94 PART II The Classical Period, 1000 8.c.6.~500 C.E.
Nomads and Cross-Civilization Contacts and Exchanges
Through much of recorded human history, nomadic ~ merchants and imperial bureaucrats, they provided
peoples have been key agents of contact between  protection from bandits and raiding parties for cara-
sedentary, farming peoples and town dwellers in cen-  vans passing through their grazing lands. For further
ters of civilization across the globe. Nomadic peoples  payments, nomadic peoples supplied animals to trans-
pioneered all the great overland routes that linked the  port both the merchants’ goods and the food and
civilized cores of Eurasia in ancient times and the  drink needed by those in the caravan parties. At
Middle Ages. The most famous were the*fabled Silk  times, pastoralists themsclves took charge of transport
Roads that ran from western China across the moun-  ‘and trading, but it was more common for the trading
tains and steppes of central Asia to the civilized cen-  operauons to be controlled by specialized merchants.
ters of Mesopotamia in the last millennium 8.C.E. and  These merchants were based either in the urban cen-
to Rome, the Islamic heartlands, and western Europe  ters of the civilized cores or in the trading towns that
in the first millennium and a half C.E. grew up along the silk road in central Asia, the oases
Chinese rulers at onc end of these trading net-  of Arabia, and the savanna zones that bordered on
‘ works, and Roman emperors and later Islamic sultans  the north and south the vast Sahara desert in Africa.
at the other end, often had to send.their armies to do Unul they were supplanted by the railroads and
bartle with hosdle nomads, whose raids threatened to  steamships of the Industrial Revolution, the overland
cut off the flow of trade. But perhaps more often, pas-  trading routes of Eurasia and the Americas, along
toral peoples played criucal roles in establishing and ~ with comparable networks established for sailing ves-
expanding trading links. For periodic payments by  sels, were the most important channels for contacts
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between civilizations. Religions such as Buddhism
and Islam spread peacefully along the trading routes
throughout central Asia, Persia, and Africa. Arustic
motifs and styles, such as those developed in the cos-
mopolitan Hellenistic world created by Alexander the
Great’s conquests, werc spread by wading contacts in
northern Africa, northern India, and western China.

Inventons that were vital to the contnued growth
and expansion of the civilized cores were carried in war
and peace by traders or nomadic peoples from one cen-
ter to another. For example, central Asian steppe
nomads who had been converted to Islam clashed with
the armies of the Chinese Empire in the 8th century
C.E. The victoriotis Muslims found craftspeople among
their prisoners who knew the secrets of making paper,
which had been invented many centuries earlier by the
Chinese. The combinaton of nomadic mobility and
established trading links resulted in the rapid diffusion
of papermaking techniques to Mesopotamia and Egypt
in the 8th and 9th centuries and across northern Africa
to Europe in the centuries that followed.

Nomadic warriors also contributed to the spread
of new military technologies and modes of warfare,
particularly across the great Eurasian land mass.
Sedentary peoples often adopted the nomads’
reliance on heavy cavalry and hit-and-run ractics. Sad-
dles, bits, and bow and arrow designs developed by
nomadic herders were avidly imitated by farming
societies. And defense against nomadic assaults
inspired some of the great engineering feats of the

)

preindustrial world, most notably the Great Wall of
China (discussed in Chapter 2). It also spurred the
development of gunpowder and cannons in China,
where the threat of nomadic incursions persisted well
into the 19th century.

In addition, nomadic peoples have served as
agents for the wansfer of food crops between distant
civilized cores, even if they did not usuallv themselves
cultivate the plants being exchanged. In a less con-
structve vein, nomadic warriors have played a key role
in transmitung diseases. In the best-documented
instance of this pattern, Mongol cavalryrnen carried the
bacterium thart causes the strain of the plague that came
to be known as the Black Death from central Asia to
China in the 14th century. They may also have trans-
mitted it to the West, where it devastated the port cites
of the Black Sea region and was later carried by mer-
chant ships to the Middle East and southern Europe.

Questions: Whar other groups played roles as
intermediaries between civilizations in early
global history? What features of the nomads’
culture and society rendered them ideal agents
for transmitting technology, trade goods,
crops, and diseases between different cultural
zones? Why have the avenues of exchange they
provided been open only for imited time spans
and then blocked for years or decades at a ume?
What agents of transmission have taken the
place of nomadic peoples in recent centunes?
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