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Who Was
Marco Polo?
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Marco Polo lived in Venice, Italy, more than seven hundred fifty years ago. Back then, in the 1200s, most people spent their whole lives right where they were born. But not Marco. He made an eleven-thousand-mile trip to China and back. And he became the most famous traveler in Europe. Not just because he made such a long and dangerous trip (although hardly anyone else in Europe had done this at the time), but because he wrote a book about his adventure.
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Like his father and uncle, Marco was a merchant. The Polos wanted to go to Asia to bring back silk, spices, and other expensive goods to sell in Europe. Marco was a teenager when he went off to China. He didn’t return to Italy for twenty-four years!
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China’s ruler was named Kublai Kahn (KOO-bluh kahn). He liked Marco and sent him to nearby countries to spy. Marco took notes about the places he saw and the customs of the people he met. He used these notes to write a book about his travels. Reading his book was the way many Europeans learned about Asia.
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Two hundred years later, explorers such as Christopher Columbus and Vasco de Gama read Marco’s book. It made them want to reach Asia, too. But they hoped to find an easier route.
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Was everything in Marco’s book true? Historians think he exaggerated here and there. Some even think he never went to China at all. Still, his book made him famous around the world.

What is the true story of Marco Polo?
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Chapter 1
A Family of Merchants

Two things made the year 1254 important in Marco Polo’s life. First, it was the year he was born. And second, it was the year his father, who was named Niccolo, and his uncle Maffeo left Venice on a trading trip to Asia. Marco’s father was gone so long that Marco was fifteen years old when they met for the first time!

Soon after Marco was born, his mother died. He was sent to live with relatives. As a boy, he didn’t spend much time in school. Instead, his family taught him things he needed to know to become a merchant.

For instance, Venetians used coins such as silver grossos and gold ducats (DUK-ets). Marco needed to know how to weigh the coins correctly. Venetians had their own measuring system. It was based on using their hands and feet. For instance, one palm was about nine and a half inches. Cloth would have been measured in palms. Other countries used different kinds of money and measurements. Marco needed to learn about them, too. Otherwise, merchants could cheat him.
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The sailors and merchants Marco met on Venice’s docks also taught him about trading. Venice was the most powerful trading city in the world. Its busy port, with ships constantly coming and going, was on the Adriatic Sea.

Venice was not like most cities. It was actually a group of 118 tiny islands connected by canals. Marco and his family traveled the canals in long canoelike boats called gondolas (GAHN-doh-lahz).
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Back then Italy was not a country. It was a group of city-states. Each city-state ruled itself. Venice was one of the largest, with as many as one hundred thousand people.
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Venice sold its products—wood, wheat, and salt—to foreign lands. Salt was very valuable in those days. And lots of it washed up on Venice’s shores. Since there were no refrigerators, salt was used to keep fish and meat from rotting. Without salt, they rotted within a week. But salted, these foods could last for months. This was very important on long trips at sea.

While Marco was growing up, his father and uncle kept traveling. By 1260, they were in Constantinople (which is now Istanbul, Turkey). There, they traded the goods they’d brought from Venice. They were paid in jewels.
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After crossing the Black Sea, they traveled eastward along the Volga River. In the trading city of Bolgara, they visited a Mongol ruler named Berke Khan. The word khan means “ruler.” In return for their jewels, Berke gave the Polos goods worth twice as much. Things were going well.

Unfortunately, a war began between Berke and another Mongol ruler named Hulagu. Both were grandsons of a warlord named Genghis Khan, who had died over thirty years earlier.

The Polos were ready to return home. But the route back to Venice was blocked by the war. Since they couldn’t go west, they decided to go east to the city of Bukhara, Uzbekistan. They were trapped there for three years.

Then in 1265, Hulagu sent some messengers to China to visit his brother, Kublai Khan. Kublai and the other khans came from the area marked in stripes on the map—Mongolia. The people of Mongolia were called Mongols.
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Hulagu’s messengers met the Polos and invited them to go along. The Polos agreed. This was a brave decision. Few Europeans had ever been to China, which they called Cathay. Back then, they thought there were only three continents: Europe, Asia, and Africa. They believed that China was at the far end of the world. Bandits, wars, slow transportation, and bad roads made it dangerous to reach.

It took the Polos and the messengers over a year to reach Kublai Khan’s palace in the Mongol capital (now Beijing, China). Niccolo and Maffeo were some of the very first Europeans Kublai had ever met. When they arrived at his court, he welcomed them and asked questions about Europe.
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Eventually Kublai asked them to take a message to the pope, the head of the Catholic Church in Rome. In those days, the pope was also a powerful political leader. The Polos were to ask for two things: 1) a hundred Catholic priests who had studied math, astronomy, and other subjects; 2) some holy oil that came from a special church in Jerusalem. The holy oil was rumored to have special powers, which the khan probably hoped to use against enemies.
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Kublai wanted the Polos to return to China with these things. He said that if the priests could prove Christianity was the best religion of all, he might even become a Christian himself. Did he really mean it? It’s true Kublai was interested in learning about different religions. But it’s also possible he hoped the missionaries would help him figure out how to gain power over Christian lands.

The Polos said they would return with the things Kublai had asked for. They left China and headed home.


IF YOU LIVED IN EUROPE AT THE TIME OF MARCO POLO
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	YOU WERE PROBABLY A POOR, HARDWORKING PEASANT. EVEN CHILDREN WORKED INSTEAD OF GOING TO SCHOOL. PEOPLE OFTEN GOT MARRIED WHEN THEY WERE TEENAGERS.

	YOU STUNK BECAUSE YOU DIDN’T TAKE A BATH VERY OFTEN. WHEN YOU DID BATHE, YOU MIGHT BATHE OUTDOORS IN A STREAM OR PAY TO TAKE A BATH AT A BATHHOUSE. IF YOU WERE LUCKY, YOU HAD SOAP. YOU USED STICKS OR RAGS AS A TOOTHBRUSH. FORGET ABOUT TOOTHPASTE.

	YOU PROBABLY DIDN’T KNOW HOW TO READ OR WRITE.

	YOUR TOILET WAS A SPECIAL POT. (IT DIDN’T FLUSH.) YOUR TOILET PAPER WAS HAY, STICKS, OR WHATEVER WAS HANDY. WHEN YOUR POT GOT FULL, YOU DUMPED THE STINKY STUFF IN THE STREET ALONG WITH OTHER GARBAGE. IF YOU LIVED IN VENICE, YOU DUMPED IT IN THE CANAL.

	YOU PROBABLY DIDN’T LIVE IN A BIG CITY LIKE MARCO DID. YOU LIVED IN A SMALL TOWN OR IN THE COUNTRY. YOUR HOUSE WAS MADE OF WOOD, STRAW, MUD BRICK, OR PLASTER. IF YOU WERE RICH, IT WAS STONE.
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End of sample
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