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Silk Road Journal

A Long Road to Fortune

Day 1, Spring, New Moon


This journal belongs to Fang Fa-Rui.  I will be keeping track of my profits here as I proceed across the bustling road of trade that leads from my beautiful home Chang’an to a profitable trading post many days’ journey from here.  I will be accompanying a caravan of other businessmen, whom I am gathering with today in preparation for the trip.  We will all head southeast where the value of silk and other goods is high.

My associate travelers are bringing a variety of items for sale that require many beasts of burden to carry.  From where I sit counting my own furs and jade trinkets, I can see iron and bronze valuables, fine dishware, and a great deal of silk.  I am glad to be in a group of people who so clearly value profits as I do.


This will be my first journey in such a setting.  I have been warned of the journey ahead many times by my older brother, who made the trip through the “Land of Death” only once before putting his “days of adventure” behind him as he puts it.  He told me I should be warned that there are many uncivilized people along the way that don’t hold high standards of education.  It sounds brutish, but I shouldn’t let anything hold me back as this is my opportunity for wealth.

These items should fetch a good price in the east.  Inventory:


46 fine furs, 16 small boxes of jade trinkets, enough coin to barter for valuable items along the early route, one sturdy cart, one horse, dried and salted food, water.

Day 2, Spring


The preparations were in order early this morning, and my caravan departed glorious Chang’an with little fanfare.  There are so many happenings in the street that it is nothing special to see a local caravan leaving the city.  My possessions are all safe and sound in the cart, though I would be excited if we had made more progress today.  It seems that a prudent caravan values safety over speed.  The experienced men have also told me that they have chosen the southern route out of practicality.  Apparently, there are more bandits lurking on the northern roads.

I must record here that my role in this caravan is to represent the trading company that my family has been a part of for some time.  Previously, my older brother was intended to make these journeys, but he suffered an accident on his only trip and the burden has fallen to me.  It matters little.  I am excited to barter.

We are now sleeping in a small village.  Though it’s not at all far from Chang’an I already feel nostalgic when thinking of the storytellers and musicians I could hear in the street as we left today.  I will ease my loneliness with conversation with my fellow journeyers.


My inventory remains the same today, as no goods crossed hands.

Day 3, Spring


We have reached our first major stop today, in Lanzhou.  Although this city seems small and quiet next to the beautiful capital, I suppose that there are interesting happenings.  I wonder if the city will slowly become more and more swallowed by countryside before I even realize it?

While talking to my companions last night, I have come to realize that not all of them are along to do business.  There is a man who is on this path in hopes of reaching India and learning more about the native land of the Buddha.  He told me himself that there have already been successful men who have brought back a great deal of enlightening works.  He is a very dedicated Buddhist with an intelligent mind.  I am very impressed by his desire to seek further education, but it seems like a lot of work to cross all this distance without hope of profit in the end.  Regardless, we had a pleasing conversation and he appears to have a good nature.

My inventory remains the same, unless you can count friendship.  I have obtained additional food.
Day 15, Spring


Many days have passed and the road has been long and tiresome.  We pass frequent caravans and travelers going east, and I worry that they look even wearier than I feel.  Travel food is tasteless and even my water supply is starting to taste stale somehow.  Our group stops in populated areas, but not for long, as we try to proceed as much as possible during this preferred weather.


Still, the days are overly hot, and the nighttime chills me to my bones.  I have probably never been so uncomfortable.  What I wouldn’t give for a wash and a hot meal prepared by my family.


I have gained much knowledge from a man named Shi Tu-Han who is carrying silk that will eventually be sold in the land called India.  He has made this journey several times and has more age than I do.  Most look to him as our leader and ask him many questions about the route.  I learned from him that we will be passing on most of our goods to prosperous middle-men who will then make a continued journey even deeper into the south and west.  This sounds like a profitable exchange since one man cannot traverse the entire world alone.  He has informed me that we are very close to Jiayuguan and the Great Wall, and that we will be able to see it very soon.

My inventory remains the same.

Day 16, Spring


At last, we are in Jiayuguan.  The Wall is immense and beautiful, but as we walk under it I feel as though we are that much closer to finding ourselves in what can truly be called the “Land of Death.”  I will enjoy this civilization while I can.


This Wall is truly a landmark of civilization.  It is breathtaking to see how far it extends and we must draw close to other caravans in order to fit through the one opening in it.  I have rarely been so impressed by something that is giving me no immediate financial advantage.


Our leader has procured the assistance of two men who make their living by guiding others through the upcoming path.  They are both foreign, and I don’t understand all of their words, but they speak some Chinese, which is civilized.


We also gained some companions who are masters of defending against attacks by bandits.  These men are gruff and not to my liking, but I understand that having them will make our travels smoother.


I saw some men going eastward through the gate turn around and throw a stone at the wall.  The Buddhist traveling to India remarked that it was a custom.  If the stone bounced back, it meant good fortune to the traveler, but if not, they could expect disaster.  I wonder if it is true?  I don’t think I’ll try it.


My inventory has expanded!  I was able to barter some furs in exchange for some pearls.  They are lovely, and I think I have made a good deal.


Day 21, Spring


We have arrived in Dunhuang today.  My Buddhist traveler friend told me that there are beautiful Buddhist paintings in some caves close to the city, and he has gone with some other like-minded people to visit them and see what he can learn.  My friend said that the art was done in honor of the Buddha, who apparently comes to people in visions and gives them inspiration to create such art.  I hope I see a vision of the Buddha and become enlightened as to how to do excellent business on this long journey.

I have remained in the city itself, which is surprisingly lovely for a place seated so close to many inhospitable landscapes.  I am preparing for sleep and it strikes me now that Chang’an is very far away and we have covered a great deal of distance.  There are more travelers gathered in Dunhuang than any other place we have seen so far since my dear hometown.  I have seen buildings devoted to the study of Chinese for those who wish to learn.  I wonder if there is much money to be made in such a profession?

Our leader, Shi, says that this city marks the deciding point for caravans.  There are a few different directions leading across the eastern land that branch out from this place.  We will be taking the southernmost route.  I asked him what kind of goods I should look for in these new southeast places, and he interested me by speaking of glorious animals, ivory, and other valuables.

I have obtained a camel in exchange for my horse and some coin.

Day 24, Spring

It is terrible!  One of our companions has been weakened by the heat of the sun and he can no longer walk.  Leader Shi quietly told me that this sort thing is out of the control of humble merchants and that it wouldn’t be a surprise for there to be deaths along our way.  I am very worried now because our conditions have gotten more extreme the farther we go.


Also today, we met an interesting traveler walking west.  He called himself Akhtar and spoke of Islam.  The Buddhist traveler was interested in what he had to say, and I listened to their conversation intently.  Akhtar said that he and his company were traveling across these lands to spread the word of somebody named Allah.  I heard him speak the name of Muhammad many times, though I realize now that I have not heard that story before.  The things he speaks of are not against Confucian ideas, and I would like to learn more.

I also asked Akhtar about valuable goods that he might have noticed for trade as he walked along the path that we now tread.  He had heard of some medicine changing hands that is supposed to ease many pains and make child birth more bearable.  I have heard of this before and if it is true this medicine would be a very profitable acquisition!


My inventory remains the same, although I worry for the camel, which has not been looking well.

Day 25, Spring

The ill companion has passed away.  I did not know much about him but I will mention here that he seemed a good man.  What a treacherous path!


If only the winds weren’t making the sands swirl so much, maybe the man could have survived.  Leader Shi is worried that these winds will only get worse and that we may be in trouble.  I hope not.  Many of the other travelers have gotten into the habit of wringing their hands.

I notice the Buddhist traveler paying compassionate attention to my own camel.  What a noble human-being to remember to take stock in the lives of animals.

Day 27, Spring

We have pulled off to a side and are trying to protect ourselves from what has become a real sandstorm.  I have never seen anything so frightening.  Shi says it will get worse so I must go and see to my inventory.

Day 31, Spring

Many have died.  The sandstorm has overwhelmed us and those of us that remain are lucky.  All but a few of the animals are gone.  What remains of our group has found our way to a small oasis with a few settlers.  Shi is one of the survivors and he has recommended to us all that we should remain here for quite some time to regain our strength.  It does not please me though, because the sand disasters have destroyed many of this oasis’ supplies have also been ruined and are gone.  There is nothing for us here, although the sands are more dangerous farther out.

I cannot stay.  I have heard specific news of this miracle medicine that comes from the land of India.  There have been some Indian men seen only a day from our location that have been dealing in the medicine, beautiful horses, and even jewels.  I must go see this for myself, and I have convinced some of the other dealers to go with me.  We will make a grand profit!

Shi tells me that I am a fool, and that the conditions of the desert will end my dreams of wealth.  I was told that after the sandstorm I am unprepared for striking out in a smaller, unprotected group.  He cannot understand that this is the reason I have come all this way.  My group will leave tomorrow.

This is the final entry.
