
THE SHU TAO OR ROAD TO SZECHWAN 

HEROLD J. WIENS 

Hard are the Ways of Szechuan, 
Harder than scaling the sky. 

Peaks join on to the heavens, Dangers such as are here . 

Scarcely a foot between; Invaders, ah! from afar ... 
Hollow old firs o'er-drooping Why come to this scene of fear? 
Chasms of depth unseen. Why come to this world of war? 
Torrents and cascades rushing Buttressed on towering rock, 

Rage with a stunning roar, The Hall of Swords ascends. 
Boulders whirling before them Thousands can never shock 
In thundering caverns pour. This Pass, if one defends. 

-L Po, d. 762 

T UHUS the famous Chinese poet Li Po' describes the Shu Tao or Road 

to Szechwan and its chief barrier fort, the Chien-ko or Hall of Swords. 

Romantic though the theme may be for poetic fancy, what is the 

significance of this road for the geographer? 
In the retarded development of China in modern times the poorness of 

land communications is generally recognized as a fundamental impediment 
to progress, economic, political, and cultural. An especially important 
communications line is the Shu Tao, which cuts across the rugged and 

roughly parallel Tsinling Shan and Tapa Shan. Throughout Chinese history 

Translation by W. J. B. Fletcher: A Guide to Chungking, China Information Committee, 1939. 

Figure I (above) is a Chinese artist's conception of the Chien-ko. The road follows the face of the cliff 
to the right center, passing through the three-storied fort. 

> DR. WIENS is an assistant professor in foreign-area studies at Yale University. This 
article is from his doctoral thesis. He has spent 18 years of residence, travel, and study in 
China, where he was born. 
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these ranges have interposed a formidable barrier, climatic2 as well as top- 
ographic, to intercommunication between the two main divisions of China, 
the dry North and the humid South. The changing role of the transmontane 
roads spanning the Central Mountain Belt has been intimately related to the 
historical and geographical evolution of China, a relationship that has con- 
tinued to the present day. 

Two regions of China have made unique contributions to the rise and 
growth of the Chinese nation. The Wei Ho Valley of Shensi Province is the 
site of one of the earliest civilizations in the world. It was the cradle of the 
nation and, until the end of the Han period (A.D. 220), the core of what 
Chi Ch'ao-ting calls the "key economic area" of China.3 The Szechwan 
Basin, the "storehouse of China," adjoining Shensi on the south, has been 
important in Chinese history for more than 2000 years as what Chi calls 
one of the two "secondary key areas." It is now by far the most populous 
province of the republic and one of the richest in natural resources. As Shensi 
gave birth to the old political and social system of China, so Szechwan has 
nurtured the new. In the nine years of war with Japan ending in 1945, 
Szechwan proved to be the salvation of China. 

Through the western part of the Central Mountain Belt separating these 
regions ran the historic Linking-Cloud Trestle Road, Lien-yiin Tao, across 
the Tsinling Shan and the Road of the Golden Oxen, Chin-niu Tao, across 
the Tapa Shan.4 Together they constituted the Shu Tao or Road to Szechwan. 
More difficult ways through these mountains have been used, but for most 
of the last 2000 years this 430-mile route has been the principal, and for long 
periods the sole, channel of communication between North China and the 
rich lands of the Szechwan Basin and the Chengtu Plain and beyond to Kun- 
ming and to Lhasa.5 During recent centuries the importance of this route 
has declined, and the road has been allowed to fall into disrepair and decay. 

HISTORICAL ROLES OF WESTERN TSINLING SHAN ROUTES 

Northward from the abrupt descent of the Tsinling Shan stretches the 
climatically dry but fertile basin of the Wei Ho, composed of alluvial 
deposits from the surrounding loess hills. South of the divide the humid 

2 "To come to Szechwan in the winter time from the adjoining province of Shensi is to experience 
a dramatic contrast between the frozen, yellowish land of the Wei Valley and the lush green growth of 
the Red Basin" (H. L. Richardson: Soils and Agriculture of Szechwan, China, Ministry of Agric. and 
Forestry, Natl. Agric. Research Bur. Special Publ. No. 27, Chungking, 1942, p. 5). 

3 Chi Ch'ao-ting: Key Economic Areas in Chinese History as Revealed in the Development of 
Public Works for Water-Control, London, 1936. 

4 Feng Hsien Chih (Feng District Gazetteer), 1892, ch'uan I, pp. I5-23. 
5 Liu-pa T'ing Chih (Liu-pa Subdistrict Gazetteer), I842, ch'uan 4, pp. I4-I9. 
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landscape of South China suddenly appears and the mountain slopes merge 
into the subtropical Red Basin of Szechwan. The Wei Ho Basin was the 

garden plot of Chinese civilization, from which the verdant tendrils of Han 
culture spread to the north, east, and south. In the rich soils and abundant 
moisture of the protected Red Basin, the Han culture put forth new shoots, 
and Szechwan became at an earlier date than other parts of South China a 
cultural branch of the Wei Ho civilization and a mainstay of the new Han 
state. To continue the metaphor, the tendrils of this culture that curled and 
wound south through the mountain belt to Szechwan followed the "Chan- 
tao" or trestle roads over which the Ch'in rulers of the north had driven to 

subjugate Szechwan in the third century before Christ.6 

During the last thousand years the principal route has not changed, 
though before the Sung dynasty alternative routes through the Tsinling 
Shan were maintained for courier use. What has fixed this route as the main 
line of travel since Sung time? Foremost, perhaps, is the fact that the Lien- 

yiin Tao makes the most direct connection with the Chin-niu Tao, the easiest 
route into Szechwan from the Hanchung Basin. By going as far west as 

possible on the comparatively level route through the Wei Ho plain and 
then striking south from Paoki through the Tsinling Shan the traveler 
avoided the devious and rugged course up the Han Kiang that was neces- 
sitated by a crossing of the Tsinling Shan farther east. Moreover, abundant 
food and comfortable lodgings were to be found on this well-traveled 

highway, in contrast with the routes which in part follow the river below 
the Hanchung Basin, where level land for crops is scarce. The approximately 
155 miles of mountain road of the Lien-yiin Tao between the Wei Ho Valley 
and the Hanchung Valley is 20-90 miles shorter than other routes through 
the Tsinling Shan.7 An older route, which strikes south from Meihsien, the 

Pao-yeh Tao, is about the same length or a bit shorter but traverses much 
more difficult terrain. The passes on the Lien-yiin Tao are generally lower, 
only two or three reaching an elevation above sea level of about 6000-7000 
feet; on other routes they exceed 7000 feet, and one crosses at 8690 feet.8 

Naturally, too, the destination in Szechwan influenced the location of 
the main route. Chengtu, the cultural and political capital, set in the midst 
of the most prosperous and populous section of the province, caused a 

6 Liu Ting-sheng: Ssu-ch'uan Li-shih (History of Szechwan), Chungking, 1944, pp. 5-6. 
7 Ou Yang-yin: Li-tai Chan-cheng Yii-ti T'u, Ya-hsin Ti-li-she (Historical Atlas of Regions and 

Wars, Ya-hsin Geographical Society), Wuchang, 1933; P'eng Hsueh-p'ei: Chien-kuo Kai-lun (An Analy- 
sis of National Reconstruction), Chungking, I944; Chung-hua Shu-chii (Chung-hua Book Company): 
Chung-kuo Ti-li Hsin-chih (New Atlas of China), Shanghai, 1935, Sect. 5, Chap. 9, pp. 20I-202. 

8 Sir Francis Younghusband: Peking to Lhasa, London, 1925, pp. 33-38. 
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FIG. 2-For a map of the modern highways see Figure 12, p. 597. 

FIG. 3-Photographic copy on a reduced scale of a section of a 6o-foot-long scroll map of the 

Linking Cloud trestle road dated sometime during the Ch'ing dynasty. The walled enclosure depicts 
the town of Fenghsien. The original is in the Library of Congress. 
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FIG. 4-The abrupt rise of the Tsinling Mountains from the Wei River plain is seen in this aerial view looking westward 

up the Wei River Valley from above Chowchih, Shensi. 
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FIG. 5-A view in the western section of the Tapa Shan and the rugged Tibetan border country of northwest Szechwan, 

illustrating the obstacle presented here to north-south communications in West China. illustrating the obstacle presented here to north-south communications in West China. 
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gravitation westward. Had Chungking been the leading center, the main 
route no doubt would have followed the valley of the Chienyu River due 
south to Shihchuan on the Han River and thence crossed the Tapa Shan to 

Wanyuan, from which a navigable tributary leads to the Chii River, the 

Kialing, and Chungking. 
A final factor fixing the main transmontane route along the Lien-yiin 

Tao was the relatively easy access it provided to the Kialing River, the source 
of which is only about 50 miles from the Wei River. This stream is navigable 
for native boats as far as the Kansu border and provides an alternative and 

quick route southward through the Tsinling Shan and the Tapa Shan, cutting 
the Road of the Golden Oxen at Chaohwa City. 

The importance of these western transmontane roads is indicated by the 
immense engineering effort put into them. During the Later Han period 
(A.D. 25-220), merely to repair and rebuild the 430-mile official road 

through the mountain belt required three years and 23 million man-days 
of the conscripted labor of 766,800 men.9 About a third of this road rested 

entirely on wooden trestle shelves propped upon canyon cliffs or along 
stream beds. Liu Ting-sheng asserts that the Ch'in and Han unification of 
China was accomplished through the use of Szechwan resources via the 
channel of the Tsinling Shan trestle roads. Pai Shou-i lists the transmontane 
road to Chengtu as one of the six main trunk roads of the great T'ang- 
dynasty network (A.D. 6I8-907).Io Tao Hsi-sheng, a Chinese political 
scientist, goes even further in stating that, broadly speaking, there were 

only four main courier routes during the T'ang period, of which the Tsinling 
Shan road to Chengtu was one." During the military events of the Three 

Kingdoms period and in subsequent times of political division in China the 
roads through the Tsinling Shan were of prime political and military 
importance.I2 

It is not only in their administrative and military aspects, however, that 
these routes have been of vital importance. They were channels by which 
cultural influences traveled southward from the Wei Ho Valley. Thus a 

highly developed system of irrigation was introduced into the Chengtu 
Plain. The city of Chengtu itself was planned and built two centuries before 

9 Pao-ch'eng Hsien Chih (Pao-ch'eng District Gazetteer), 183I, ch'uan 8, p. 2. 

Io Pai Shou-i: Chung-kuo Chiao-t'ung Shih (History of China's Communications), Shanghai, 

I937, p. IIS. 
" Tao Hsi-sheng and Wu Hsien-hsiang: Nan-pei-ch'ao Ching-chi Shih (The Economic History of 

the Period of North and South Dynasties), Shanghai, I937, pp. 10I-I02. 

12 See Mei Hsien Chih (Mei District Gazetteer), I909, ch'uan I, pp. II-I3, also Liu-pa T'ing Chih 

(op. cit.), also Chi, op. cit., p. o02. 
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Christ in imitation of the Ch'in capital at Sienyang in the Wei Ho Valley.'3 
By these spillways famine refugees from the impoverished loesslands poured 
into rich Szechwan many times in ages past; over these routes transplanted 
populations moved both northward and southward. Such influxes often 

brought trained artisans and craftsmen into the Red Basin to diversify the 
culture of Szechwan. Kao-tsu found here his path of conquest to become the 
founder of the long-lasting Han dynasty. Twice, too, these transmontane 
routes of the west became the paths of flight of emperors seeking the sanc- 
tuary of protected Szechwan.'4 

The routes were also channels of trade. Although private interregional 
trade has been discouraged by various Chinese rulers, even in periods of 
strictest control it has persisted along the Tsinling Shan routes. The pub- 
licized fame of the Great Silk Road to Inner Asia and Rome has obscured the 
fact that the silk itself originated in Szechwan and was carried northward 
over the Chan-tao or trestle roads of the Central Mountain Belt.'5 The Chan- 
tao might therefore be considered the first segment of the Silk Road. It is 
of some interest, furthermore, that one of the principal forms of native 
transport in North China, the wheelbarrow, was developed and first used 
on the Tsinling Shan roads by the hero of the Romance of the Three King- 
doms, Chu-Ko Liang.'6 

DECLINE OF NORTH-SOUTH COMMUNICATIONS IN THE WEST 

With the southward expansion and consolidation of the Chinese nation 
and the development of the productive ricelands in the lower Yangtze delta 
and the building of the Grand Canal, the "key economic area" shifted from 
the Yellow River plain to the Yangtze Valley. As the Yangtze became in- 
creasingly dominant as a transport route, transmontane north-south trade 
in the west declined in favor of an east-west alignment. In the reign of the 
Han emperor Wu-ti (140-86 B.C.) the need for grain in the imperial capital 
in the Wei Ho Valley had led to an unsuccessful attempt to establish canal 
transport across a large part of the western Tsinling Shan along the Pao 
River.17 After the construction of the Grand Canal, tribute grain could be 

13 Liu, op. cit. 
14 Han-chung Hsi-hsiu Fu-chih (Revised Gazetteer of Han-chung Prefecture), I8I5, ch'uan I, 

Chan-tao maps. 
Is [Albert] Terrien de Lacouperie: Western Origin of the Early Chinese Civilisation, London, 

1894, pp. I96-I98. 
I6 Tz'u Hai [encyclopedic dictionary], Shanghai, I937, Sect. Ch'en, p. 84. In the opinion of L. 

Carrington Goodrich (A Short History of the Chinese People, New York and London, 1943, p. 78) the 
invention of the wheelbarrow is "rather dubiously" assigned to Chu-Ko Liang. 

17 Shih Nien-hai: Chung-kuo ti yiin-ho (China's Canals), Chungking, 1944, p. 43. 
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