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Introduction

In our grocery stores and shops you can purchase an almost boundless 
array of  products that came from all over the globe – blueberries from South 
America, electronics and appliances from China, tomatoes and strawberries 
from Mexico, wines from France, rugs from Persia, cooking oil from Malaysia, 
coffee and bananas from Central America and T-shirts from Bangladesh – the 
list is seemingly endless.

For millennia in the ancient world only a very select handful of  goods were 
transported great distances for sale – the most widespread became silk, the 
spices and incense. Produced in remote corners of  South East Asia and China, 
these commodities were carried for thousands of  miles across land and sea 
to deliver them to their markets. Their origin from distant, mystical locations 
added to their status and allure. From the dawn of  civilization to at least until 
the modern era, one of  the exotic luxuries from the Far East was always at the 
centre of  the world stage.

The first three great civilizations emerged about 5000 years ago: Egypt 
along the Nile River in northern Africa; Sumer between the Tigris and 
Euphrates Rivers in today’s Iraq; and Harappa in the Indus Valley in what is 
now Pakistan. From almost their inception, these early societies became 
addicted to the luxury products of  far-off  lands and established long-reaching 
trade networks. As the massive Chinese, Persian, Hellenistic and Roman empires 
subsequently emerged, the acquisition and trade of  exotic goods continued to 
be a focal point. India and Indonesia became hotbeds of  commerce.

International trade in spices, scents and silk pushed humans to explore 
and then travel to the far corners of  the earth. The great powers of  the world 
fought mightily for the kingdoms where silk, spices and scents were produced. 
Ultimately, European lust for the spices led to the discovery of  the sea route 
from Europe around Africa to South East Asia. The New World was accidentally 
discovered by Columbus in his quest for spices.

Among the most sought-after luxury products in the ancient world were 
silk cloth, the incenses frankincense and myrrh, and the spices cinnamon, 
pepper, ginger, clove, saffron, nutmeg and mace. What made trade in these 
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luxury products so remarkable was that the plants producing them grew in very 
restricted areas of  the world, distant from the wealthy civilizations of  northern 
Africa, Greece and Europe (Fig. 1.1). Silk was spun only in China by domesti-
cated moths fed leaves of  mulberry trees. Frankincense and myrrh could only 
be obtained in a narrow band of  south-west Arabia and coastal Africa. Pepper 
was limited to north-east and western India, cassia to southern Vietnam and 
the eastern Himalayas, ginger to south-eastern China, cinnamon to tiny Ceylon 
(today’s Sri Lanka), and cloves, nutmeg and mace to the even tinier Molucca 
(or Spice) Islands in Indonesia. Only saffron was native to Europe.

Once the Western world discovered the intoxicating properties of  these 
products, their procurement became a dominant force in the world economy. 
Traders carried silk, spices and the scent resins for thousands of  miles by land 
and sea to satisfy the desires of  the West. There were many other important 
trade commodities such as grain, slaves, porcelain, precious metals, pearls and 
gemstones, but the low bulk and high profits linked to the scents, silks and 
spices were particularly enticing. These luxuries could be carried on the backs 
of  camels or in the holds of  ships for months on end, arriving at their final des-
tination in nearly perfect condition. The fact that they came from some distant, 
mysterious location made them all the more desirable. Nothing else compared 
with their possible profit returns.

This book tells the story of  how the scents, spices and silks catalysed world 
trade. It describes the central role that these exotic luxuries came to play in the 
lives of  the ancients and how those products got into their hands. It traces the 
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Fig. 1.1. Geographical origins of the silk, spices and scents that shaped the world.
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development of  the great international trade networks that delivered spices, 
scents and silk and how the demand for such luxuries shaped the world.

International long-distance trade began when the ancient Egyptians’ lust 
for frankincense and myrrh led their pharaohs to send massive trade exped-
itions south-east to a place they called the ‘Land of  Punt’. Huge ships were built 
and launched down the Nile, disassembled and dragged across the desert to the 
Red Sea and then sailed to southern Arabia and Somalia in search of  frankin-
cense, myrrh and other exotic riches.

Eventually, a great trade route evolved across Arabia to serve the insatiable 
desire for incense in Egypt and the other ancient societies of  Mesopotamia. 
What came to be called the ‘Incense Route’ wove 1000 miles from southern 
Arabia along the Red Sea coast and west through the Sinai to trade frankincense 
and myrrh. Cinnamon came to be included in these cargoes, after being carried 
another 2000 miles across the Indian Ocean and Arabian Sea by mariners 
from South East Asia. This Incense Route flourished most mightily between the 
seventh century bce and the second century ce but had roots that went back as 
far as 1200 bce.

For the first 600 years of  the Incense Route, the primary consumers were 
the Dynasties of  Egypt and the Kingdom of  Assyria. As the Greek civilization 
grew in power across the Mediterranean it became the focus of  the incense 
trade, first passing through Gaza and then Alexandria after Egypt’s conquest 
by Alexander. When Rome achieved its world dominance and subjugated 
Egypt, it became the epicentre of  the incense trade, also through Alexandria.

The original movement of  cinnamon, from India and East Asia to Arabia, 
was the beginning of  a global network of  trade that later came to be called the 
‘Spice Routes’. For the first 2000 years of  this trading sphere, the Arabs served 
as the sole middlemen in the spice trade to Egypt and kept them completely 
in the dark as to the origin of  the spices. It wasn’t until about 120 bce that 
this stranglehold on the spice trade came crashing down, when a shipwrecked 
Indian sailor washed up on the Red Sea coast of  Egypt and taught the Egyptian 
Greeks how to ride the monsoon winds across the Arabian Sea to India. Few 
Greek ships actually made this trip, but when the Romans took over Egypt in 
30 bce it was not long before about 120 ships were leaving Red Sea ports annu-
ally to load their holds with spices in India.

When the Romans began sailing to Indian ports, a dazzling array of  spices 
came to their attention. By 1 ce, a full-blown trading network was operating 
across the seas of  the Far East and India stood at the centre of  this world. Indian 
dhows were sailing south through the Indian Ocean to Indonesia where they 
traded pepper for cloves and nutmeg. Chinese junks plied the South China Sea 
and reached as far as the Spice Islands, Indonesia and Ceylon. They dropped 
off  their ginger, cassia, silk and porcelain at these stops in return for cloves, 
nutmeg and pepper. With the advent of  the Roman trade, a maritime trading 
route of  9000 miles had evolved that stretched all the way from Rome, across 
the Mediterranean to northern Africa, through the Indian Ocean to Indonesia 
and on to China, with India at its centre.
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In the Roman period, spices from South East Asia were also travelling 
through the Persian Gulf  to North Africa and the Mediterranean. Exotic goods 
from India and Indonesia were carried first by Indian and then by Persian 
sailors to the central Persian Gulf  ports where they were moved by land-based 
caravans north towards the Mediterranean. Magnificent trading centres like 
Petra and Palmyra evolved in Syria to facilitate this trade. Rome and Persia 
fought long and hard for centuries to control these trade routes.

In the first century ce, another great commodity had entered the world 
market: silk. The Romans had fallen head over heels for this precious commodity. 
Tracing its discovery to antiquity in north-eastern China, a vast trading network 
evolved across the mountains and deserts of  China through Central Asia to the 
Persian Parthian Empire. This ‘Silk Route’ travelled over 4000 miles across the 
wide geography covering China, Central Asia and the Middle East.

After Rome’s collapse in 250 ce, the epicentre of  world trade shifted first 
to the Byzantine Empire and then to Europe as it emerged from the Dark Ages. 
Venice became a worldwide trading powerhouse. The Muslims gained control 
of  the Spice Routes as they took over the Middle East and a large part of  South 
East Asia. Europeans fought the Crusades in large part to maintain a portal to 
the spice trade. Ultimately the Portuguese found the route to the spices of  South 
East Asia, and they entered a period of  conquest and subjugation in India and 
Indonesia to control that trade. The other half  of  the world came under the 
purveys of  the Spanish, who traded silver from Bolivia for Chinese silk and 
then shipped it half-way around the world across the Isthmus of  Panama on 
to Europe. The Dutch followed by the English burst on to the scene next, took 
the lucrative spice routes from the Portuguese and then battled each other 
mightily for dominance. They held on to their winnings dearly until European 
passions shifted from highly spiced foods to sugar and tea.

Human desire for the exotic drove the extensive trade routes that carried 
the scent resins, spices and silk. Someone in a far-off  place had something that 
someone wanted, and opportunists were willing to deliver it for a profit. People 
wanted fragrances to surround them, and the best scents came from far away. 
They wanted powerful aromas to adorn their foods and heal their bodies, and 
the most desirable were produced in distant lands. They wanted to wrap their 
bodies in fine cloth, and the finest textiles came from places thousands of  miles 
away. Once people discovered the intoxicating properties of  these products, 
their procurement became a dominant force in the world economy. Herein lies 
the story of  how scents, spices and silk shaped our world.
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