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INTRODUCTION

Marco PoLo, the subject of this memoir, was born at Venice
in the year 1254. He was the son of Nicolo Polo, a Venetian
of noble family, who was one of the partners in a trading
house, engaged in business with Constantinople. In the year
1260, this Nicolo Polo, in company with his junior partner,
his brother Maffeo, set out across the Euxine on a trading
venture to the Crimea. They prospered in their business,
but were unable to return to their base, owing to the break-
ing out of a Tartar war on the road by which they had come.
As they could not go back, they went forward, crossing the
desert to Bokhara, where they stayed for three years. At
the end of the third year (the fifth of their journey) they were
advised to visit the Great Khan Kublai, the “ Kubla Khan "’
of Coleridge’s poem. A party of the Great Khan's envoys
were about to return to Cathay, and the two brothers there-
fore joined the party, travelling forward, ‘‘ northward and
northeastward,”’ for a whole year, before they reached the
Khan’s Court in Cathay. The Khan received them kindly,
and asked them many questions about life in Europe, especi-
ally about the emperors, the Pope, the Church, and “ all
that is done at Rome.”” He then sent them back to Europe
on an embassy to the Pope, to ask His Holiness to send a
hundred missionaries to convert the Cathaians to the Chris-
tian faith. He also asked for some of the holy oil from the
lamp of the Holy Sepulchre. The return journey of the
brothers (from Cathay to Acie) took three years. On their
arrival at Acre the travellers discovered that the Pope was
dead. They therefore decided to return home to Venice to
wait until the new Pope should be elected. They arrived at
Venice in 1269, to find that Nicolo’s wife had died during her
husband’s absence. His son Marco, our traveller, was then
fifteen years old. He had probably passed his childhood in
the house of one of his uncles at Venice.

Nicolo and Maffeo Polo remained at Venice for a couple of
years, waiting for a Pope to be elected, but as there seemed to
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be no prospect of this happening, they determined to return
to the Great Khan, to tell him how their mission had failed.
They therefore set out again (in 1271) and Marco, now seven-
teen years old, went with them. At Acre they obtained a
letter from a Papal Legate, stating how it came about that
the message had not been delivered. They had already
obtained some of the holy oil, so that they were free to pro-
ceed. They had not gone very far upon their journey when
they were recalled to Acre by the above-mentioned Syrian
Legate, who had just heard that he had been elected Pope.
The new Pope did not send a hundred missionaries, as
Kublai had asked, but he appointed instead two preaching
friars, who accompanied the Polos as far as Armenia, where
rumours of war frightened them into returning. The Polos
journeyed on for three years and a half, and arrived at
the Khan’s court (at Shangtu, not far from Pekin) in the
middle of 1275. The Khan received them ‘“honourably and
graciously,” making much of Marco, “ who was then a young
gallant.” In a little while, when Marco had learned the
speech and customs of the ‘‘ Tartars,” the Khan employed
him in public business, sending him as a visiting adminis-
trator to several wild and distant provinces. Marco noted
carefully the strange customs of these provinces, and de-
lighted the Khan with his account of them. On one of these
journeys Marco probably visited the southern states of India.

After some seventeen years of honourable service with
Kublai, the three Venetians became eager to return to Venice.
They were rich men, and Kublai was growing old, and they
knew that Kublai’s death “ might deprive them of that
public assistance by which alone they could expect to sur-
mount the innumerable difficulties of so long a journey.”
But Kublai refused to allow them to leave the Court, and
even ‘‘ appeared hurt at the application.” It chanced, how-
ever, that at this time, Arghun, Khan of Persia, had sent
ambassadors to Kublai to obtain the hand of a maiden “from
among the relatives of his deceased wife.” The maiden,
aged seventeen, and very beautiful, was about to accompany
the ambassadors to Persia; but the ordinary overland routes
to Persia were unsafe, owing to wars among the Tartars. It
was necessary for her to travel to Persia by ship. The
envoys begged Kublai that the three Venetians might come
with them in the ships ‘“ as being persons well skilled in
the practice of navigation.” Kublai granted their request,
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though not very gladly. He fitted out a splendid squadron
of ships, and despatched the three Venetians with the Per-
sians, first granting them the golden tablet or safe-conduct,
which would enable them to obtain supplies on the way.
They sailed from a Chinese port about the beginning of 1292.

The voyage to Persia occupied about two years, during
which time the expedition lost six hundred men. The Khan
of Persia was dead when they arrived; so the beautiful
maiden was handed over to his son, who received her kindly.
He gave the Venetians safe-conduct through Persia; indeed
he sent them forward with troops of horse, without which,
in those troublous days, they could never have crossed the
country. As they rode on their way they heard that the
great Khan Kublai, their old master, had died. They arrived
safely at Venice some time in the year 1295.

There are some curious tales of their arrival at home. It
is said that they were not recognised by their relatives, and
this is not strange, for they returned in shabby Tartar
clothes, almost unable to speak their native tongue. It was
not until they had ripped the seams of the shabby clothes,
producing stores of jewels from the lining, that the relatives
decided to acknowledge them. (This tale may be read as
allegory by those who doubt its truth as history.) Marco
Polo did not stay long among his relatives. Venice was at
war with Genoa, and the Polo family, being rich, had been
called upon to equip a galley, even before the travellers
returned from Asia. Marco Polo sailed in command of this
galley, in the fleet under Andrea Dandolo, which was de-
feated by the Genoese oft Curzola on the 7th September
1296. Marco Polo was carried as a prisoner to Genoa, where
he remained, in spite of efforts made to ransom him, for about
three years, during which time he probably dictated his book
in very bad French to one Rustician of Pisa, a fellow-prisoner.
He returned to Venice during the year 1299, and probably
married shortly afterwards.

Little is known of his life after his return from prison.
We know that he was nicknamed ‘Il Milione ” on account
of his wonderful stories of Kublai’s splendour; but as he was
rich and famous the slighting nickname was probably partly
a compliment. Colonel Yule, the great editor of Marco Polo,
has discovered that he stood surety for a wine-smuggler,
that he gave a copy of his book to a French noble, and that

he sued a commission agent for the half profits on the sale of
* 306
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some musk. It was at one time thought that he was the
Marco Polo who failed (in 1302) to have his water-pipe in-
spected by the town plumber. This sin has now been laid
upon another man of the same name, who * was ignorant
of the order on that subject.”” On the gth of January, 1 324,
feeling himself to be growing daily feebler, he made his will,
which is still preserved. He named as his trustees his wife
Donata and his three daughters, to whom the bulk of his
estate was left. He died soon after the execution of this will.
He was buried in Venice without the door of the Church of
San Lorenzo; but the exact site of the grave is unknown.
No known authentic portrait of the man exists; but as in
the case of Columbus, there are several fanciful portraits, of
which the best dates from the seventeenth century.

Marco Polo’s book was not received with faith by his con-
temporaries. Travellers who see marvellous things, even in our
own day (the name of Bruce will occur to everyone)are seldom
believed by those who, having stayed at home, have all the
consequences of their virtue. When Marco Polo came back
from the East, a misty, unknown country, full of splendour
and terrors, he could not tell the whole truth. He had to
leave his tale half told lest he should lack believers. His
book was less popular in the later Middle Ages than the
fictions and plagiarisms of Sir John Mandeville. Marco
Polo tells of what he saw; the compiler of Mandeville, when
he does not steal openly from Pliny, Friar Odoric, and others,
tells of what an ignorant person might expect to see, and
would, in any case, like to read about, since it is always
blessed to be confirmed in an opinion, however ill-grounded
it may be. How little Marco Polo was credited may be
judged from the fact that the map of Asia was not modified
by his discoveries till fifty years after his death

His book is one of the great books of travel. Even now,
after the lapse of six centuries, it remains the chief authority
for parts of Central Asia, and of the vast Chinese Empire.
Some of his wanderings are hard to follow; some of the
places which he visited are hard to identify; but the labour
of Colonel Yule has cleared up most of the difficulties, and
confirmed most of the strange statements. To the geo-
grapher, to the historian, and to the student of Asiatic life,
the book of Marco Polo will always be most valuable. To
the general reader, the great charm of the book is its

romance.
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It is accounted a romantic thing to wander among
strangers and to eat their bread by the vamp-fires of the
other half of the world. There is romance in doing thus,
though the romance has been over-estimated by those whose
sedentary lives have created in them a false taste for action.
Marco Polo wandered among strangers; but it is open to
anyone (with courage and the power of motion) to do the
same. Wandering in itself is merely a form of self-indul-
gence. If it adds not to the stock of human knowledge, or
if it gives not to others the imaginative possession of some
part of the world, it is a pernicious habit. The acquisition
of knowledge, the accumulation of fact, is noble only in those
few who have that alchemy which transmutes such clay
to heavenly eternal gold. It may be thought that many
travellers have given their readers great imaginative posses-
sions; but the imaginative possession is not measured in
miles and parasangs, nor do the people of that country write
accounts of birds and beasts. It is only the wonderful
traveller who sees a wonder, and only five travellers in the
world’s history have seen wonders. The others have seen
birds and beasts, rivers and wastes, the earth and the (local)
fulness thereof. The five travellers are Herodotus, Gaspar,
Melchior, Balthazar, and Marco Polo himself. The wonder
of Marco Polo is this—that he created Asia for the European
mind.

When Marco Polo went to the East, the whole of Central
Asia, so full of splendour and magnificence, so noisy with
nations and kings, was like a dream in men’s minds. Euro-
peans touched only the fringe of the East. At Acre, at
Byzantium, at the busy cities on the Euxine, the merchants
of Europe bartered with the stranger for silks, and jewels and
precious balms, brought over the desert at great cost, in
caravans from the unkmown. The popular conception of
the East was taken from the Bible, from the tales of old
Crusaders, and from the books of the merchants. All that
men knew of the East was that it was mysterious, and that
our Lord was born there. Marco Polo, almost the first
European to see the East, saw her in all her wonder, more
fully than any man has seen her since. His picture of the
East is the picture which we all make in our minds when we
repeat to ourselves those two strange words, ‘‘ the East,”
and give ourselves up to the image which that symbol evokes,
[t may be that the Western mind will turn to Marco Polo for
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a conception of Asia long after ‘“ Cathay ” has become an
American colony.

It is difficult to read Marco Polo as one reads historical
facts. One reads him as one reads romance; as one would
read, for instance, the “ Eve of St. Mark,” or the “ Well at
the World’s End.” The East of which he writes is the East
of romance, not the East of the Anglo-Indian, with his Simla,
his missions to Tibet, and Reuter telegrams. In the East of
romance there grows ‘ the tree of the sun, or dry tree ” (by
which Marco Polo passed), a sort of landmark or milestone,
at the end of the great desert. The apples of the sun and
moon grow upon that tree. Darius and Alexander fought
in its shade. Those are the significant facts about the tree
according to Marco Polo. We moderns, who care little for
any tree SO SOON as we Can murmur its Latin name, have lost
wonder in losing faith.

The Middle Age, even as our own age is, was full of talk of
the Earthly Paradise. It may be that we have progressed,
in learning to talk of it as a social possibility, instead of as a
geographical fact. We like to think that the old Venetians
went eastward, on their famous journey, half believing that
they would arrive there, just as Columbus (two centuries
later) half expected to sight land ‘‘ where the golden blossoms
burn upon the trees forever.” They did not find the Earthly
Paradise; but they saw the splendours of Kublai, one of the
mightiest of earthly kings. One feels the presence of
Kublai all through the narrative, as the red wine, dropped
into the water-cup, suffuses all, or as the string supports the
jewels on a trinket. The imagination is only healthy when
it broods upon the kingly and the saintly. In Kublai, the
reader will find enough images of splendour to make glorious
the temple of his mind. When we think of Marco Polo, it
is of Kublai that we think; and, apart from the romantic
wonder which surrounds him, he is a noble person, worth our
contemplation. He is like a king in a romance. It was the
task of a kingly nature to have created him as he appears in
the book here. It makes us proud and reverent of the poetic
gift, to reflect that this king, * the lord of lords,” ruler of so
many cities, so many gardens, so many fishpools, would be
but a name, an image covered by the sands, had he not wel-
comed two dusty travellers, who came to him one morning
from out of the unknown, after long wandering over the
world. Perhaps when he bade them farewell the thought
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occurred to him (as it occurred to that other king in the
poem) that he might come to be remembered ‘‘ but by this
one thing,” when all his glories were fallen from him, and he
lay silent, the gold mask upon his face, in the drowsy tomb,
where the lamp, long kept alight, at last guttered, and died,
and fell to dust.

JOHN MASEFIELD.

December 1907,
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Tue elder Polos, when they left Constantinople in the year
1260, had not planned to go far beyond the northern
borders of the Euxine. They first landed at Soldaia, in the
Crimea, then an important trading city. From Soldaia they
journeyed in a northerly and east-northeasterly direction to
Sara, or Sarra, a vast city on the Volga, where King Cam-
buscan lived, and to Bolgara, or Bolghar, where they stayed
for a year. Going south a short distance to Ucaca, another
city on the Volga, they journeyed direct to the south-east,
across the northern head of the Caspian, on the sixty days’
march to Bokhara, where they stayed for three years. From
Bokhara they went with the Great Khan’s people north-
ward to Otrar, and thence ina north-easterly direction to the
Court of the Khan near Pekin. On their return journey,
they arrived at the sea-coast at Layas, in Armenia. From
Layas they went to Acre, and from Acre to Negropont in
Roumania, and from Negropont to Venice, where they stayed
for about two years.

On the second journey to the East, with the young Marco
Polo, they sailed direct from Venice to Acre towards the end
of the year 1271. They made a short journey southward to
Jerusalem, for the holy oil, and then returned to Acre for
letters from the Papal Legate. Leaving Acre, they got as
far as Layas, in Armenia, before they were recalled by the
newly elected Pope. On setting out again, they returned to
Layas, at that time a great city, where spices and cloth of
gold were sold, and from which merchants journeying to the
East generally started. From Layas they pushed north-
ward into Turcomania, past Casaria and Sivas, to Arzingan,
where the people wove * good buckrams.” Passing Mount
Ararat, where Noah’s Ark was supposed to rest, they heard
stories of the Baku oil-fields. From here they went to the
south-eastward, following the course of the Tigris to Bandas.
From Bandas they scem to have made an unnecessary
journey to the Persian Gulf. The book leads one to suppose

X1V H
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that they travelled by way of Tauriz (in Persian Irak) Yezd,
and Kerman, to the port of Ormuz, as though they intended
to take ship there. They could, however, have progressed
more swiftly had they followed the Tigris to Busrah, there
taken ship upon the Gulf, and sailed by way of Keis or Kisi to
Ormuz. After visiting Ormuz, they returned to Kerman by
another road, and then pushed on, over the horrible salt
desert of Kerman, through Khorassan to Balakshan. Itis °
possible that their journey was broken at Balakshan, owing
to the illness of Marco, who speaks of having at some time
stayed nearly a year here to recover his health. On leaving
Balakshan they proceeded through the high Pamirs to Kash-
gar, thence south-eastward by way of Khotan, not yet buried
under the sands, to the Gobi desert. The Gobi desert, like
all deserts, had a bad name as being * the abode of many
evil spirits, which amuse travellers to their destruction.”
The Polos crossed the Gobi in the usual thirty days, halting
each night by the brackish ponds which make the passage
possible. After crossing the desert, they soon entered China.
At Kan Chau, one of the first Chinese cities which they
visited, they may have stayed for nearly a year, on account
of ““the state of their concerns,” but this stay probably took
place later, when they were in Kublai’s service. They then
crossed the province of Shen-si, into that of Shan-si, finally
arriving at Kai-ping-fu, where Kublai had built his summer
pleasure garden.

On the return journey, the Polos set sail from the port of
Zaitum, in the province of Fo-Kien. They hugged the
Chinese coast (in order to avoid the Pratas and Pracel Reefs)
and crossed the Gulf of Tong King to Champa in the south-
east of Cambodia. Leaving Champa, they may have made
some stay at Borneo, but more probably they sailed direct to
the island of Bintang, at the mouth of the Straits of Malacca,
and to Sumatra, where the fleet was delayed for five months
by the blowing of the contrary monsoon. The ships seem
to have waited for the monsoon to change in a harbour on the
north-east coast, in the kingdom of Sumatra. On getting
a fair wind, they passed by the Nicobar and Andaman Islands,
and then shaped a course for Ceylon. They put across to
the coast of Coromandel, and may perhaps have coasted as
far to the northward upon the Madras coast as Masulipatam.
On the Bombay side, they would seem to have hugged the
coast as far as they could, as far perhaps as Surat, in the
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Gulf of Cambay; but it is just possible that the descriptions
of these places were taken from the tales of pilots, and that
his fleet put boldly out to avoid the coast pirates. Marco
Polo tells us much about Aden, and about towns on the
Arabian coasts; but the fleet probably never touched at
them. All that is certainly known is that they arrived at
Ormuz, in the Persian Gulf, and passed inland to Khorassan.
On leaving Khorassan they journeyed overland, through
Persia and Greater Armenia, until they came to Trebizonda
on the Euxine Sea. Here they took ship, and sailed home
to Venice, first touching at Constantinople and at Negro-
pont. ‘ And this was in the year 1295 of Christ’s Incarna-
tion.”
T. M.
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