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Marco Polo (1254-1324) was the son of a Venetian merchant and traveler. In 1271, Marco, with his father and uncle, began a journey that four years later led to their being accepted at the court of Kublai Khan. During these years, they traveled extensively in Persia and China, through regions almost totally unknown to the Western world. In service to the Khan, Marco explored Tibet and Burma and many of the remote provinces of China; it is possible that he went to the southern parts of India. Participating in a military conflict between Genoa and Venice, he was taken prisoner in 1298. While in captivity, he dictated the Travels of Marco Polo to a fellow prisoner.
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INTRODUCTION

IT IS difficult for us to conceive of a time when there existed highly developed civilizations that Europeans knew nothing about. We are aware that in certain periods travel was slow and tortuous and that robbers and hostile people added danger to difficulty. But few realize that for about seven hundred years—say from A.D. 550 to 1250—there was an almost complete lack of knowledge or curiosity about the world beyond the horizon. Of the many reasons for this the most obvious are the disintegration of the Roman Empire, barbarian invasions from the north of Europe, and beginning in the 8th century, Islam rising and standing astride the routes between East and West. The growth of Christianity may also have contributed by turning men’s eyes away from this world and by inspiring the Crusades against the Saracens.

Thus, when Marco Polo was born in Venice in 1254, all of Asia east of Baghdad was, to Europeans, terra incog nita, or a realm of fable. In ancient times, the Romans and Greeks had imported large quantities of silk, spices, furs, musk, rice, and other goods and products from the East. Although some of these always continued to find their way to Europe, the ancient caravan route called the Silk Road was cut by the 6th century A.D., and the memory of the old relationship soon grew dim. In time, the Byzantine Empire began to produce enough silk for Europe’s curtailed needs, and in any event, no one in Europe seems to have cared where the spices or fine fabrics came  from. If some particularly bold merchant, adventurer, or friar did penetrate the barriers from time to time, we have no record of the feat and almost no trace of the explorer.

Then, in 1243, scarcely a score of years before Nicolo and Maffeo Polo reached Cathay, Friar John of Plano Carpini, a Franciscan, was dispatched to try to convert the Mongols and to enlist their help—it was like getting devils to fight demons—against the Saracens. Carpini met Batu, Khan of the so-called Golden Horde, near the Black Sea, and later the Great Khan, Kuyuk, in Cathay; but although Keraits and other Nestorian Christians were scattered throughout Cathay, and although Kuyuk was not unsympathetic, Carpini’s mission failed. A similar mission by William of Rubruck (or Rubruquis), a French Franciscan who visited the next Great Khan, Mangu, some eight years later, met with the same fate. Both Carpini and Rubruck left interesting journals of their travels, and these might well have become better known if Marco Polo’s did not make them seem limited and quaint. Aside from these, and the uneven account by Rabbi Benjamin of Tudela of his wanderings across the Levant and India, and perhaps into China, in the 1160s and 1170s, there is, astonishingly, nothing.

That is why Marco Polo’s Description of the World,  now generally known as The Travels of Marco Polo, the record of what he saw and learned on his journey from Venice to Cathay, and throughout the Orient, between 1271 and 1295, is so remarkable. It would have been remarkable even if it had been a report only of unknown areas and primitive tribes. But it was immeasurably more than that—a systematic description of a variety of civilizations, including a few as highly developed as any in Europe, and at least one that was worthy of wonder. He told of a hundred practices and institutions that astonished his fellow Venetians, and a number that they did not even believe. Indeed, it is a measure of how remarkable his account was that so many doubted it.

How could they help doubting him when in one book he told of a potentate whose palace and pleasure pavilions dazzled, who clothed his nobles in bejeweled garments and his five thousand elephants in cloth of gold, and who had ten thousand falconers; of mighty mountain  ranges so high there were no birds on them; of vast deserts so hot they turned dead bodies to dust; of a chief (the Old Man of the Mountain) who spirited his hashish-drugged victims into an artificial paradise; of black stones (coal) and a fountain of liquid (petroleum), both of which burned miraculously; of paper money; of a cloth (made of asbestos) that would not burn; of people who decorated their skin with designs (by tattooing); of prodigious white (polar) bears and of dogs that pulled sledges on snow; of great sheep (the Ovis Poli, named after him); of nuts (coconuts) as large as a man’s head; of people who encased their teeth in gold; of a land (India) where the cattle were sacred; of jade-bearing rivers and of seabeds full of pearls; of an island (Sumatra) where the natives ate human flesh; of magicians who caused goblets of liquor to fly; of widows who were burned (in suttee) along with their husbands; of a city so large that its people used ten thousand pounds of pepper a day; of men who turned over their womenfolk to every strange guest; of “shark charmers” who protected pearl divers; of ships with watertight compartments; of naked dancing girls dedicated to the service of gods in (Hindu) shrines; of sorcerers who controlled the wind and the weather; of a courier system with 10,000 stations and 200,000 horses; of a country where the merchants would not lie even to save their lives; of great rivers teeming with boats; of a far northern land where all winter there was night and all summer there was day; and of a thousand other things equally incredible.

Where such later discoverers as Columbus and Cook only touched the shore of a continent and left the rest unknown, Polo filled in the map of Asia almost from end to end—and then peopled it.




THE INFLUENCE OF THE BOOK

As curious as the opening of the channels to the East a few decades before Marco Polo’s birth is their closing a few decades after his death in 1324. The explanation is that after Genghis Khan had established Mongol power in the early 13th century, the Great Khans, in their imperial condescension, or craft, or curiosity, tolerated and even protected the occasional Western visitor. But the Ming dynasty that forced the Mongols out of China in 1368 showed no such tolerance or curiosity. They shut the gates at the end of the road, and soon the roads themselves were made impassable all across Asia by wave after wave of marauding Turks.

Thus, for the next century and a half, until the Portuguese and the Spanish pushed their way into the Indies and the Spice Islands and got a foothold in India and China—and such individuals as the learned Jesuit, Father Ricci, established himself in China in the 1590s—the East sank back, as far as Europeans were concerned, into outer darkness. And if we except such feats as the overland trip to China by Benedict Goes, a Portuguese Jesuit, in 1603-1605, it would be another two and a half centuries before China would be completely “opened up” to the West. Even then, the opening of both China and Japan in the middle of the 19th century would be carried out by force. In the light of this, the present attitude of Communist China toward Westerners seems not so much a departure from tradition as a reversion to it.

Marco Polo’s book was for all practical purposes not only the first to pull aside the veil that hid the East, but it was nearly the last for a long time to come. A few men followed in his steps during the early decades of the 14th century: Ibn Battuta, a North African Moslem who is said to have covered 75,000 miles during almost thirty years of roving from Spain to Cathay; and Friar Odoric, a saintly ascetic from the Udine area, who also reached the East. But we find ourselves turning from their journals, valuable as they may be, with a renewed respect for Marco Polo’s scope, penetration, and ranging curiosity.

Marco’s account should thus have burst upon his contemporaries as a kind of revelation. It did nothing of the kind. The Europeans of the 14th and 15th centuries, still children of the Middle Ages, were not particularly influenced or impressed. The majority, even among the literate, continued to be content with fragments of fable or fantasy. Even those who should have welcomed his report, the map makers and geographers, seem in general to have looked on his book as more romance than fact.

Far from being a science, mapmaking was still an exercise of fancy, or religious devotion, or fear of the unknown. In the early Christian era—by which time such works as Ptolemy’s atlas and the reports of Herodotus had been forgotten or disdained—a leading geographer of the early 5th century, Cosmas, thought the universe was a flat parallelogram and the earth a dome-shaped mountain with Jerusalem as center and summit. And as late as the 14th century another renowned geographer, Cardinal d’Ailly, concluded that Africa could not be far from India because both contained elephants.

A few cartographers, beginning with the maker of the excellent Catalan Atlas of 1375, appear to have appreciated and assimilated Polo’s work. But it remained for the explorers of the Age of Discovery, and Christopher Columbus most of all, to register his influence most profoundly. One of the most interesting documents in the history of exploration is a Latin edition of Marco Polo’s book in the Columbian Library in Seville. It belonged to Columbus and it contains no less than seventy marginal notes by the discoverer. There is little doubt that Polo’s reports on the wealth of Cathay helped shape Columbus’ vision and that Polo’s estimates of distances—erroneous as they may have been—convinced the discoverer that it was possible to get to the “Indies” by sailing westward. In 1474, moreover, the Florentine cosmographer Tosca nelli sent Columbus a map of the eastern part of Asia, including Zipangu (Japan) and the Indies, which he had based on Polo’s descriptions, and encouraged the explorer to rely on it in any effort to sail westward.

What Columbus did not know, of course, was that the land mass of the Americas lay between him and his goal and that the distance westward to Cathay was far greater than he imagined. No one can say that Columbus would not have dreamed his dream if it had not been for Polo’s book, but it surely persuaded him that at the end of the journey he would find such riches as would make all his efforts worthwhile.




MARCO’S VENICE

When Marco Polo went from Venice to the court of the emperor of Cathay, he passed from one peak of  power and civilization to another. For the Venice into which Marco was born in 1254 was just entering its zenith. It was Queen of the Adriatic at a time when the Mediterranean was in fact as well as in name the center of the known world. Quick to profit in any way, Venice had become rich by equipping and transporting Crusaders and pilgrims to the Holy Land. In return for her help she had also won concessions of islands in the eastern Mediterranean from the Latin Emperor of Constantinople, Baldwin I. The high point of this aggrandizement came during the Fourth Crusade, in 1203, when Venice transported the Crusaders and then joined them in the barbaric sacking of Constantinople and the dismemberment of the Greek Empire. The booty, in loot and in fragments of empire, was enormous. It helped to make Venice in the next century the greatest commercial empire the world had known.

This was the Venice in which Marco Polo grew up. In its narrow streets and sudden squares, and on its crowded canals and tiny bridges, a host of traders from everywhere gathered and did business. The most prosperous—truly merchant princes—were already building those palaces along the Grand Canal that would make it seem a sea-born dream. The Basilica of St. Mark, begun in 829, rebuilt after a fire in 976, and given its Byzantine look in the 11th century, was, with its Oriental domes, its mosaics, its altarpiece made of six thousand jewels, and the great bronze horses surging from its fa çade (plunder from Constantinople), an education in itself. Around it washed an endless current of beggars and nobles, priests and prostitutes, pilgrims and rogues. For Venice was, like so many medieval cities, a study in violent contrasts: sumptuousness and filth, elegance and coarseness, asceticism and corruption, women who wore gorgeous silks but went unwashed, gilded palaces without sanitary facilities.

It was also a city of craftsmen; in one quarter or another young Marco could see the wizardry of the glass blowers, of the weavers of cloth of gold and crimson damask, the embroiderers, the goldsmiths, and the jewel ers, and, if he made his way to the arsenal, the astonishing assembly line of the greatest shipyard in Europe.  Most fascinating of all were the quays, especially those crowded with goods from far-off places: with cinnamon, cloves, nutmeg, pepper, and ginger; with camphor in bamboo tubes; with muslin from Mosul and damask from Damascus; with myrrh, rhubarb, and sandalwood; with ivory, coral, and marble. And of course with slaves—Circassians, Turks, Russians, Tartars—brought from the Levant and on the way to the auction market. It was these slaves, more than all the goods or foreigners or details of architecture, that tinged Venice with the Orient. An attractive slave girl was worth thousands of dollars because she could also serve as a concubine, and thus the blood of many a Levantine or Caspian type was mingled with that of many a fine Venetian family.

Almost all of this, spices and marble and slaves, came by water. No wonder, then, that the Venetians looked on the sea with a kind of adoration, and once a year, on Ascension Day, took part in a ceremony wherein the people in their gondolas, led by the Doge in his resplendent bucentaur, went out on the lagoon and wed the waters with a ring.

From its vantage point midway in the Mediterranean, Venice linked Europe and Asia Minor and Africa, and its merchants were at home everywhere in the known world. In the known world—and, as the Polos were to show, in the unknown as well.




THE ELDER POLOS AND THE FIRST JOURNEY

The true trailblazer in the Polo family was not Marco at all, but his father Nicolo and his uncle Maffeo. If they had put down their story as Marco did his—and if, of course, they had proved as curious and keen—their tale might well have been an even more remarkable one. For they made the great journey to Cathay, not once, but twice, leaving on the first trip at about the time Marco was born.

At that point Nicolo and Maffeo were already successful merchants. Like many others of their vocation they had concentrated their efforts in that terminus of Near Eastern trade, Constantinople. Despite the sacking of the city by Crusaders and Venetians in 1204, it was still  the hub of the great caravan routes of Asia, its warehouses were again full of silks and spices, ebony and ivory, and its currency was accepted everywhere. Each nationality had its own quarter in the city, with the Venetians having the largest. It was in this section that the Polo brothers had established a branch. And it is there that our story really begins.

After a sojourn in Constantinople of perhaps as long as six years, Nicolo and Maffeo, hoping to do better, moved to Soldaia (Sudak) in the Crimea. But Soldaia was disappointing, and they went on to Bolgara, one of the capitals of Barka, Khan of the Western Tartars and a grandson of the great Genghis Khan. They prospered here, but when they sought to turn back, they found their way blocked by warring Tartar tribes. Literally following the path of least resistance, they made their way eastward to Bokhara, one of the great trade centers of Central Asia. But here they found the roads cut off in every direction. So they lingered patiently for three full years.

Then came the chance that changed their lives; an envoy from Hulaku, Khan of the Levant, arrived in the city on his way to the court of the Great Khan in Cathay. Fascinated by the two “Latins” who spoke the Mongol tongue, he urged them to accompany him. They had already been away from home eleven years, but the invitation must have seemed a matchless opportunity to cross Asia as the guests of the most powerful monarch on earth. No doubt they also surmised that it would prove profitable. They accepted, and after journeying for another entire year over steppe and desert and mountain, they arrived in about 1265 at the court of Kublai, the Great Khan and Supreme Lord of all the Mongols.

In his book, Marco gives us few details of the extraordinary journey made by his father and his uncle. To have done so would doubtless have meant his telling us of many things he would have to repeat concerning his own journey; but it is nonetheless a pity that we know so little of their experiences and encounters.

The Great Khan welcomed the Latins cordially. He talked to them again and again, asking them especially about the Pope and Christianity. Finally he gave them a  letter inviting the Pope to send him a hundred learned missionaries who could undertake to prove the superiority of the Christian religion. This does not seem so surprising once we learn that there had long been tribes of Nestorian Christians (whose doctrine had been branded a heresy in 431) in the East, and that Kublai’s own mother probably came from one of these. Beyond this, Kublai was evidently astute enough to want to learn all he could about so widespread and persuasive a doctrine.

The brothers started back at once and after many delays—as Marco casually reports—from floods and storms and snow and ice, they reached the Mediterranean seaport of Acre. To their dismay they found that the Pope, Clement IV, had died and that no successor had as yet been elected. In desperation they turned to a Papal legate, Tedaldo of Piacenza. He advised them to bide their time until a new Pope was elected.

So, after fifteen years of wandering and sojourning and wandering again, they came home to find Nicolo’s wife dead, and his son Marco a lad of fifteen years.




JOURNEY TO THE EAST

We know nothing about Marco Polo’s childhood. The evidence indicates that, like most boys of his time and place, he received little or no formal education. But Venice as a crossroads of the Mediterranean world, together with the travels of his father and his uncle, was surely education enough. When, two years after returning home, the elder Polos, weary of waiting for a Pope to be elected and fearful of disappointing the Great Khan, decided to start for Cathay again, Marco was ready. To the seventeen-year-old youth the prospect must have seemed like a dream.

But passing through the Aegean was no dream, and arriving at Acre, famous way station of Crusaders and pilgrims to the Holy Land, was certainly not. After a detour to Jerusalem to get some holy oil from the sepulcher of Jesus—as Kublai Khan had requested—they went to Layas and were about to start eastward when a courier came from their friend, the legate Tedaldo. The messenger informed them that Tedaldo himself had been  elected Pope and that he wanted them to come to him at Acre.

The new Pope had remembered Kublai’s request for missionaries, but instead of one hundred scholars, he could find only two members of the Order of Preaching Friars who would venture to accompany the Polos. And hardly had the five men started eastward when news of a Saracen force harrying the area before them caused the timid friars to turn tail and flee. The Polos were evidently undismayed: they represented the Pope on the one hand, and they carried a gold tablet inscribed by the Great Khan on the other hand. So they pushed on through Lesser Armenia (Cilicia) and Greater Armenia to the Baku region. Describing the area of Mt. Ararat, Marco relates the hoary legend of Noah’s Ark at the top of it, but then he accurately describes the wells of Baku that produce an oil that burns. Such oil had been widely used as fuel in ancient Greece and Rome, but, Marco’s note notwithstanding, it would not be put to use again until the 18th century.

Thereafter, the travelers must have come from time to time upon bands of nomad Mongols with their immense droves of horses, oxen, and sheep and with their huge tents mounted on carts as much as twenty feet wide and drawn by as many as twenty-two bullocks. Perhaps here too Marco got his first taste of the wanderers’ favorite drink, the fermented mare’s milk called kumiss, and began to pick up their strange tongue.

After that they came to Mosul and possibly Baghdad, although Marco’s description of the latter does not convince us that he was there himself. Next there was Tabriz, with its pearl markets, Saba (whence came, Marco declares, the three Magi), Kerman, and then a place where they were ambushed by bandits. From there they proceeded southward to Hormuz, a port on the Persian Gulf. The travelers probably planned to continue by water from this port, but the ships seemed so unseaworthy and the hot wind so intolerable that they turned back to Kerman and the land route. After that they passed through deserts for many days and into the province of Tunocain, where Marco thought the women the most beautiful in the world.

Here he pauses to tell the fantastic story of the Old Man of the Mountain and the paradisaical gardens in which he initiated members of his band, called the Assassins.

Resuming the narrative of the journey, Marco describes their passage through Balach (Balkh) in Afghanistan, and Balashan (Badakhshan), land of huge rubies, where—we learn in passing—he lay ill for an entire year and was cured only by going into the mountains. Climbing higher and higher, they then moved across the lofty plateau of the Pamirs and passed into Kashmir, famous for its sorcerers. After these places came Kashgar and Khotan, where jade is dug from the dry riverbeds, and Lop, and then the vast and desolate Gobi (itself the Mongol word for desert), haunted by noises of drums and bells and the voices of evil spirits.

Struggling out of the desert, they began at last to see people with Chinese manners and customs. After describing Kamul, Bankul, and Kanchow, Marco, approaching the heart of Cathay, digresses to tell of the rise of Genghis Khan. Included in this account is the war between Genghis and Ung Khan, whom Marco, like Rubruck before him, confuses with the legendary “Prester John.”

Finally, after three long years, they near the end of their journey. It is a happy end, for the Great Khan sends them an escort, and during the last forty days they travel in royal style. About May of 1275 they reach Shangtu, or Chandu (Coleridge’s Xanadu), the summer retreat of the Great Khan Kublai, Lord of the Universe.




THE EMPIRE OF KUBLAI KHAN

When the Polos came to it, the empire of Kublai Khan, the greatest in extent the world has ever seen (it was six thousand miles from east to west and about two thousand at its widest from north to south), was scarcely three generations old. Less than eighty years before, the Mongols had been obscure horse nomads on the high prairies of Mongolia, southeast of Lake Baikal. Accustomed to endure every privation, to live in the saddle, to strike their enemies without mercy, they needed only to be disciplined as a military force  and aroused by the taste of conquest to become invincible. A certain young chieftain named Temuchin gave them that discipline and that taste. By the time he was forty-four, in 1206, he had become Genghis (or Chin ghiz) Khan, “The Universal Lord.” His formula was simple: his force was horsemen—truly half man, half horse—who combined maximum mobility with iron stamina and discipline; his practice was to annihilate the enemy down to the very cats and dogs and to obliterate communities to a point where, in a few instances, horses could be grazed on the site; and his one aim in life was conquest. At his death in 1227 he was master of most of Asia from Peiping in the East to Georgia in the West and Afghanistan in the South.

Ogodai, the son who succeeded him, extended the empire southward into China. At the same time, Batu, the son of Ogodai’s half-brother, Juchi, together with one of Genghis’ old generals, Subotai, swept savagely westward, sacked Kiev and other Russian cities, burst into Poland and leveled Kracow. In the spring of 1241, in Hungary, they routed an army of one hundred thousand barons, knights and infantry, the best that eastern Europe could muster, and proceeded to devastate Pest on the Danube. By the following winter, one column, swinging south, reached Dalmatia, so that by December they stood on the shores both of the Danube and the Adriatic, eyeing Europe as a cat might eye a mouse.

It is hardly surprising that in their terror and ignorance, Europeans should have seen these “hordes” (from ordu, a nomad camp or troop) as fiends out of Tartarus, or hell, and distorted the name “Tatars” into “Tartars.” Typical of the general reaction is that of the monk Matthew Paris, who wrote in his huge chronicle:In this year (1240), a detestable nation of Satan . . . the Tartars, broke loose from its mountain-environed home, and piercing the solid rocks, poured forth like devils. . . . They are thirsting for and drinking blood, tearing and devouring the flesh of dogs and men, dressed in oxhides, armed with plates of iron, thickset, strong, invincible.





At this supremely critical moment Ogodai died, and the heads of the clan were summoned to a meeting in Mongolia. While Europe hung in the balance, Batu and Subotai debated and then withdrew, Subotai going back to Mongolia, Batu retiring to his court on the Volga and the arms of his twenty-six wives. Had Ogodai not died, it is possible that the Mongols would have overrun Europe. What that would have meant to the history of the West, the reader is at liberty to imagine for himself.

By this time the Mongol empire had become so vast that although the eastern part remained the homeland, great segments came under the rule, more or less independent—and not without quarrels and clashes—of various members of the family. Ogodai’s son Kuyuk was Great Khan only briefly, dying in 1248, and (after an interregnum in which Ogodai’s widow Turakina guided the empire) another grandson of Genghis, Mangu, ruled from 1252 to 1259. Meanwhile Batu, Khan of the Golden Horde, remained Lord of the West (roughly European Russia), and Hulaku, another grandson of Genghis, became Lord of the Levant (from eastern Persia to the Mediterranean). It was Hulaku who in 1268 captured the last Caliph of Baghdad and did such destruction in that magnificent city that it never recovered. It was he too who took Damascus, Queen of Cities, and Jerusalem the Golden, and was threatening Egypt when once again the death of a Great Khan, this time Mangu, stopped what might have been a decisive blow. This time the fate of the Levant, of Moslem power, and the Crusades themselves hung in the balance. Like Batu before him, however, Hulaku turned back.

Meanwhile, another great figure was emerging in the East, Kublai, a younger brother of Mangu. Brought up partly under the influence of a few Chinese advisers, he had later been sent to extend Mongol dominion farther into China. And he had done so. But the more he saw of the Chinese way of life, the more he appears to have been influenced by it. The Sung emperors had ruled for over three centuries and had turned increasingly to the contemplation of spiritual values and an appreciation of the arts. Under their reign the great walled cities south  of the Yangtze had grown ever greater. Only their taste for war had waned.

When Mangu died, Kublai, taking advantage of the dissension among the khans, caused himself to be declared Great Khan. Before long he had completed the conquest of China all the way to Canton and the southern seas, accomplishing much of this by cunning rather than force. His inclination was not to destroy but to assimilate what he found. Where Genghis had been the warrior, the ruthless conqueror, the military genius, Kublai was the astute statesman, the administrator, cultivator of values, sportsman, lover of refinement. By the time of his death in 1294, after thirty-five years on the throne, he had been transformed from a heroic to a divine figure, from a Khan of the Mongols to the Son of Heaven, inheritor of the Dragon Throne, before whom—as Marco Polo reports with awe—multitudes of courtiers fell prostrate when the cry arose: “Bow and adore!”

Marco was struck at every turn by Kublai’s enlightened government: the reserve granaries for periods of scarcity (although something like it had been practiced in ancient times); the relief for the poor and the ill; the elaborate patrol against disorder and fire; the use of paper currency; the extraordinary post system; the beautification of roads by trees; the abolition of gambling; the completion of the Grand Canal from Peiping to Hangchow. Although Marco tended to respond more emphatically to such social and economic achievements, he did note Kublai’s amazing toleration of all religions—Christian, Jewish, Moslem, and the Buddhism of the Tibetan lamas. His description of the summer palace conveys a sense of its beauty as architecture and decoration, but his main wonder is at its grandeur and opulence. And there is no hint whatever of one of the greatest distinctions of Sung civilization: its literature and painting.

The Mongol domination of such a civilization could not last. Just as in only three generations a nomad tribe had exploded into an empire of incredible extent, so in only three more it would disintegrate and be absorbed.




IN CATHAY

Kublai welcomed the travelers cordially, and almost immediately the nearly sixty-year-old monarch seems to have been impressed by the apt twenty-one-year-old whom the two Western merchants had brought back with them. Soon the Great Khan was sending him on missions; and Marco not only acquitted himself well but enlarged his reports with descriptions of novelties and curious customs such as Kublai delighted to read about. He gained such favor that he was made a governor of the large city of Yangchow, where he served for three years. But with the curious reticence that marks all his references to himself, Marco says nothing about his rule—and indeed gives us only a meager description of the city itself.

His missions included at least two major journeys, one southwestward to Yunnan and Burma and the other southward through eastern China and perhaps down into the southern seas. (The exact route of these is difficult to determine because his account of them incorporates information he had gathered on other trips or from other persons.) Out of the expedition to the southwest came such remarkable stories as that of the Golden King who surrounded himself only with maidens, of a place where the men preferred to marry those girls who had the most lovers, of the austere lives of the yogi of India, of a very strange beast (the crocodile), and of the childbirth custom of couvade. The other trip, which carried him deep into southeastern China, yielded descriptions of the immense traffic on the Yangtze and of the great cities of the province of Manzi. In Kinsai (Hangchow) he found a metropolis not only much larger than Venice, but one in which the excellence of the government and the civility of the people aroused him to twenty pages of praise and wonder.




THE JOURNEY HOME

At last, after seventeen years, the Polos began to think of returning to Venice; they can hardly be described as impatient since Nicolo and Maffeo had been home only  once in thirty-five years. Their wish to leave was also probably inspired by the fact that Kublai, who had protected them from some of his more envious courtiers, was growing old. But the Great Khan would not let them go, saying—Marco tells us—that he loved them too much.

Once again totally unexpected good fortune took a hand. This time it was three Persian ambassadors returning to their homeland with a princess royal, Kokachin, for Arghun II, Khan of Persia, whose favorite wife had died not long before. The envoys and Kokachin had made one start homeward but had turned back when war had broken out among the tribes along the caravan routes. Marco having just returned from a mission into the southern seas, the Polos had the shrewd scheme of offering to guide the ambassadors back to Persia by sea. Reluctantly, Kublai consented, but once he had agreed, he had no less than fourteen ships fitted out for them and gave them an imperial gold tablet that would insure them safe passage.

As the party sets out from the great port of Zaitun on the east coast, Marco takes the opportunity to give us the history—rather garbled, unfortunately—of a certain very large island off the coast—Zipangu (Japan). He follows that with descriptions of places touched at, passed, or heard of on the voyage: Indo-China, Java, Sumatra, Ceylon, India, and the so-called Male and Female Islands. He closes the section with notes on Madagascar and the Zanzibar area of East Africa, but it is thought that he did not actually visit either. A fourth and final segment (as later editors have divided the book) includes an interesting account of Russia and the Siberian arctic, together with a rather tedious history of the wars between the Tartar chiefs.

After two and a half years of buffeting in the southern ocean during which all but eighteen of the six hundred passengers perished, the travelers arrived in Persia—only to find that Arghun Khan had died. Fortunately, he had left a grown son, Ghazan, who promptly agreed to take the fair Kocachin off their hands. After an unexplained delay of nine months, the Polos set out on the final, the truly final lap of all their journeys, going by way of Trebizond and Constantinople to the Mediterranean.  Sometime during the year 1295 they made their way slowly past the Aegean islands and up the Adriatic until the domes and spires of the proud and fabled city rising from the sea came into view. They had been away twenty-five years on the longest journey ever recorded, and the lad Marco was a man of forty-one.

Nearly everyone remembers the story of their return to the family mansion in the district of San Giovanni Grisostomo, for it has about it the air of a fairytale, or of the homecoming of Ulysses. As Ramusio, the 15th- century editor of the first printed edition, tells us, they came “with an indescribable something of the Tartar in their aspect and speech . . . their garments the worse for wear, of coarse cloth and cut after the fashion of the Tartars”; and no one recognized them.

Then there is the other story, which Ramusio says he got from an old man who had it from his grandfather, a neighbor of the Polos. This relates how when the relatives of the travelers continued to doubt their story, the three men arranged a family banquet, and cutting open the coarse garments they had worn on their return, poured out of them great quantities of rubies, sapphires, and emeralds, so that the guests were dazzled and dumbstruck. It is worthy of the Arabian Nights, and perhaps that treasury of Eastern romances inspired it, because such evidence as Marco’s will (one of the few legal documents we have about him) indicates that when he died twenty-nine years later he was not more than moderately well off.

Still another very old tradition says that few who heard Messer Marco’s stories took them literally and that he came to be called “Marco Milione” and the house he lived in “Corte di Milioni”—both names usually assumed to be jibes at the extravagant numbers in his stories. But it is hard to believe that a cascade of diamonds falling out of garments “cut after the fashion of the Tartars” would not have silenced such skepticism.




JAIL IN GENOA

Except for his capture in a naval battle and subsequent jailing in Genoa, the remainder of Messer Marco’s  life was something of an anticlimax. Once settled in Venice again, he must have felt that he could never do anything that would not seem insignificant next to his journey to Cathay. Probably he would have gone back—even as his father and uncle had gone back again—if he had not heard (so the Ramusio version says) that Kublai was dead.

Even the episode of the naval battle was hardly glorious. The fierce rivalry for the domination of trade, particularly in the eastern Mediterranean, that had raged for years between Venice and Genoa reached its climax in the 1290s. A series of savage clashes in Constantinople and on the sea culminated in 1298 in an engagement near Curzola, an island off the Dalmatian coast, in which a Venetian armada of one hundred galleys was decisively defeated. One story is that Messer Marco Polo was a “Gentleman Commander” of a galley in this battle and was captured along with seven thousand other Venetians; another is that he was taken in one of the earlier clashes. Whichever is true, he was carried off to “La Superba,” as Genoa was called, and imprisoned, not in the dungeons with the common soldiers, but imprisoned nonetheless. Although it must have been a most humiliating experience for the veteran of the caravan routes of Asia, it is to that imprisonment and the enforced idleness that followed that we owe the book on which all of Marco Polo’s fame rests.

For in that Genoa jail, Messer Marco’s story evidently fascinated fellow prisoners, jailers, and (Ramusio declares) noble Genoan visitors alike. Among his audience in the prison was a certain fellow prisoner, Rustichello, who came from Pisa, which Genoa had humbled in 1290. Rustichello was a writer of metrical romances, and at some point he volunteered, or agreed, to put Marco’s story into writing. For Rustichello it meant that he would for once be dealing not with a knight of chivalric legend but a living hero whose experiences were stranger than any invention of romance. So Marco sent for the notes he had left in Venice and began his remarkable narrative.

Not long after the completion of the manuscript, in about 1298, a treaty of peace was concluded between  Venice and Genoa, and Messer Marco, along with others, was released. It was thought that he then returned to Venice, married a certain Donata Badoèr, and settled down, rather belatedly, to the life of a well-to-do Venetian merchant. He is known to have had three daughters and several grandchildren, but no descendants have been traced beyond that. As so often happens with men who are not in the public eye, much of what we know of Messer Marco’s later years comes from court records, especially of suits, and some of his biographers have therefore concluded that he became grasping and quarrelsome. Coupled with the story that neighbors ridiculed his tales, this may make him seem a somewhat embittered and neglected figure. In reality his manuscript was soon being copied widely and we have record of at least two distinguished men who sought him out: Pietro d’A-bano, renowned professor at the University of Padua, and a French nobleman, representing Charles of Valois, who requested a copy of the manuscript when he passed through Venice in 1307. As for his supposed covetousness, we know of at least one magnanimous gesture: on his deathbed he gave freedom to Pietro, a Tartar who had long been one of his slaves—and whom he may have acquired in the East—and with it a handsome sum of money.




THE MAN AND HIS BOOK

Despite the fullness of Marco’s book, it reveals little of his essential personality or character. Its judgments of customs and behavior are often conventional or rough generalizations. Again and again he speaks of people as “cruel” or “modest” or “mean-spirited” or “languid,” but there is no example of these from his own experiences. Occasionally, as when he says that a certain place is a fine one for young men to visit because the natives gladly yield their women to strangers, the reader may well wonder what personal adventures lay behind his comment. It is only from the most casual references that we get any hint of some of his more extraordinary experiences: for example, the attack by bandits in which many in his party were either killed or captured, or the  time he was ill for an entire year and had to go into the mountains to recuperate. These remain merely tantalizing glimpses. The fact is that this is a book not about Marco Polo but about what he saw; and there was, in any event, no tradition that would have encouraged him to indulge in personal revelations.

There are, of course, certain characteristics and interests that become apparent to any careful reader. Marco Polo was above all the merchant, with an eye for flourishing manufactures and profitable commodities, and with a strong tendency to measure people in terms of their wealth or industriousness; he was competent and tactful enough to carry out all kinds of commissions for the Great Khan; physically he was certainly hardy and not easily daunted; he was a keen observer, enterprising, curious, and enquiring. He was a Christian dutifully concerned with the spread of Christianity, and occasionally he (or perhaps some pious later editor) vouchsafes us a saint’s legend or a miracle. He automatically dubs all Buddhists “idolaters,” but nonetheless tells the story of the life of Gautama Buddha with understanding. He also appears to have had more than a casual interest in hunting, and his reports on curious sexual customs are notably explicit. But beyond this it is unsafe to go. Where manner of expression or tone might ordinarily be significant, in these pages it is not to be trusted since it may be the work of the scribe; for example, it is generally felt that the treatment of Mongol battles as though they were clashes between Christian knights of the age of chivalry is a Rustichello contribution.

As for Marco’s accuracy and credibility, the studies of many scholars and the investigations of explorers such as Sven Hedin and Aurel Stein have gradually confirmed these to the point where only a handful of passages seem irredeemably gullible or superstitious. Among these are the legend of the cobbler whose faith moved a mountain; the roc, a bird that could carry off an elephant; dog-headed men in one place and dog-tailed men in another; an Island of Females inhabited by “Amazons”; and the tomb of Adam on Ceylon. But in all fairness it must be added that most of these are plainly secondhand and not vouched for.

As every editor has noted, there are some surprising omissions—the Great Wall, tea, the practice of footbind ing, printed books, fishing with cormorants, chopsticks. But these can be explained as oversights or as circumstances that became so familiar in the course of twenty years that Marco forgot how strange or remarkable they could seem.

We have, in fact, come a long way from the days when, if we may believe certain traditional stories, Marco Polo’s book was a synonym for extravagant claims and tall tales. We are now much more likely to believe the story that when friends urged him in his last hours to modify or retract some of his statements, he said: I did not write half the things I saw.

In style Marco’s book may prove disappointing, especially to readers who come to it expecting a literary classic. The writer—whether Marco or a scribe—is wordy and repetitious; his prose is simply matter-of-fact, without grace, and almost without allusions to history, literature, or even the Bible.

But a narrative woven almost entirely of marvels evidently needs neither lining nor embroidery to enchant people of all ages and times. What Marco had in great measure was a sense of wonder, an eye for the exotic, the novel, and the spectacular, and the spirit that moves great discoverers. They permeate his best passages, such as his descriptions of the city of Kinsai and the wondrous palaces and dreamlike parks of Kublai Khan. It was one of these passages (in a translation by an Elizabethan, Samuel Purchas) that inspired the magic of Coleridge’s “Kubla Khan,” with its famous opening:In Xanadu did Kubla Khan 
A stately pleasure-dome decree: 
Where Alph, the sacred river, ran 
Through caverns measureless to man 
Down to a sunless sea. 
So twice five miles of fertile ground 
With walls and towers were girdled round: 
And there were gardens bright with sinuous rills 
Where blossomed many an incense-bearing tree . . .  
Coleridge subtitled his poem “A Vision in a Dream,” 
but the vision was Marco Polo’s, and it was not a dream.
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A NOTE ON MANUSCRIPTS AND EDITIONS

It is probable that Marco Polo had Rustichello write, or rewrite, his account simply because he thought the scribe could do a better job, and do it more easily. He may also have thought that the Venetian dialect—which even an Italian from Pisa would have found difficult—was less suitable than French, which was not only the lingua franca of much of Europe but the language of such romances as Rustichello himself wrote. Because of this and because it has been shown that early copies of the manuscript in Latin or Italian were based on a French version, it is believed that the original version was in French. Much more significant than which came first is the fact that translations were soon made into Latin and various Italian dialects, and during the next century, into other languages, including Spanish, Bohemian, German, and even Irish. As many as 138 manuscripts have been uncovered, including one—containing new material—as late as 1934 (a Latin version called the Zelada Text, found in the Cathedral Chapter at Toledo, Spain).

So accustomed are we to thinking of our classics as printed books that we must be reminded that Marco Polo’s work had to be circulated in manuscript for almost 180 years before the first printed edition appeared. That was a German version in 1477, only twenty-one years after Gutenberg’s Bible. The effect of being copied and translated in manuscript form is that hardly any of the numerous printed editions are alike, each deriving from a different manuscript or combination of manuscripts. The most widely circulated English translation, made by William Marsden in 1818 and edited by Thomas Wright in 1854, was based on the Ramusio version. The edition with the most famous commentary is the two-volume work that Henry Yule, a great Orientalist, prepared in 1871 (revised in 1875, and again, with additional  notes by Henry Cordier, in 1902, and reissued, with a volume of addenda by Cordier, in 1920). Yule’s work, in which a page of text is sometimes followed by ten times its length in notes, is a treasury to which every student and editor of Polo’s work is endlessly indebted.

But the uncovering of new material about Polo will never cease, and scholars such as Luigi Benedetto, who published in 1928 an edition based on all known manuscripts, and A. C. Moule and Paul Pelliot, who in 1934 brought out a composite edition incorporating the newly found Zelada manuscript, continue to make contributions to the study of the man and his book.

The aim of the present edition is to combine a readable text in modern English with the numerous notes that most first—or even second—readers find necessary. To this end I have used the Marsden-Wright text, chiefly because it remains among the fullest and richest. After collating it with translations—by Henry Yule, Aldo Ricci, A. C. Moule and Paul Pelliot, and R. E. Latham—of various other texts, I edited it line for line, mainly to eliminate redundant, stilted, or archaic locutions, and to clarify the considerable number of confusing or unintelligible passages. In my notes (the shorter ones are in brackets and the longer ones in footnotes) and in this Introduction I have drawn on the work of all the scholars mentioned above, and among others, of Percy Sykes, William Rockhill, Henry Hart, N. M. Penzer, Manuel Komroff, and Harold Lamb.

PRINCIPAL FIGURES OF THE HOUSE OF GENGHIS KHAN (The names of the Great Khans are in capitals)
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PROLOGUE

YOU emperors, kings, dukes, marquises, earls, and knights, and all other people desirous of knowing the diversity of the races of mankind, as well as of kingdoms, provinces, and regions of all parts of the East, read through this book, and you will find in it the greatest and most marvelous characteristics of the peoples especially of Armenia, Persia, India, and Tartary, as they are severally described in the present work by Marco Polo, a wise and learned citizen of Venice, who clearly states what things he saw and what things he heard from others. For this book will be a truthful one.

It must be known, then, that from the creation of Adam to the present day, no man, whether pagan, or Saracen, or Christian, or other, of whatever progeny or generation he may have been, ever saw or inquired into so many and such great things as this Marco Polo. Wishing in his private thoughts that the things he had seen and heard should be made public for the benefit of those who could not see them with their own eyes, he himself being in the year of our Lord 1298 in prison in Genoa, caused the things contained in the present work to be written by Master Rustichello, a citizen of Pisa, who was with him in the same prison. And he divided it into three parts.




CHAPTER 1 


How the Brothers Nicolo and Maffeo Polo Set Forth from Constantinople to Traverse the World 

IT SHOULD be made known to the reader that at the time when Baldwin II was Emperor of Constantinople (where a magistrate representing the Doge of Venice then resided), and in the year of our Lord 1250,1 Nicolo Polo, the father of the said Marco, and Maffeo, the brother of Nicolo, respectable and well-informed men, embarked in a ship of their own, with a rich and varied cargo of merchandise, and reached Constantinople in safety. After much deliberation, they determined to try to improve their trading business by continuing their voyage into the Euxine or Black Sea.

With this in view they made purchases of many fine and costly jewels, and taking their departure from Constantinople, navigated that sea to a port named Soldaia [Sudak, on the Crimean coast]. From there they traveled on horseback many days until they reached the court of a powerful chief of the Western Tartars, named Barka Khan [grandson of Genghis Khan and ruler of the Tartars of southern Russia], who dwelt in the cities of Bolgara and Assara [or Sarai]2 and had the reputation of being one of the most liberal and civilized princes among the tribes of Tartary. He expressed much satisfaction at the arrival of these travelers, and received them with marks of distinction. In return for his courtesy, they laid before him the jewels they brought with them; and seeing that their beauty pleased him, they presented them to him. The liberality of this conduct aroused his admiration; and being unwilling that they should surpass him in generosity, he not only directed double the value of the jewels to be paid to them, but also made them several rich presents.

The brothers having remained for a year in the domin  ions of this prince, they became desirous of revisiting their native country, but were hindered by the sudden breaking out of a war between Barka and a chief named Hulaku [another grandson of Genghis and brother of the Great Khans, Mangu and Kublai], who ruled over the Eastern Tartars. In a fierce and very bloody battle between their armies, Hulaku was victorious, in consequence of which, the roads being rendered unsafe, the brothers could not return by the way they came. They were advised that the only practical way to reach Constantinople was to proceed in an easterly direction by an unfrequented route so as to skirt the limits of Barka’s territories.3 Accordingly they made their way to a town named Oukaka, situated on the boundary of the Kingdom of the Western Tartars. Leaving that place and advancing still further they crossed the Tigris [actually the Volga], one of the four rivers of Paradise,4 and came to a desert, the extent of which was seventeen days’ journey, wherein they found neither town, castle, nor any substantial building, but only Tartars with their herds, dwelling in tents on the plain.

Having passed through this territory, they arrived at length at a well-built city, called Bokhara [a center of trade about 500 miles east of the Caspian Sea], in a province of that name. Belonging to the dominions of Persia, it is the noblest city of that kingdom and is governed by a prince named Barak. Unable to proceed further, they remained here three years.




CHAPTER 2 


How the Brothers Were Persuaded to Visit the Court of the Great Khan 

IT HAPPENED while these brothers were in Bokhara that a person of consequence and gifted with great talents made his appearance there. As ambassador from Hulaku, mentioned above, he was on the way to the Great Khan, supreme chief of all the Tartars, who lived   at the far edge of the continent in a direction between northeast and east. Never having had an opportunity of seeing any natives of Italy, he was highly gratified at meeting and conversing with these brothers, who had now become proficient in the Tartar language. After associating with them for several days and finding their manners agreeable, he proposed to them that they should accompany him to the Great Khan, who would be pleased by their coming to his court [at Peiping], which had not been visited by any person from their country. He added assurances that they would be honorably received and rewarded with many gifts. Convinced that their attempts to return home would expose them to the gravest risks, they agreed to this proposal; and commending themselves to the protection of the Almighty, they set out on their journey in the suite of the ambassador, attended by several Christian servants whom they had brought with them from Venice.

The course they took at first was between the northeast and north, and an entire year passed before they reached the imperial residence, in consequence of extraordinary delays resulting from snows and swollen rivers, which obliged them to halt until the snows had melted and the floods had subsided. They observed many noteworthy things on their journey, but these are here omitted, since they will be described by Marco Polo later in this book.




CHAPTER 3 


How the Great Khan Sent the Two Brothers as His Envoys to the Pope 

BEING introduced to the presence of the Great Khan, Kublai, the travelers were received by him with great hospitality and friendliness; and as they were the first Latins to visit that country, they were entertained with feasts and honored with other marks of distinction. Entering graciously into conversation with them, he made earnest inquiries concerning the western parts of the world, the Emperor of the Romans, and other Christian kings and princes. He wished to be informed of their  relative importance, their possessions, the manner in which justice was administered in their kingdoms, and how they conducted themselves in warfare. Above all he questioned them about the Pope, the affairs of the Church, and the religious worship and doctrine of the Christians. Being well instructed and discreet men, they gave appropriate answers on all these points in the Tartar language, with which they were perfectly acquainted. The result was that the Great Khan, holding them in high esteem, frequently summoned them to talk with him.

When he had obtained all the information that the two brothers could give him, he was well satisfied. Having decided to use them as ambassadors to the Pope, he proposed to them, with many kind entreaties, that they should accompany one of his barons, named Kogatal, on a mission to the See of Rome.

His object, he told them, was to request his Holiness to send him a hundred men of learning, thoroughly acquainted with the principles of the Christian religion as well as with the seven arts.5 They were to be qualified to prove to the learned of his dominions by just and fair argument that the faith professed by Christians is superior to, and founded upon more evident truth than, any other; that the gods of the Tartars and the idols worshiped in their houses are only evil spirits, and that they and the people of the East in general were under an error in revering them as divinities. He said, moreover, that he would be pleased if upon their return they should bring with them from Jerusalem some of the holy oil6  from the lamp which is kept burning over the Sepulcher of our Lord Jesus Christ, whom he professed to hold in veneration and to consider the true God. Having heard these commands by the Great Khan they humbly prostrated themselves before him, declaring their willingness and instant readiness to perform to the utmost of their ability whatever might be the royal will. Upon which he caused letters to be written in the Tartar language in his   name to the Pope of Rome, and these he turned over to them.

He likewise gave orders that they should be furnished with a golden tablet displaying the imperial cipher, according to the custom established by his majesty. By virtue of this, the bearer, together with his whole suite, are safely conveyed and escorted from station to station by the governors of all places within the imperial dominions, and are entitled, during the time of their stay in any city, castle, town, or village, to a supply of provisions and everything necessary for their accommodation. Thus honorably commissioned, they took leave of the Great Khan and set out on their journey, but had not proceeded more than twenty days when the officer named Kogatal, their companion, fell dangerously ill, and unable to proceed further, halted at a certain city. In this dilemma it was determined, upon consulting all who were present and with the approval of the man himself, that they should leave him behind.

In their journey they were greatly assisted by the royal tablet, which secured them attention in every place through which they passed. Their expenses were taken care of and escorts were furnished. But notwithstanding these advantages, so great were the natural difficulties they had to encounter—from extreme cold, snow, ice, and the flooding of rivers—that their progress was unavoidably tedious, and three years passed before they reached a seaport town, named Layas, in Lesser Armenia. Departing from there by sea, they arrived at Acre [an important seaport in northern Palestine] in the month of April, 1269, and there learned with dismay that Pope Clement the Fourth had recently died. A legate whom he had appointed, named Tedaldo of Piacenza, was at this time resident in Acre, and to him they gave an account of the mission they had been given by the Great Khan of Tartary. He advised them by all means to await the election of another pope, and when that had taken place, to carry out their embassy.

Approving of this, they determined to use the interval for a visit to their families in Venice. They accordingly embarked at Acre in a ship bound for Negropont [an island in the eastern Aegean Sea] and from there went  on to Venice. There Nicolo Polo found that his wife, whom he had left with child at his departure, had died after having been delivered of a son. The boy had been named Marco and was now fifteen years of age. This is the Marco by whom the present work is composed and who will give therein an account of all those matters of which he has been an eyewitness.




CHAPTER 4 


How the Two Brothers Again Departed from Venice on Their Way Back to the Great Khan and Took with Them Marco, Son of Messer Nicolo 

IN THE meantime the election of a pope was delayed by so many obstacles that they remained two years in Venice, continually expecting it to take place. At length, becoming fearful that the Great Khan might be displeased at their delay, or might suppose they did not intend to revisit his country, they judged it wise to return to Acre; and on this occasion they took with them young Marco Polo. With the permission of the legate they made a visit to Jerusalem, and there provided themselves with some of the oil from the lamp of the Holy Sepulcher, as the Great Khan had requested. As soon as they were furnished with letters from the legate to the Khan testifying to their efforts to carry out his commission, and explaining that the Pope of the Christian Church had not as yet been chosen, they proceeded to the before-mentioned port of Layas.

Scarcely had they left, however, when the legate received messengers from Italy, dispatched by the College of Cardinals, announcing his own elevation [on September 1, 1271] to the papal chair. He thereupon assumed the name of Gregory the Tenth. Believing that he was now in a position to satisfy the wishes of the Tartar sovereign, he hastened to send letters to the King of Armenia, telling him of his election and requesting, in case the two ambassadors on their way to the Great Khan had not already quit his dominions, that he would give directions for their immediate return. These letters found them still in Armenia, and they promptly obeyed  the summons to come once more to Acre. For this purpose the King furnished them with an armed galley, sending at the same time an ambassador with his congratulations to the pontiff.

Upon their arrival, his Holiness received them with honor and immediately dispatched them with papal letters, and with two friars of the Order of Preachers, learned men as well as profound theologians. One of them was named Friar Nicholas of Vicenza, and the other, Friar William of Tripoli. To them he gave authority to ordain priests, consecrate bishops, and grant absolution as fully as he could in his own person. He also entrusted them with valuable presents, including several handsome vases of crystal, to be delivered to the Great Khan in his name and along with his benediction. Having taken leave, they again steered their course to the port of Layas, where they landed, and from there proceeded into the country of Armenia.

Here they received news that the Sultan of Babylonia [that is, Babylon of Egypt, an old name for Cairo], named Bundokdari, had invaded the Armenian territory with a large army and had overrun and laid waste much of the country. Terrified at these accounts, the two friars determined not to proceed further; and turning over to the Venetians the letters and presents entrusted to them by the Pope, they placed themselves under the protection of the Master of the Temple [Knights Templars] and with him returned directly to the coast.

Nicolo, Maffeo, and Marco, however, undismayed by perils or difficulties—to which they had long been inured—crossed the borders of Armenia and continued on their journey. After crossing deserts of several days’ march and many dangerous passes, they progressed so far in a direction between northeast and north that at length they had word of the Great Khan, who then had his residence in a large and magnificent city named Kem enfu [Shangtu, Chandu, or Xanadu, north of Peiping; it became Kublai’s summer capital]. Their whole journey to this place occupied no less than three years and a half [1271 to 1275]; during the winter months they had of course made little progress. The Great Khan having been notified of their approach while they were still far  off, and being aware of how much they must have suffered from fatigue, sent men to meet them a distance of forty days’ journey, and gave orders to prepare in every place through which they were to pass whatever might be needed for their comfort. By these means, and through the blessing of God, they were conveyed in safety to the royal court.




CHAPTER 5 


How the Brothers and Marco Presented Themselves Before the Great Khan 

UPON their arrival they were honorably and graciously received by the Great Khan in a full assembly of his principal officers. When they drew near him, they paid their respects by prostrating themselves. He immediately commanded them to rise and to give him an account of their travels, with all that had taken place in their negotiation with his Holiness the Pope. To their story, which was clear and well-told, he listened with attentive silence. The letters and the presents from Pope Gregory were then laid before him, and upon hearing the former read, he commended the fidelity, zeal, and diligence of his emissaries; and receiving with due reverence the oil from the Holy Sepulcher, he gave directions that it should be preserved zealously. Upon his observing Marco Polo and inquiring who he was, Nicolo answered, “This is my son and your servant”; upon which the Great Khan replied, “He is welcome, and it pleases me much,” and he caused him to be enrolled amongst his attendants of honor. And in recognition of their return he ordered a great feast and rejoicing; and as long as the brothers and Marco remained in the court of the Great Khan they were honored even above his own courtiers.

Marco was held in high esteem and respect by all belonging to the court. He soon learned and adopted the manners of the Tartars and acquired a proficiency in four different languages,7 which he became qualified to   read and write. Finding him thus accomplished, his master was desirous of putting to use his talents for business and sent him on an important mission of state to a city named Karajan [or Karazan, in Yunnan, a province of southwest China], situated at a distance of six months’ journey from the imperial residence. On this occasion he conducted himself with so much wisdom and prudence in the affairs entrusted to him that his services became highly acceptable. On his part, perceiving that the Great Khan took a pleasure in hearing accounts of whatever was new to him respecting the customs and manners of people, and the peculiar circumstances of distant countries, he tried wherever he went to obtain information on these subjects, and made notes of all he saw and heard in order to gratify the curiosity of his master.

In short, during the seventeen years that he continued in his service, he made himself so useful that he was employed on confidential missions to every part of the empire and its dependencies. And sometimes he also traveled on his own account, but always with the consent and sanction of the Great Khan. Thus it was that Marco Polo had the opportunity of acquiring a knowledge, either by his own observation or what he collected from others, of so many things, until his time unknown, respecting the eastern parts of the world, which he diligently committed to writing, as will later appear. And by this means he obtained so much honor that he aroused the jealousy of the other officers of the court.




CHAPTER 6 


How Messers Nicolo, Maffeo, and Marco Asked Permission of the Great Khan to Leave 

OUR Venetians, having now resided many years at the imperial court and in that time having amassed considerable wealth in jewels and in gold, felt a strong desire to revisit their native country; and, however honored and well treated by the sovereign, this sentiment was ever uppermost in their minds. It became even more decidedly their object when they thought of the very advanced age of the Great Khan, and the fact that his death, if it  should occur before their departure, might deprive them of the assistance they would need to surmount the innumerable difficulties of so long a journey and reach their homes in safety.

Nicolo Polo accordingly took an opportunity one day, when he observed the Khan to be more than usually cheerful, of throwing himself at his feet, and appealed on behalf of himself and his family for permission to depart. But far from seeming disposed to comply, the Khan appeared hurt at the appeal, and asked what motive they could have for wishing to expose themselves to all the hazards of a journey in which they would probably lose their lives. If gain, he said, was their object, he was ready to give them double whatever they possessed and to gratify them with honors to the full extent of their desires; but that, from the regard he had for them, he must positively refuse their petition.

It happened about this period that a queen named Bolgana [Bulughan], the wife of Arghun, Sovereign of India [actually Persia], died, and her last request—which she repeated in a will—entreated her husband that no one might succeed to her place on his throne and in his affections who was not a descendant of her own family, which was now settled under the dominion of the Great Khan of Cathay. Wishing to comply with this solemn request, Arghun appointed three of his barons, discreet men, whose names were Ulatai, Apushka, and Koja, together with a numerous retinue, as his ambassadors to the Great Khan, with a request that the Khan find him a wife from among the relatives of his deceased queen. The application was taken in good part, and under the direction of his Majesty, choice was made of a damsel of seventeen, very beautiful and accomplished, whose name was Kokachin, and of whom the ambassadors highly approved. When everything was arranged for their departure, and a suite of attendants appointed to do honor to the future consort of King Arghun, they received a gracious farewell from the Great Khan and set out on their return by the way they had come. Having traveled for eight months, their progress was blocked and the roads shut against them by fresh wars that had broken out among the Tartar princes. Much against their  will they were forced to turn back to the court of the Great Khan and tell him of the interruption they had met with.

About the time of their turning back, Marco Polo happened to arrive from a voyage he had made, with a few vessels under his command, to some parts of the East Indies [in some manuscripts, India], and reported to the Great Khan concerning the countries he had visited, with the details of his voyage, which, he said, was made with the utmost safety. This latter observation having reached the ears of the three barons, who were extremely anxious to return to their own country, from which they had now been absent three years, they sought a conference with our Venetians, whom they found equally desirous of going home. It was settled between them that the former, accompanied by their young Queen, should obtain an audience with the Great Khan and represent to him how conveniently and safely they might return by sea to the dominions of their master, a voyage that would be less costly than the journey by land and be performed in a shorter time—all this according to the experience of Marco Polo, who had lately sailed in those parts.

Should his Majesty incline to give his consent to their suggestion, they were then to urge him to allow the three Europeans, as persons skilled in navigation, to accompany them to the territory of King Arghun. On hearing this appeal, the Great Khan showed by his countenance that it was very displeasing to him, unwilling as he was to have the Venetians leave. Feeling nevertheless that he could not properly withhold his consent, he yielded. Had he not been forced by this peculiar situation, they would never have obtained permission to leave his service.

He sent for them, however, and addressed them with much kindness and friendliness, assuring them of his regard, and exacted from them a promise that when they had stayed some time in Europe and with their own family, they would return to him once more. With this in view he caused them to be given golden tablets ordering their free and safe conduct through every part of his dominions, with all necessary supplies for themselves and their attendants. He likewise gave them authority to  act as his emissaries to the Pope, the kings of France and Spain [one Polo manuscript also mentions England], and the other Christian princes.




CHAPTER 7 


How the Two Brothers and Messer Marco Left the Great Khan and Returned Home 

AT THE same time preparations were made for equipping fourteen ships, each having four masts and nine sails, the construction and rigging of which would admit of a long description; but it is for the present omitted. Among these vessels there were at least four or five that had crews of 250 or 260 men. On them were embarked the barons, with the Queen under their protection, together with Nicolo, Maffeo, and Marco Polo. When they took leave of the Great Khan, he presented them with many rubies and other fine jewels. He also gave directions that the ships should be furnished with stores and provisions for two years.

After a voyage of about three months in a southerly direction, they arrived at an island named Java [actually Sumatra], where they saw various objects worthy of attention, of which notice shall be taken later in this work. Departing thence,8 they spent eighteen months in the Indian seas before they could reach their destination in the territory of King Arghun; and also during this part of their voyage they had an opportunity of observing many things, which shall be related hereafter. But here it may be proper to mention that between the day of their sailing and that of their arrival, they lost, among the crews of the vessels and others, about six hundred persons; and of the three barons, only one, whose name was Koja, survived the voyage. But of all the ladies and female attendants only one died.

Upon landing they were informed that King Arghun had died some time before and that the government of the country was then administered, on behalf of his son, who was still a youth, by a person named Kiacatu. From   him they asked instructions as to how they should dispose of the Princess, whom, by order of the late King, they had conducted thither. His answer was that they ought to present the lady to Casan [Ghazan], the son of Arghun, who was then at Arbor Secco, a place on the borders of Persia [in the province of Khorasan], where an army of sixty thousand men was assembled to guard certain passes against an invasion by the enemy.

Having done this, they returned to the residence of Kiacatu, because the road they were afterward to take lay in that direction. Here, however, they rested for the space of nine months. When they took their leave, he furnished them with four golden tablets, each of them a cubit [about 18 inches] in length, five inches wide, and weighing three or four marks of gold. Their inscription began with invoking the blessing of the Almighty upon the Great Khan, that his name might be held in reverence for many years, and threatening death and confiscating of goods to all who disobeyed. It directed that the three ambassadors, as his representatives, should be treated throughout his dominions with honor, that their expenses should be defrayed, and that they should be provided with the necessary escorts. All this was complied with fully and in many places they were protected by bodies of two hundred horsemen; nor could they have done without this, as the government of Kiacatu was unpopular and the people were disposed to insult them and cause trouble, which they would not have dared under the rule of their proper sovereign.

In the course of their journey our travelers received news that the Great Khan Kublai had departed this life, which put an end to all prospect of their revisiting those regions. Pursuing, therefore, their intended route, they at length reached the city of Trebizond, whence they proceeded to Constantinople, then to Negropont, and finally to Venice, at which place, enjoying health and riches, they arrived in the year 1295.

On this occasion they offered up their thanks to God, who had now been pleased to relieve them from such great fatigues, after having preserved them from innumerable perils. The foregoing narrative may be considered as a preliminary chapter, the object of which is to  make the reader acquainted with the opportunities Marco Polo had, during a residence of so many years in the eastern parts of the world, of acquiring a knowledge of things he describes.




BOOK I
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OF REGIONS VISITED OR HEARD OF ON THE JOURNEY FROM LESSER ARMENIA TO THE COURT OF THE GREAT KHAN AT SHANGTU




CHAPTER 1

Armenia Minor and the Port of Layas

IN BEGINNING the description of the countries Marco Polo visited in Asia, and of things which he observed therein, it is proper to distinguish two Armenias, the Lesser and the Greater. The king of Lesser Armenia dwells in a city called Sebastoz, and rules his dominions with strict justice. The towns, fortified places, and castles are numerous. There is an abundance of all the necessities of life, as well as of those things which contribute to comfort. Game, both beasts and birds, is plentiful. It must be said, however, that the air of the country is not remarkably healthy. In former times its gentry were esteemed expert and brave soldiers; but at the present day they are great drinkers, mean-spirited, and worthless.

On the seacoast is a busy city named Layas. Its port is frequented by merchants from Venice, Genoa, and many other places, who trade in spices and drugs of different sorts, silk and wool, and other rich commodities. Those who plan to travel into the interior of the Levant usually start from this port. The boundaries of Lesser Armenia are, on the south, the Promised Land, now occupied by the Saracens; on the north, Karaman, inhabited by Turkomans; towards the northeast, the cities of Kaisariah, Sevasta [Sivas], and many others subject to the Tartars; and on the western side, the sea, which extends to the shores of Christendom.




CHAPTER 2

Of the Province Called Turkomania

THE inhabitants of Turkomania [modern Anatolia] may be distinguished into three classes. The Turkomans, who reverence Mahomet and follow his law, are a primitive people and dull of intellect. They dwell among the mountains and in places difficult of access, where their object is to find good pasture for their cattle, as they live entirely upon animal food. There is here an excellent breed of horses, called Turki, and fine mules which are sold at high prices. The other races are Greeks and Armenians, who reside in the cities and fortified places, and gain their living by commerce and manufacture. The best and handsomest carpets in the world are woven here, and also silks of crimson and other rich colors. Among its cities are Kogni [Kuniyah], Kaisariah, and Sevasta, in which last Saint Blaise obtained the glorious crown of martyrdom. They are all subject to the Great Khan, Emperor of the Oriental Tartars, who appoints governors to them. We shall now speak of Greater Armenia.




CHAPTER 3

Of Armenia Major, of the Mountain Where the Ark of Noah Rested, and of a Remarkable Fountain of Oil

ARMENIA Major is a large province. Entering it, one comes to a city named Arzingan [Erzincan], where the inhabitants manufacture a very fine cotton cloth called bombazine, as well as many other fabrics which it would be tedious to enumerate. It possesses the handsomest and most excellent baths of warm spring water found anywhere. Its inhabitants are for the most part native Armenians, but under the dominion of the Tartars. In this province there are many cities, but Arzingan is the principal one and the seat of an archbishop; and the next in importance are Argiron and Darziz [Erzerum and Ercis]. It is very extensive, and in the summer season, the station of a part of the army of the Eastern Tartars,  on account of the good pasture it affords for their cattle. But on the approach of winter they are obliged to change their quarters, the fall of snow being so very deep that the horses cannot find fodder, and for the sake of warmth and fodder they go southward. At a castle named Paipurth, which you meet with in going from Trebizond to Tauris [Tabriz], there is a rich silver mine.

In the central part of Armenia stands an exceedingly large and high mountain, upon which, it is said, Noah’s Ark rested; and for this reason it is termed the Mountain of the Ark [Mt. Ararat in Eastern Turkey; its height is 16,696 feet]. Its base cannot be circled in less than two days. The ascent is impracticable on account of the snow towards the summit, which never melts, but goes on increasing with each successive fall. In the lower region, however, near the plain, the melting of the snow fertilizes the ground and encourages such an abundant vegetation that all the cattle which gather there in summer from the surrounding territory find a never-failing supply. Bordering upon Armenia to the southwest are the districts of Mosul and Maredin, which will be described hereafter, and many others too numerous to particularize. To the north lies Zorzania [Georgia], near the border of which there is a fountain of oil [probably the oil fields of Baku], which discharges so great a quantity of oil as to furnish loads for many camels. It is used not as food, but as an unguent for the cure of rashes in men and cattle, as well as other complaints; and it is also good for burning. In the neighboring country no other fuel is used in lamps, and people come from distant parts to procure it.9





CHAPTER 4

Of the Province of Zorzania, the Pass Where Alexander the Great Constructed the Iron Gate and the Miraculous Fountain of Tiflis

IN ZORZANIA the king is usually styled David Melik, which in our language signifies David the King. One part of the country is subject to the Tartars, and the other part, in consequence of the strength of its fortresses, has remained in the possession of its native princes. It is situated between two seas, of which that on the northern [western] side is called the Greater Sea [Black], and the other on the eastern side is called the Sea of Baku [Caspian]. This latter is 2,800 miles in circuit, and is like a lake, for it does not connect with any other sea. It has several islands, with handsome towns and castles, some of which are inhabited by people who fled before the Grand Tartar when he laid waste the kingdom of Persia, and who took shelter in these islands or in the fastnesses of the mountains. Some of the islands are uncultivated. This sea produces an abundance of fish, particularly sturgeon and salmon at the mouths of the rivers, as well as others of a large sort. The common wood of the country is boxwood.

I was told that in ancient times the kings of the country were born with the mark of an eagle on the right shoulder. The people are well made, bold sailors, expert archers, and fair combatants in battle. They are Christians, observing the ritual of the Greek Church, and wear their hair short, in the manner of the Western clergy.

This is the province into which, when Alexander the Great attempted to advance northwards, he was unable to penetrate by reason of the narrowness and difficulty of a certain pass. On one side this pass is washed by the sea and on the other it is confined by high mountains and woods for a distance of four miles; so that a very few men were capable of defending it against the whole world. Disappointed in this attempt, Alexander caused a great wall to be constructed at the entrance of the pass and fortified it with towers, in order to prevent those who dwelt beyond it from molesting him. From its unusual strength the pass got the name of the Iron Gate,10  and Alexander is commonly said to have enclosed the Tartars between two mountains.

It is not correct, however, to call these people Tartars, because in those days they were not Tartars, but of a people called Comanians, with a mixture of other nations. In this province there are many towns and castles. The necessities of life are abundant, and the country produces a great quantity of silk and engages in the manufacture of silk interwoven with gold. Here are found large vultures of a species named avigi. The inhabitants in general gain their livelihood by trade and handicrafts. The mountainous nature of the country, with its narrow and strong defiles, has prevented the Tartars from completing the conquest of it.

At a convent of monks dedicated to Saint Lunardo, the following miraculous events are said to take place. In a salt-water lake, four days’ journey in circuit, upon the border of which the church is situated, the fish never make their appearance until the first day of Lent, and from that time to Easter eve they are found in vast abundance; but on Easter day they are no longer to be seen, nor during the remainder of the year. It is called the Lake of Geluchalat. The great rivers Herdil, Geihon, Kur, Araz [respectively, the Volga, Amu Daria, Kura, and Araxes], and many others empty into the aforementioned Sea of Baku, which is surrounded by mountains. Genoese merchants have recently begun to navigate it, and they bring from there the kind of silk called ghellie. In this province there is a handsome city named Tiflis, around which are suburbs and many fortified posts. It is inhabited by Armenian and Georgian Christians, as well as by some Mahometans and Jews; but these last are not numerous. The manufactures of silk and many other articles is carried on there. Its inhabitants are subjects of the Great Khan of the Tartars.

Although we speak only of a few of the principal cities in each province, it should be understood that there are many others, which it would be pointless to enumerate   unless they happened to contain something remarkable. Having spoken of the countries bordering on Armenia to the north, we shall now mention those which lie to the south and to the east.




CHAPTER 5

Of the Province of Mosul and the People Named Kurds

MOSUL is a large province inhabited by various types of people, one group of which pay reverence to Mahomet and are called Arabians. The others profess the Christian faith, but not according to the canons of the Church, which they depart from in many instances, and are called Nestorians,11 Jacobites, and Armenians. They have a patriarch whom they call Jacolit [the Arabic form of Catholic], and he consecrates archbishops, bishops, and abbots and sends them to all parts of India, to Baudas [Baghdad], or to Cathay, just as the Pope of Rome does in the Latin countries.

All those cloths of gold and of silk which we call muslins 12 are of Mosul manufacture, and all the great merchants, called Mossulini, who convey large quantities of spices and drugs from one country to another, are from this province.

In the mountainous parts there is a race of people named Kurds, some of whom are Christians and others Mahometans. They are all an unprincipled people whose occupation it is to rob merchants. In the vicinity of this province there are places named Mus and Mardin, where they produce in great abundance the cotton from which are made the cloth called buckram, and many other fabrics. The inhabitants are manufacturers and traders. They are all subjects of the king of the Tartars. We shall now speak of the city of Baudas.





CHAPTER 6

Of the Great City of Baudas, Anciently Called Babylon

BAUDAS [Baghdad] is a large city,13 heretofore the residence of the Caliph, or Pontiff, of all the Saracens, as the Pope is of all Christians. A great river flows through the middle of it, by means of which the merchants transport their goods to and from the Indian Sea, the distance being computed at seventeen days’ navigation, in consequence of the windings of its course. Those who undertake the voyage, after leaving the river, touch at a place named Kisi [Kais], whence they proceed to sea; but before reaching this anchorage they pass a city named Balsara [Basra], in the vicinity of which are groves of palm trees producing the best dates in the world.

In Baudas there are manufactured silks woven with gold, and also damasks, as well as velvets ornamented with the figures of birds and beasts. Almost all the pearls brought to Europe from India undergo the process of boring at this place. The Mahometan law is here regularly studied, as are also magic, physics, astronomy, geo mancy, and physiognomy. It is the noblest and largest city in this part of the world.

The Caliph, who is understood to have amassed greater treasures than have ever been possessed by any other sovereign, perished miserably under the following circumstances. At the period when the Tartar princes began to extend their dominion, there were among them four brothers, of whom the eldest, Mangu, reigned in the royal seat. Having subdued the country of Cathay, and other districts in that quarter, they were not satisfied, but coveting further territory, they conceived the idea of Universal Empire, and proposed that they should divide the world amongst them. With this in view, it was agreed that one of them should proceed to the east, another should make conquests in the south, and the other two should direct their operations against the remaining quarters.

The southern portion fell to the lot of Hulaku, who assembled a vast army, and having subdued the provinces through which his route lay, proceeded in the year 1255 [actually 1258] to attack this city of Baudas. Being aware, however, of its great strength and the prodigious number of its inhabitants, he trusted rather to stratagem than to force for its reduction. In order to deceive the enemy with regard to the number of his troops, which consisted of a hundred thousand horsemen besides foot soldiers, he posted one division of his army on one side of the approach to the city, and another division on the other side, in such a manner as to be concealed by a wood. Then placing himself at the head of a third, he advanced boldly to within a short distance of the gate. The Caliph made light of a force apparently so inconsiderable, and confident of the effect of the usual Mahometan ejaculation, thought of nothing less than its entire destruction, and for that purpose marched out of the city with his guards. But as soon as Hulaku saw him approach, he feigned retreat, until he had drawn him beyond the wood where the other divisions were posted. By the closing in of these from both sides, the army of the Caliph was surrounded and broken. The Caliph was made prisoner, and the city surrendered to the conqueror. Upon entering it Hulaku discovered to his great astonishment a tower filled with gold. He called the Caliph before him, and reproached him with the greediness which had prevented him from spending his treasures on an army to defend his capital against the invasion with which it had long been threatened. He then gave orders for him to be shut up in this same tower without sustenance;14  and there, in the midst of his wealth, the Caliph soon finished his miserable existence.





CHAPTER 7

How the Caliph Took Counsel to Slay All Christians

I JUDGE that our Lord Jesus Christ herein thought proper to avenge the wrongs of his faithful Christians, so abhorred by this Caliph. From the time of his accession in 1225, his daily thoughts were devoted to ways of converting those who resided within his dominions, or, on their refusal, in finding pretexts for putting them to death. Consulting with his learned men for this purpose, they discovered a passage in the Gospel which said: “If ye have faith as large as a grain of mustard seed, ye shall say unto this mountain—Move to yonder place, and it shall move,” and rejoicing at the discovery, persuaded as he was that the feat was utterly impossible, he gave orders for assembling all the very numerous Nestorian and Jacobite Christians who dwelt in Baghdad.

To these the question was posed, whether they believed all that is asserted in the text of their Gospel to be true or not. They answered that it was true. “Then,” said the Caliph, “if it be true, let us see which of you will give the proof of his faith; for certainly if there is not to be found one amongst you who possesses even so small a portion of faith in his Lord as to be equal to a grain of mustard seed, I shall be justified in regarding you henceforth as a wicked and faithless people. I allow you therefore ten days, by which time you must either remove the mountain now before you through the power of Him whom you worship, or embrace the law of our prophet. In either case you will be safe; otherwise you must all expect to suffer the most cruel death.”




CHAPTER 8

How the Christians Were in Great Dismay

THE Christians, acquainted with his merciless disposition, as well as his eagerness to deprive them of their property, upon hearing these words, trembled for their lives; but nevertheless, having confidence in their Redeemer, and that He would deliver them, they gathered  to deliberate on the course they ought to take. No other presented itself than that of imploring the Divine Being to grant them the aid of his mercy. To obtain this, every individual, great and small, prostrated himself night and day, shedding tears profusely, and doing naught but pray to the Lord. When they had thus persevered during eight days, a divine revelation came at length in a dream to a bishop of exemplary life, directing him to seek out a certain cobbler (whose name is not known) having only one eye. The bishop was told that he should summon the cobbler to the mountain, as a person capable through divine grace of causing it to move.




CHAPTER 9

How the One-eyed Cobbler Prayed for the Christians

HAVING found the cobbler and acquainted him with the revelation, he replied that he did not feel himself worthy of the undertaking, his merits not being such as to entitle him to such abundant grace. Implored, however, by the poor terrified Christians, he at length agreed. It should be understood that he was a man of strict morals and pious conversation, with a mind pure and faithful to his God, regularly attending the celebration of the Mass and other divine offices, fervent in works of charity, and strict in the observance of fasts.

It once happened that a handsome young woman, who came to his shop in order to be fitted with a pair of shoes, accidentally exposed a part of her leg while presenting her foot. The beauty of the leg excited in him momentary sinful thoughts. Calling to mind the words of the Gospel, “If thine eye offend thee, pluck it out and cast it from thee; for it is better to enter the kingdom of God with one eye than, having two eyes, to be cast into hell-fire,” he immediately, with an instrument of his trade, scooped out his right eye. By this act you can judge the degree of his faith.

The appointed day having arrived, divine service was performed at an early hour, and a solemn procession was made to the plain where the mountain stood, the  holy cross being borne in front. The Caliph, certain that it would prove a vain ceremony on the part of the Christians, chose to be present, accompanied by a number of his guards, for the purpose of destroying them in the event of the cobbler’s failure.




CHAPTER 10

How the Prayer of the Cobbler Caused the Mountain to Move

HERE the pious artisan, kneeling before the cross and lifting his hands to heaven, humbly besought his creator to look compassionately down upon earth, and for the glory of his name, as well as for the support of the Christian faith, lend assistance to his people in the task imposed upon them, and thus manifest his power to those who mocked his law. Having concluded his prayer, he cried with a loud voice: “In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, I command thee, O mountain, to remove thyself!”

Upon these words, the mountain moved, and the earth at the same time trembled in a wonderful and alarming manner.15 The Caliph and all those by whom he was surrounded were struck with terror and dumbfounded. Many of the latter became Christians, and even the Caliph secretly embraced Christianity, always wearing a cross concealed under his garment, which after his death was found upon him; and because of this they did not entomb him in the shrine of his predecessors. In commemoration of this singular grace bestowed upon them by God, all the Christians, Nestorians, and Jacobites from that time forth have continued to celebrate in a solemn manner the return of the day on which the miracle took place; and they also keep a fast on the vigil.





CHAPTER 11

Of the Noble City of Tauris

TAURIS [Tabriz] is a large and very noble city belonging to the province of Iraq, which contains many other cities and fortified places; but this is the most eminent and most populous. The inhabitants support themselves principally by commerce and manufactures, which latter consist of various kinds of silk, some of them interwoven with gold, of high price. It is so advantageously situated for trade that merchants from India, from Baudas, Mosul, and Cremessor, as well as from different parts of Europe, come there to purchase and to sell a number of articles. Precious stones and pearls in abundance may also be procured here.

The merchants active in foreign commerce acquire considerable wealth, but the inhabitants in general are poor. They consist of a mixture of various nations and sects, Nestorians, Armenians, Jacobites, Georgians, Persians, and the followers of Mahomet, who form the bulk of the population and are those properly called Tauri sians [Tabrizis]. Each group has its own language. The city is surrounded with delightful gardens, which produce the finest fruits.

The Mahometan inhabitants are treacherous and unprincipled. According to their doctrine, whatever is stolen or plundered from those of a different faith is justly taken, and the theft is no crime; while those who suffer death or injury at the hands of Christians are considered martyrs. If, therefore, they were not prohibited and restrained by the powers who now govern them, they would commit many outrages. These principles are common to all the Saracens. When they are at the point of death, their priest attends them and asks whether they believe that Mahomet was the true apostle of God. If their answer is that they do believe, their salvation is assured; and in consequence of this easy absolution, they have succeeded in converting to their faith a great proportion of the Tartars.

From Tauris to Persia is twelve days’ journey.




CHAPTER 12

Of the Monastery of Saint Barsamo

NOT far from Tauris is a monastery that takes its name from the holy Saint Barsamo and is famous for its devotion. There is here an abbot and many monks, who resemble the Order of Carmelites in their dress. That they may not lead a life of idleness, they employ themselves continually in the weaving of woollen girdles, which they place upon the altar of their saint during the celebration of divine service. And when they make the circuit of the provinces, soliciting alms—in the same manner as do the brethren of the Order of the Holy Ghost—they present these girdles to their friends and to persons of distinction, these being esteemed good for rheumatic pains, on which account they are devoutly sought after by everyone.




CHAPTER 13

Of the Country of Persia

PERSIA was anciently a large and noble province, but it is now in great part destroyed by the Tartars. In Persia there is a city called Saba [Saveh, just southwest of Te heran],16 whence came the three Magi to adore Christ in Bethlehem; and the three are buried in that city in a fair sepulcher, and they are all three intact, even to their beards and hair. One was called Balthasar, the second Gaspar, and the third Melchior. Marco inquired often in that city concerning the three Magi, and nobody could tell him anything about them, except that the three were buried there in ancient times. After three days’ journey you come to a castle called Palasata, which means the Castle of the Fire-Worshipers; and it is true that the inhabitants of that castle worship fire, and the following is given as the reason.

The men of that castle say that anciently three kings of that country went to adore a certain king who was newly born, and carried with them three offerings,   namely, gold, frankincense, and myrrh: gold, that they might know if he were an earthly king; frankincense, that they might know if he were God; and myrrh, that they might know if he were a mortal man.

When these Magi were presented to Christ, the youngest of the three adored him first; and it appeared to him that Christ was of his stature and age. The middle one came next, and then the eldest; and to each he seemed to be of his own stature and age. Having compared their observations, they agreed to go to worship him all together, and then he appeared to all of them at his true age.
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