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FOREWORD

t has been a long and exciting history of

tremendous cultural exchange between China and

other countries. In terms of culture, economy,
ideology, and personnel, these exchanges between
China and other countries can be dated back to the
times of Qin and Han dynasties—directly or indirectly,
by land or sea. The long-term and multi-faceted cultural
exchange helps the world to understand more about
China and the rest of the world, enriching the common
wealth of mankind—both materially and spiritually.

The book series entitled Roads to the World offers
the most splendid stories in the entire history of Sino-
foreign cultural exchange. We hereby offer them to
foreign students learning the Chinese language, and
to foreign readers who have a keen interest in Chinese
culture. These stories depict important personalities,
events, and phenomena in various fields of cultural
exchange between China and other nations, and among
different peoples. By reading the books, you may
understand China and Chinese civilization profoundly,



and the close link between Chinese civilization and
other civilizations of the world. The books highlight the
efforts and contributions of Chinese people and Chinese
civilization in the world’s cultural interchange. They
reflect mankind’s common spiritual pursuit and the
orientation of values.

This book tells the story of Zheng He’s seven voyages
to the western oceans. Zheng He is a Chinese navigator
of the Ming Dynasty, who led a massive fleet and visited
more than 30 countries and regions on the coast of the
West Pacific and the Indian Ocean from 1405 to 1433,
half a century prior to the inception of the Great Era
of Navigation in Europe. His voyages strengthened the
friendly relations between China and the Southeast
Asia, South Asia, West Asia, and East African nations
in the Ming Dynasty, and conducted unprecedented
economic and cultural exchanges, achieving a host of

win-win results.
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Sanbao Eunuch Zheng He

heng He (1371-1433) was an outstanding

politician and world-renowned navigator. With

an aim to establish and develop the friendly ties
and economic and cultural exchange between China and
overseas countries, Zheng He led 100 vessels and more
than 27,000 officials and soldiers to visit more than 30
countries and regions in Southeast Asia, South Asia, West
Asia and East Africa through seven trip in a period of 28
years between 1405 to 1433 under the orders of Emperor
Yongle during the Ming Dynasty (Yongle was on the
throne from 1403-1424). The fleet departed from Nanjing,
the capital of the Ming Dynasty. It launched from the
Liujiagang Port in Suzhou, sailed past the South China
Sea, the Strait of Malacca, the Indian Ocean, the Persian
Gulf, the Red Sea and reached coasts in East Africa.
All told, it navigated 160,000 sea miles. It established
peaceful and friendly relationships with the countries
and regions visited, carried out economic and cultural

exchanges and received warm welcomes and hospitality
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ZHENG HE'S VOYAGES TO THE WESTERN OCEANS

from people in more than 30 countries in Southeast
Asia, South Asia, West Asia and East Africa. Zheng He’s
voyages to the western oceans were a miracle in the
history of navigation the huge ships involved, the massive
number of sailors, the sheer scale, long distances and time
spent at sea. The voyages are also a splendid chapter in
the peaceful diplomatic activities of ancient China for
the deep and friendly ties established, broad economic
and trade exchanges and prosperous cultural blends it
accomplished. Zheng He defeated risks associated with
sailing in his era with exquisite navigation skills. He is
regarded as one of the 30 most influential explorers of the
past 1,000 years.

The goals of Zheng He’s voyages to the western oceans
were opening, exchange and development—including the
development of Chinese and foreign politics, economy
and culture via opening and exchanges. Zheng He’s
voyages to the western oceans brought mutual benefits
to Ming Dynasty China and Asian and African countries,
enhanced bilateral friendships, developed Sino—foreign
ocean shipping and international trade, promoted the
prosperity of the Silk Road at Sea and resulted in Chinese
and foreign exchanges of unprecedented scale.

Zheng He’s voyages to the western oceans were a
splendid chapter not only in history of marine navigation
in China but also the world. They have been confirmed
and warmly praised by Chinese people. In his Biography of
the Grand Navigator Zheng He, Liang Qichao (1873-1929),
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ZHENG HE’S VOYAGES TO THE WESTERN OCEANS

an enlightenment ideologist in modern China wrote:
“Only few number of grand navigators in the history of
the world can match Zheng He.” Sun Yat-sen (1866-1925),
the driver of the Chinese democratic revolution, praised
Zheng He’s voyages to the western oceans highly as “a
miracle in the history and future of China” in his book The
International Development of China. Zheng He's voyages
to the western oceans also received high praise and a
great deal of attention from scholars of all countries.
J.J.L.Duyrendak (1889-1954) in the Netherlands described
the voyages as “great sea trips of the Chinese people in
early 15" century.” Joseph Needham (1900-1995) from
the U.K. praised the voyages as the greatest navigation
ventures in Chinese history. Terada Takanobu (1931- )
from Japan says: “the voyages completed by Zheng He
were really a great undertaking. They were not only the
biggest offshore activity in the history of China, but also
the largest one among similar undertakings completed by
human beings till early 15" century. The voyages started
in the so—called Great Era of Navigation dozens of years
later paled by comparison with Zheng He's voyages to
the western oceans.” Zheng He’s voyages to the western
oceans started in 1405, 87 years earlier than Christopher
Columbus’ (1451-1506) arrival in America in 1492, 83
years earlier than Bartholomeu Dias’ (1455-1500) crossing
the Cape of Good Hope in 1488, 92 years earlier than
Vasco da Gama's (1469-1524) arrival in Calicut, India, in
1497, and 114 years before Ferdinand Magellan (1480-1521)
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ZHENG HE's VOYAGES TO THE WESTERN OCEANS

undertook his voyage around the world in 1519. Moreover,
the Asia-Africa offshore traffic and trade network Zheng
He’s fleet established in the Western Pacific Ocean and
Indian Ocean created conditions for Europeans coming
from the east and navigation around the world. It can be
said that Zheng He’s voyage to the western oceans was
the forerunner of the great geographical discoveries that
made active contributions to the Great Era of Navigation
and created direct links between east and west.

Zheng He’s original surname was Ma. He took the
first name He and styled a Sanbao. He was born in
1371, during the Ming Dynasty, into a family of the Hui
nationality, which traditionally follows Islam, in Hedai
Village, Baoshan Township, Kunyang Prefecture (today’s
Jinning County, Kunming City), Yunnan Province of
China. His sixth generation ancestor Sayyid Ajjal Shams
al-Din Omar (1211-1279) was stationed in Xianyang and
won merit when following Mongolian noble Genghis
Khan in war. During the reign of Kublai Khan, in the
Yuan Dynasty, Sayyid Ajjal Shams al-Din Omar assumed
the post of Pingzhang Zhengshi or governor of Yunnan
Province. In his six-year tenure, Omar made outstanding
political achievements and was loved and respected by
the people. After his death, he was awarded the title of
“Xianyang King.” His offspring lived in Yunnan and
inherited the title of Dianyanghou. The family lived side
by side with the Han people for generations and, over

time, began following the customs of Han, including
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ZHENG HE's VOYAGES TO THE WESTERN OCEANS

adopting the surname Ma. Zheng He’s grandfather and
father all visited Tianfang, a holy land of Islam (known as
Mecca in Saudi Arabia today) to make a pilgrimage. They
were given the honorable title of “Hazhi”. Zheng He’s
father was named Ma Hazhi. He was tall and of a sturdy
stature. He was upright and willing to help others and
was well respected.

When he was young, Zheng He was clever and
handsome with a high forehead and big eyes. He was
loved by his neighbors. He grew up and learnt from his
parents the stories of his grandfather’s visit to Mecca
despite the distance and hardship of the sea route. These
stories inspired his desire to travel to the holy land of
Mecca and his curiosity to explore overseas countries.
Zheng He’s parents guided him to study the Arabic
language and Islamic sutras and paid close attentions to
his physical body and the cultivation of his courage and
perseverance.

In 1382, when Zheng He was 12 years old, armies of
the Ming Dynasty occupied Yunnan. Zheng He's father
died in the war. Zheng He was captured by Ming armies.
They took him to Nanjing and castrated him into a young
eunuch. The Hongwu Emperor Zhu Yuanzhang (on the
throne from 1368-1398) gave Zheng He to his fourth
son Prince Yan Zhu Di (guarded in Beijing) as a young
domestic servant. As a young domestic servant, Zheng He
had to shoulder a heavy daily workload at the Mansion
of Prince Yan, from cleaning up the four treasures of the



