through the activities of horsemen and tea

merchants. No one had bothered to erect a memor-

ial or to write a history. It is simply too long and
spread out too vastly, with traces of its existence
everywhere, making it a very amorphous road.
Anywhere there are mountains and bodies of water,
there will be traces of human activity. Anywhere
people have been, there will be legends about roads.
The Tea Horse Road is more of a myth, or a type of
story, than a concrete road.

The team that went before us investigated the
snowy Yunnan/Sichuan/Tibetan triangle, the most
arduous and legendary stretch of the ancient road.
We hoped to trace the Ancient Road back to its
source. We would start from the beginning, travel-
ing the road as it unfolded, and hopefully could
unravel this ancient mystery and paint a pale brown
line on the map. The title of our investigation
would be: "Searching for the Ancient Tea-Horse
Road."

The task of securing a car was Dong Gua's.
He knew a driver named Wang Yujie who had
recently returned from Tibet. He had fallen in love
with Tibet and was always looking for new oppor-
tunities to go. Dong Gua heard Little Wang had
acquired a small minivan, so he hired him to drive
it to Kunming and then on to Tibet. Roads in
Tibet reach average altitudes of three to four thou-
sand meters and involve rough stretches of nearly
100 kilometers without human habitation. In this
environment, a good vehicle is the best way to
guarantee success. We all knew the best choice
would be an imported SUV. However, given our
financial constraints, we had no choice but to
accept Dong Gua's friend's offer.

On October 9th, we finally saw our vehicle.

Dong Gua called up to me from downstairs. |



