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Marco Polo and Kublai Khan were two of the most
fascinating figures in medieval history. Marco was a Venetian
merchant adventurer, and Kublai was the Mongol ruler of China
and the world’s richest and most powerful man. Their lives
intersected in the last quarter of the 13th century because of trade
opportunities on the Silk Road. I wrote these lectures for Stanford
Travel/Study’s Marco Polo Expedition (October 2-25, 2016).
In this essay, I examine why Marco and his father and uncle
went to Kublai’s China, how they returned to Venice as wealthy
men, and whether Marco’s book was based on first-hand
experience. I then look at why Kublai based his rule of alien China
on religious tolerance and Chinese prosperity, how he created and
taxed wealth in China, and why his Mongol Yuan dynasty declined
and ended. I conclude the essay with a review of the Silk Road
trade route – the high-value commodities traded, the peak periods
of trade, and the cessation of Silk Road trade in the 15th century
after Mongol rule of China had ended. I append a time line, a
bibliography, and a description of sites visited on the expedition.
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Marco Polo’s Journey (1271-1295)
Marco’s Life in Venice. Marco Polo was born in Venice in
1254. His father, Niccolo Polo, and his uncle, Maffeo Polo, went
abroad to trade for fifteen years, just before Marco’s birth. The
Polos were a patrician merchant family in republican Venice.
Marco’s mother, and Nicole Anna Defuseh, died prior to Niccolo’s
return in 1269. Marco, Niccolo, and Maffeo then spent 24 years in
Asia, before returning to Venice in 1295.

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Godfrey_card_marco_polo.jpg>

Marco Polo, as a Youth in Venice –
From the “Famous Minors” Series by Godfrey Phillips Ltd., 1936
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In September 1298, Marco was commanding a Venetian warship in the Battle of Curzola (Korcula). Genoa routed Venice,
killed 7,000 Venetians, and captured 7,400 more, including Marco.
Marco was imprisoned in Genoa for eleven months. In August
1299, all Venetian prisoners, including Marco and Rustichello of
Pisa, a writer of Arthurian romances, were released after Genoa
and Venice signed a peace treaty. Marco then rejoined his
merchant family in Venice.

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Venetian_galley_at_Curzola-engraving.jpg>

Venetian Galley – Marco Polo Commanded a Galley for Venice
in the Battle of Curzola, 1298
The Polos were capable merchants. But they were not among
the 150 families that comprised the ruling oligarchy in the
4

Republic of Venice. For the next 25 years, Marco and his family
resided in a villa called Ca’ Polo (or Il Milione) in a fashionable
neighborhood in San Giovanni Crisostomo. Marco married
Donata Badoer and had three daughters – Fantina, Bellela, and
Moreta. He was a frugal merchant.

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Avarice1.png>

Counting House in Venice in the 14th century – Painting by
Cocharelli, From a Treatise on the Seven Vices c. 1340
Marco Polo died in 1324, after accumulating an estate worth
an estimated $500,000 (in current dollars). His will allotted onetenth (a tithe) of his estate to the Church, as required by Venetian
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law, and divided the remainder among his wife and daughters.
Marco’s property included several exotic items that he had
collected on his travels – a paiza (gold tablet) from the Great
Khan, a bochta (Mongol headdress with gold and pearls), a
Buddhist rosary, and Mongol bedding. But his will made no
mention of his journey abroad.

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Travels_of_Marco_Polo.jpg>

Journeys of Marco, Niccolo, and Maffeo Polo (1271-1295)
From Venice to Xanadu (1271-1275). Niccolo and Maffeo
Polo moved to Constantinople in 1254 and traded there for six
years. In 1260, they transferred their trading operations to Soldaia,
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a Black Sea port in Crimea. Four years later, the Polos ventured
eastward and spent three years living in Bokhara in the Mongol
Chaghadai Khanate. In 1268, they visited Kublai Khan in Xanadu
(North China) who made them his ambassadors to the Pope and
gave them a paiza (gold tablet of safe-conduct). The Polos crossed
Asia by land, learned the Pope had died, and returned to Venice in
1269.

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Kublai_giving_support_to_the_Venetians.JPG>

Kublai Khan – Presenting a Paiza (Gold Tablet)
to Niccolo and Maffeo Polo, Xanadu, 1268
Marco, Niccolo, and Maffeo Polo left Venice in 1271,
learned that Pope Gregory X had been named, and obtained Holy
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Oil in Jerusalem and two friars, Fra Niccolo of Vicenza and Fra
William of Tripoli, in Acre. Fearing an attack by Egypt, the friars
left the Polos in Armenia and returned to Acre. The Polos then
traveled through Armenia (today’s eastern Turkey) to Tabriz in
northwest Persia, the capital of the Mongol Il-Khanate and a
leading center for trading silk and pearls. The Polos planned to
sail to China from the Persian port of Hormuz, a center for trading
Asian spices and African ivory. But they mistrusted the quality of
Arab ships and chose to go on by land instead.

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:HulaguAndDokuzKathun.JPG>

Hulegu Khan, Founder and Ruler of the Il-Khanate (1258-1265) –
With His Christian Queen, Doquz Khatun, in Tabriz
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Because the Il-Khanate was allied with the Great Khanate of
Kublai Khan against the Chaghadai Khanate, the Polos chose their
route in friendly territories that would honor Kublai’s golden
paiza. In Turkestan, the Polos visited Kashgar, a Muslim Turkish
trade emporium specializing in cotton textiles, and Dunhuang, site
of hundreds of Buddhist cave-art masterpieces on the edge of the
Taklamakan Desert. Their journey to China ended in Xanadu, site
of Kublai Khan’s marble palace and hunting park, and Daidu
(Beijing), Kublai’s new capital.

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Route_of_Marco_Polo.png>

The Route of the Polos From Venice to Xanadu –
Through the Four Khanates of the Mongol Empire, 1271-1275
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In China and Return Home (1275-1295). Niccolo and
Maffeo Polo delivered the Holy Oil and papal letter to a grateful
Kublai Khan in May 1275. For the next 17 years, they lived at
court and worked as merchants in China. Marco Polo’s role in
Kublai’s China is controversial. Marco served as Kublai’s
emissary, but scholars disagree on whether he was a tax collector,
an informant (spy), or a keshigten (a member of Kublai’s elite
bodyguard). Marco spoke several Asian languages – Mongol (he
conversed with Kublai without interpretation), and Persian and
Uighur (the main languages used at court), but very little Chinese.
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Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Marco_Polo_-_costume_tartare.jpg>

Marco Polo in Kublai Khan’s Service, 1275-1292 –
Spy, Tax Collector, or Bodyguard?
The extent of Marco’s travels within Kublai’s Great Khanate
is debated. Marco claimed to have traveled throughout China and
visited Burma and Bengal. Yet in his book, Marco described in
detail only two cities – Daidu (Kublai’s capital) and Hangzhou
(with 1.5 million people, the world’s largest and richest city).
The three Polos wanted to return home before Kublai died,
but he was reluctant to grant them permission to leave. The Polos
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offered to serve as guardians to Princess Kokachin and take her by
sea to Persia to become the new queen for Ilkhan Arghun, Kublai’s
principal ally.

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:ArghunEnthroned.png>

Ilkhan Arghun (ruled 1284-1291) –
Enthroned with His Queen, Qutlugh Khatun
Kublai provided 14 ships and 10-years of expenses for the
2,000 passengers and crew. During the one-year sea journey from
Quanzhou (via Borneo and Ceylon) to Hormuz, 600 people died
from disease. In Persia, the Polos delivered Kokachin to Prince
Ghazan, the son of Arghun who had died in 1291, and stayed at the
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Ikkhanate court for nine months. In Trebizond, a Black Sea port,
the Polos were forced to pay 2,000 Venetian ducats, about half
their fortune, to an anti-Venetian ruler. They spent the summer of
1295 in Constantinople and returned home to Venice later that
year, still wealthy men.

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Venezia_Ducato_1400.jpg>

Venetian Gold Ducat –
The Polos Paid a Tax of 2,000 Ducats in Trebizond in 1295
Marco’s Description of the World. When Marco Polo was
imprisoned in the Palazzo di San Georgio in Genoa (1298-1299),
he dictated his book, Description of the World, to a fellow
prisoner-of-war, Rustichello of Pisa. Rustichello was a romantic
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who had written biographies of King Arthur and Alexander the
Great. As Marco consulted his written notes, the co-authors wrote
the Description in Franco-Italian (a popular version of literary
French).

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Marco_Polo_Mosaic_from_Palazzo_Tursi.jp
g>

Marco Polo, Mosaic at the Municipal Palace of Genoa –
Holding His Book, Il Milione or Description of the World
The original manuscript has been lost. The 120 existing
translations conflict and differ greatly in length. Between 1299
and 1585, the original was translated from Franco-Italian into
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Italian, Latin, Portuguese, back into Latin, and then into French.
Translators added or deleted. Marco’s book also was translated
into German, Spanish, and Czech.

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Marco_Polo,_Il_Milione,_Chapter_CXXIII_a
nd_CXXIV_Cropped.jpg>

Page from Marco Polo’s Description of the World –
120 Differing Versions Exist Today
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The book’s interpretation evolved over time. It was accepted
as a wondrous tale (14th century), taken as humanist knowledge
(15th and 16th centuries), viewed skeptically (17th and 18th
centuries), and accepted as cult truth (19th century). Marco’s
Description had a major impact on exploration and map-making.
Christopher Columbus relied on it, although he did not read the
book until after his second voyage to the Americas. The Majorcan
map-makers of the Catalan Atlas (1375) used Marco’s book as a
key reference, as did succeeding maps.

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Caravane_Marco_Polo.jpg>

The Catalan Atlas, c. 1375 –
Marco Polo’s Book Was Used in Map-making Thereafter
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Did Marco Polo journey to China or merely rely on the work
of others who had? Frances Wood (1995) argued that Marco
probably did not make the journey because he made no mention of
the Great Wall, tea ceremonies, porcelain manufacture, or bound
feet of Chinese women. Hans Vogel (2013) concluded
convincingly that Marco definitely lived in China because of his
accurate analysis of paper currency, the salt monopoly and tax,
cowrie currencies in Yunnan, and the use of mulberry-bark to
make paper for money.

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Yuan_dynasty_banknote_with_its_printing_pl
ate_1287.jpg>

Yuan Dynasty Printing Plate and Banknote –
Issued by Kublai Khan in 1287
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Kublai Khan’s China (1260-1294)
Kublai’s Early Life and Leadership. Kublai Khan (12141294) was the son of Tolui, Genghis Khan’s fourth son, and
Sorghaghtani Beki, a Turkic-speaking Kerait. Sorghaghtani was a
Nestorian Christian (Nestorians stressed the human nature of
Christ and felt that Mary was not divine) who taught religious
tolerance to her son. She also convinced Kublai to bridge the
Mongol and Chinese cultures by learning Uighur (the Turkic
language used at Mongol court) and studying with Chinese tutors.

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:TuluiWithQueenSorgaqtani.jpg>

Kublai Khan’s Parents – Tolui (Fourth Son of Genghis Khan) and
Sorghaghtani Beki (Nestorian Christian from Kereit Tribe)
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Chabi, his senior wife, urged Kublai to accommodate China’s
agriculture and not turn China into pasture. She helped Kublai
gain popularity in China by modeling his rule on that of Tang
Emperor Taizong.

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:YuanEmpressAlbumChabi.jpg>

Chabi, Senior Wife of Kublai Khan – Wearing a Bochta (Mongol
Headdress)
Those two principles – religious tolerance and Chinese
prosperity – guided Kublai’s rule of China. His polytheism
embraced Nestorian Christianity, Buddhism, and Islam. Kublai
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promoted agriculture, commerce, and urbanism in China and taxed
Chinese wealth to underpin his empire. He governed China with a
balanced blend of advisers and officials – Mongol (military),
Chinese (central government), Turkic (local government), Central
Asian Islamic (commerce), and Tibetan (Buddhist religion). His
senior adviser for 30 years was Liu Bingzhong, a Chinese
Confucian scholar well versed in religion, philosophy, and
astrology.

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Qubilai_Setsen_Khaan.JPG>

Kublai Khan, Yuan Emperor of China (1260-1294) – Portrait of
Kublai Khan as a Young Ruler by Arniko, mid-13th century
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After Kublai was proclaimed Great Khan in 1260, he fought
a four-year succession struggle with his younger brother, Arigh
Boke, who was supported by disaffected Mongol barons. Kublai
won by gaining support from Song China and cutting off food
supplies to the Mongol heartland. Between 1268 and the end of
his reign in 1294, Kublai fought an inconclusive battle with his
cousin, Prince Kaidu, who challenged his legitimacy with support
from the rival Chaghadai Khanate.

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ariq_B%C3%B6ke.jpg>

Arigh Boke (1219-1266) –
Lost War of Toluid Succession to Kublai Khan in 1264
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Kublai’s Conquest and Rule of China. In 1256, Kublai
Khan had Liu Bingzhong design a new residence at Xanadu
(Shangdu) –170 miles north of Beijing. Xanadu had a movable
palace and a huge hunting preserve, both reflective of Mongol
traditions. In 1264, Kublai assigned Liu and Ikhtiyar al-Din (a
Muslim from Central Asia) to serve as architects for a new capital
at Daidu (Beijing) – a site convenient to both Mongolia and China.
Construction of Daidu’s nested Imperial City began in 1271.

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Miaoyingsi_baita.jpg>

The White Stupa, Constructed for Kublai Khan by a Nepalese
Named Arniko – Largest Structure in Kublai’s Daidu (Beijing)
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Kublai knew that the conquest of Song (South) China would
be difficult, costly, and lengthy. To prepare for that invasion,
Kublai settled new farmers, mostly Chinese conscripts, in North
China to revive agriculture, he cut farm tax rates, and he instituted
government monopolies on salt and iron. Kublai personally led the
Mongol invasion of the Kingdom of Dali, located west of Song
China, defeated the Buddhist Bai inhabitants of Dali in 1254, and
successfully flanked the Song from the west.

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:3pagodas024.jpg>

Kublai Khan Led the Mongol Conquest of the Bai Kingdom of Dali
(Yunnan) – Pagoda of Chongsheng Temple, Royal Temple of Dali
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In 1271, Kublai created the Yuan (“source of growth”)
Dynasty for his descendants to rule China. He borrowed two
skilled Muslim-Persian siege engineers, Ismail and Ala al-Din,
from his cousin and ally, Il-khan Abaqa. Those two Persian
engineers built enormous mangonels (catapults) to hurl 200-pound
stones across hundreds of yards to bash the protective walls of
Song cities.

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Mangonneau2.png>

Mangonel – Kublai Khan and General Bayan Used This Machine
for Siege Warfare Against Song Chinese Cities
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Kublai chose Bayan, a Turkic general and senior commander,
to lead the campaign to besiege Song cities, one-by-one. Bayan’s
invasion force included 200,000 cavalry, 5,000 river-ships, and
70,000 sailors. After the Song capital, Hangzhou, fell in 1276,
Kublai ordered that its occupation be peaceful and respectful of
Chinese property rights and traditions. By 1279, Kublai Khan, at
age 65, had re-unified China under his rule.

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:MongolEmpireDivisions1300.png>

Four Khanates of the Mongol Empire -- Yuan Dynasty (Green),
Chagatai (Gray), Ilkhanate (Purple), and Golden Horde (Yellow)
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Wealth Creation and Taxation. The main source of wealth
in Kublai Khan’s China was agricultural production. Kublai
decided to promote Chinese agriculture rather than create pastures
for Mongols’ animals. In North China, Kublai’s officials restructured agriculture by setting up village collectives, each
consisting of 50 farming households. The government provided
seeds and animals, and the villagers collectively dug wells, planted
orchards, and paid taxes. In conquered South China, Kublai
ordered the preservation of existing farms. Crop and animal
farmers paid taxes at a rate of 10 percent of their harvests or sales.

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Zhao_Mengfu1.jpg>

Agriculture in Yuan China – A Horse and a Broom in the Wind,
Painting by Zhao Mengfu, c. 1280
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In 1260, Kublai decreed that paper currency (backed by
silver), rather than coins, had to be used in all exchanges. He set
trade taxes at 10 percent and sales taxes at 3.5 percent and farmed
out tax collection to merchants, mostly from Central Asia. Yuan
officials continued the Chinese practice of governmental provision
of food security. The government stored surplus grain (wheat,
rice, barley, and millet) in public granaries and distributed it at
subsidized prices during food emergencies. Villagers received
food security in return for paying taxes and behaving.

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:%E5%85%83%E8%B4%9F%E5%9B%8A%
E9%AA%91%E9%A9%AC%E4%BF%91.jpg>

Mongol Rider, Kublai Khan’s Yuan Dynasty
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A post-rider system ensured rapid land communication.
Kublai used slave labor to build post roads and set up a post-rider
system throughout his empire. A skilled rider could travel 250
miles per day, exchanging horses frequently. Yuan China had
1,400 post stations (yambs), each with caravanserai facilities plus
about 200 fresh horses. Between 1283 and 1293, Kublai oversaw
the extension of the 1,100-mile-long Grand Canal to connect
Hangzhou with Daidu and provide the means to supply North
China with food from South China. Three million laborers dug the
last 250 miles of the world’s longest canal.
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Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:YuanEmperorAlbumKhubilaiPortrait.jpg>

Kublai Khan, 1260s –
Portrait by Arniko, National Palace Museum, Taipei, Taiwan
Failed Expansions and Kublai’s Death. In 1274, Kublai
Khan assembled 15,000 Mongol, Chinese, and Korean troops on
700 ships to try to invade and subjugate Japan. Then in 1281, he
put 140,000 troops on 4,400 ships to try again. On both occasions,
Kublai’s invading fleet was destroyed by typhoons and half of the
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forces were drowned. Kublai’s haste to invade had led to poor
ship design and construction. Japan’s samurai warriors claimed
that their country had been saved by divine winds (kamikaze).

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Takezaki_suenaga_ekotoba3.jpg>

Japanese Samurai Boarding Mongol Ships, 1281 –
Before Kamikaze Destroyed the Mongol Fleet
Kublai also failed to subjugate the Majapahit Kingdom of
Java. In 1292, he sent 20,000 troops on 1,000 ships to invade Java.
His forces killed King Kartanagara, but earned only a pyrrhic
victory. They incurred 3,000 deaths and sailed home without
gaining effective control or Majapahit tributary status.
Kublai Khan declined physically, following the deaths of his
two closest family members and confidants. Chabi, his favorite
wife and companion of 41 years, died in 1281, and Zhenjin, his
oldest son and designated successor, died in 1285. Thereafter,
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Kublai grew obese, consumed large quantities of alcohol, and
suffered from the gout. Some advisers felt he often lost touch with
reality. He died a natural death in 1294, at age 79, and was buried
on the Mongolian plateau at a still undiscovered site.

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Khubilai_statue.jpg>

Statue of Aging Kublai Khan –
Sükhbaatar Square, Ulan Bator, Mongolia
Mongol rule in Yuan China then deteriorated. The
effectiveness of government was undercut by succession disputes,
corruption, and military weakness. In 1368, a Chinese commoner,
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Zhu Yuanzhang, invaded northern China with his peasant
followers to end alien rule and reduce burdensome taxes. The
Mongols staged a strategic retreat into the steppes of Mongolia.
Zhu then established a new, native Chinese dynasty, the Ming, and
became its first emperor. Mongol rule of China had ended.

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Great_Wall_of_Ming_Dynasty@Gansu1.JPG
>

1500-mile Great Wall, Signaling Towers to Warn of Mongol Raids
– Ming Dynasty, 14th-15th centuries
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Source: Wikimedia Commons, available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Yuan_Provinces.png>

Yuan Empire of Kublai Khan and Heirs (1271-1368) – c. 1330
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The Silk Road (1 century BCE-15 century CE)
Geography and Caravan Transportation (from China
westwards). The Silk Road traversed a diverse range of physical
barriers in the 5,000 miles between central China and the eastern
Mediterranean: rolling hills (China); mountain corridor (Gansu,
dividing China and Turkestan (today, western China); desert
(Taklamakan, in Turkestan); mountain passes (Pamirs, separating
Turkestan from Central Asia); dry steppes (in Central Asia); desert
(in the Middle East); and inland seas (the Mediterranean and Black
Seas in Europe). Trade on the Silk Road peaked and ebbed with
the rise and fall of empires and dynasties in the five principal
political regions crossed by the trade route – eastern China,
Turkestan, Central Asia, the Middle East, and the Mediterranean.
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Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Silk_Road_in_the_I_century_AD_-_en.svg>

The Silk Road –
Linking the Han Chinese and Roman Empires, 1st c. BCE-3rd c. CE
Many different animals were used to pull and pack the goods
traded on the Silk Road: horses and oxen (China); Bactrian (twohumped) camels (Turkestan); yaks, mules, and human porters
(Pamirs, Central Asia); horses and donkeys (Central Asia);
dromedary (one-humped) camels (Middle East); and ships (Black
and Mediterranean Seas). Caravans of 1,000 or more camels were
employed for security against raiders. Long distances and large
losses resulted in high transport costs.
35

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Westerner_on_a_camel.jpg>

Sogdian Rider on a Bactrian Camel –
Sancai Ceramic Glaze, Tang Chinese Dynasty (618-907)
Commodities Traded and Merchant Nationalities.
Because of the high transport costs, most commodities traded on
the Silk Road were luxuries of light weight and low bulk. People
with high incomes – royalty, government officials, church leaders,
large landowners, and merchants – thus consumed most Silk Road
goods. The primary exports from China were silk (yarn, cloth, and
textiles), tea, porcelain, lacquerware, iron, armor, jade, and furs.
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Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Mawangdui_lacquerwares_and_tray.jpg>

Han Lacquerware, Han Tomb No. 1, Mawangdui, 2nd century BCE
– Han Export on the Silk Road
The main imports into China were horses, gold, silver, woolen and
linen cloth, glass, copper, and furs.
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Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Green_glass_Roman_cup_unearthed_at_East
ern_Han_tomb,_Guixian,_China.jpg>

Roman Glassware, Green Glass Cup, Han Tomb, Guangxi, China
– Han Import on the Silk Road
Trade on the Silk Road was carried out in segments, so that
no single merchant transported goods all the way from Chang'an to
Antioch or, later, from Beijing to Constantinople. Although there
were changes during the route’s fifteen centuries, specific
nationalities of merchants dominated trade within each segment:
Han Chinese (eastern China); Han Chinese and Sogdians
(Turkestan); Kushans and Sogdians (Pamirs and Central Asia);
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Parthians and Muslim Persians (Middle East); and Jews, Greeks,
and Syrians (Mediterranean and Black Seas).

Source: Wikimedia Commons, available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Gansu_Museum_2007_257.jpg>

Han China Paid Extortionary Prices for Xiongnu Horses – The
Flying Horse of Gansu, 25-220 CE, Gansu Provincial Museum
Silk Production and End Uses. China began producing silk
as early as 2500 BCE. For four millennia, silk production was
small-scale, skill- and labor-intensive, and done nearly entirely by
women. The Chinese silk producers solved two key problems
essential for the mass output of silk – how to domesticate the
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silkworm and force-feed it with mulberry leaves, and how to boil
the silk pupae so that the cocoons could be unraveled into
unbroken silk strands. China lost its monopoly of silk production
when silkworms and production technology were smuggled to
Khotan (c. 440 CE) and Byzantium (c. 550 CE).

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Morus_alba_-_Tehran.JPG>

Mulberry Tree (Morus alba), Indigenous to North China –
Foot-long Leaves Fed to Silk Worms (Bombyx mori)
The Chinese developed many uses for silk thread, because of
its beauty, durability, and strength. By far the most important end
use for silk was in making cloth for garments. But the Chinese
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also used silk to string musical instruments, to create artwork, and
to make liquid containers. Because silk cloth was so valuable, it
was used as a commodity currency before being replaced by paper
money. Trade on the Silk Road was initiated when China swapped
silk cloth for Central Asian horses and accelerated when affluent
Rome demanded silk for luxury women’s garments.

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Song_Dynasty_grain_mill.jpg>

Song-Dynasty Agriculture –
Water-powered Grain Mills, Silk Painting, 11th century
Political Stability and Peak Trading Periods. Maritime
trade, before the 15th century, was limited by high costs reflecting
widespread piracy, small ships, poor navigation techniques, and
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discontinuous routes. For successful long-distance, overland trade,
political stability in all five regions crossed by the Silk Road –
China, Turkestan, Central Asia, the Middle East, and the
Mediterranean – was a prerequisite. All along the Silk Road, but
especially in Turkestan, the key to stability was to prevent
excessive raiding or extorting taxation by steppe nomads or others.

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Uyghur_Khaganate.png>

Silk Road Trade Peaked When China and Turkestan Were at Peace
– Uighur Empire (744-840), Turkic Steppe Confederation, c. 820
Trade on the Silk Road peaked when Chinese dynasties were
at peace with the steppe nomads. When Turkestan was pacified
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(because the nomads were extorting tribute from the Chinese
emperor), unhindered trade followed. Three peaks occurred:
(1) Han Dynasty (1st c. BCE-3rd c. CE), Han Chinese - Kushan Parthian - Roman Empires; (2) Tang Dynasty (7th-10th c. CE),
Tang Chinese - Sogdian - Muslim Persian - Byzantine Empires;
and (3) Yuan Dynasty (13th-14th c. CE), Yuan Mongol Khanates Muslim Persian/Arab - Byzantine and Ottoman Empires.

Source: Wikimedia Commons, available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Silk_route.jpg>

The Silk Road Was Land-based (Red Lines) and Maritime (Blue
Lines) – Trade Peaked During the Han, Tang, and Yuan Dynasties
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Decline. Historians debate the root cause of the decline of
long-distance trade on the Silk Road. Most argue that the Silk
Road fell into disuse by the early 15th century, after the Ming
Dynasty in China instituted a policy of isolationism. Ming
emperors were paranoid about a feared re-invasion by Mongol or
other nomadic warriors. They chose to resist rather than
accommodate Mongol demands for bribes, and they rebuilt the
Great Wall. That policy led to great instability on China’s borders,
especially in Turkestan, and caused the Silk Road to disappear.
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Source: Wikimedia Commons, available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ming-dynasty-map-small.jpg>

Ming Dynasty of China (1368-1544) – Feared Mongol Re-invasion
and Turned Inward, Ending Trade on the Silk Road
An alternative interpretation is that trade on the Silk Road
declined but did not disappear during the Ming period. Instead, the
Silk Road was undercut mainly by the increasing use of ocean
shipping to move goods between China, the Middle East, and
Europe. China gradually increased its use of large junks in
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shipping to South Asia. Portugal invented the caravel sailing ship,
improved navigational techniques, and discovered new sea routes
around Africa. Shipping costs fell, and the land-based Silk Road
lost out to a cheaper mode of international trade.

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Portuguese_Caravel.jpg>

Portuguese Caravel Ship, 15th-century Innovation –
Led to the European Age of Exploration and Imperialism
Transfer of Ideas. Communications on the Silk Road were
motivated largely by opportunities for commercial gain. That trade

46

route also was a vehicle for the international transfer of
technologies (silk from China, glass to China). Trade on the Silk
Road accelerated the exchange of religious and cultural ideas
(Buddhism in the east, Islam in the west). The greatest flow of
commodities and ideas took place under the Yuan (Mongol)
Dynasty, just before the decline of the Silk Road.

Source: Wikimedia Commons available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Great_Buddha,_Cave_96,_Mogao_Caves.jpg
>

Ideas Moved on the Silk Road –
The Great Buddha, Cave 96, Mogao Caves, Dunhuang, c. 695
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Time Line for the Marco Polo Expedition
2500 BCE

China began producing silk – small-scale,
skill-, labor-intensive – mostly by women

238 BCE-230 CE

Parthian Empire ruled Persia – rival of
Rome

206 BCE-220 CE

Han Empire – longest-ruling dynasty in
Chinese history – comparable to Roman
Empire in population, size, wealth

141-87 BCE

Emperor Wudi ruled – peak of Han power –
used Confucianist scholar-officials to run
bureaucracy – promoted free peasantry

106 BCE

first Silk Road caravan – Han Chinese
Empire-Parthian Empire-Roman Empire

1st c. BCE-3rd c. CE

first peak of Silk Road trade – Xiongnu
steppe nomadic confederation – Han
Chinese Empire-Parthian Empire-Roman
Empire

230-651

Sassanian Empire ruled Persia,
Mesopotamia, and Bactria – rival of Rome

330

Roman Emperor Constantine I built
Constantinople and divided Roman Empire

395

Roman Emperor Theodosius permanently
divided Roman Empire, created Byzantine
(Eastern Roman) Empire
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395-1453

Byzantine Empire (Eastern Roman Empire)
– ruled eastern half of former Roman
Empire

c. 440

silkworms, mulberry trees, and production
technology – smuggled from China to
Khotan

476

Western Roman Empire fell

6th-8th centuries

Gokturk Turks – controlled Turkestan
(Mongolia, Western China, and Central
Asia)

c. 550

silkworms, mulberry trees, and production
technology – smuggled from China to
Byzantium

581-618

Sui Kingdom – re-unified China through
conquest – re-built two capitals, Grand
Canal, Great Wall, road network

618-907

Tang Empire – innovations in agriculture,
revival of trade on Silk Road, conquests in
southern China and central Asia

630s-650s

Arab Islamic Jihad overwhelmed Egypt,
Syria, Persia, and the Caucasus

661-749

Umayyad Caliphate in Damascus – Arab
language, Arab administration

680-740

Second Turkic Empire – steppe nomadic
confederation, Mongolian Turks – extorted
subsidies, trade privileges from China
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7th-10th centuries

second peak of Silk Road trade – Gokturk
steppe nomadic confederation – Tang
Chinese Empire to Byzantine Empire

744-840

Uighur Empire – powerful steppe nomadic
confederation, Turkic-speakers – extorted
Chinese subsidies, trading privileges

749-1220

Abbasid Caliphate in Baghdad – Arab
language, Persian administration

751

Battle of Talas River (Uzbekistan) – Islamic
Arab army defeated Tang army – China lost
Central Asia

960-1279

Song Dynasty – Chinese-led – population
doubled – Yangzi Valley economic heart –
printing, gunpowder, magnetic compass

990-1227

Xixia Kingdom – north China – led by
Manchurian invaders

10th-12th centuries

Kipchak Turks – controlled Turkestan
(Mongolia, Western China, Central Asia)

11th-13th centuries

Seljuk Turks – controlled Turkestan
(Mongolia, Western China, Central Asia)

1040-1194

Seljuk Turkish Empire – ruled Persia,
Mesopotamia, Anatolia

1115-1234

Jin Kingdom – north China – led by
Manchurian invaders
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1204-1227

Genghis Khan ruled – Mongolia, north
China – Mongol horse warriors – raided and
extorted – governed and taxed

1214-1294

lifespan of Kublai Khan – son of Tolui,
Genghis Khan’s fourth son, and
Sorghaghtani Beki, a Turkic-speaking Kerait

1219-1223

Genghis Khan’s Mongol warriors –
conquered Central Asia, South Caucasus

1243-1274

Liu Bingzhong – senior adviser to Kublai
Khan – Chinese Confucian scholar, well
versed in religion, philosophy, and astrology

mid-13th century

4 Mongol khanates in Eurasia – Chaghatai
(Central Asia), Ilkhanate (Western Asia),
Golden Horde (Russia), Empire of the Great
Khan (China, Mongolia, and Manchuria)

1254-1324

lifespan of Marco Polo – born in Venice –
son of Niccolo Polo and Nicole Anna
Defuseh – nephew of Maffeo Polo

1254-1269

Niccolo and Maffeo Polo traded abroad –
Constantinople (6 years), Soldaia (4 years),
Bokhara (3 years), Xanadu (2 years)

1254

Kublai Khan led Mongol invasion of
Kingdom of Dali – defeated the Buddhist
Bai inhabitants of Dali – flanked Song
China from the west

1256-1335

Mongol Il-Khanate – ruled Iran,
Mesopotamia, and Caucasus – Islam, 1295
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1256

Kublai Khan had Liu Bingzhong design
new residence at Xanadu (Shangdu) – 170
miles north of Beijing – movable palace –
huge hunting preserve

1260-1294

Kublai Khan – first alien ruler of all China –
promoted agricultural development,
extended Grand Canal to Beijing

1260-1264

Kublai Khan fought succession struggle
with his younger brother, Arigh Boke – won
with support from Song China

1260

Kublai Khan decreed that paper currency
(backed by silver), rather than coins, be used
in all exchanges

1264

Kublai Khan had Liu Bingzhong and
Ikhtiyar al-Din design a new capital at
Daidu (Beijing) – convenient access to
Mongolia and China

1268-1269

Niccolo and Maffeo Polo visited Kublai
Khan in Xanadu (North China) – received a
paiza (gold tablet of safe-conduct) – crossed
Asia by land and returned to Venice

1271-1368

Yuan Dynasty – Mongol-led – ruled all of
China – effective under Kublai Khan –
corrupt, ineffective under his successors

1271-1275

Marco, Niccolo, and Maffeo Polo – traveled
from Venice to Xanadu, China by land – via

52

the Levant (Acre), Armenia, Persia (Tabriz),
Turkestan (Kashgar), China (Dunhuang)
1274-1281

Kublai Khan tried to conquer Japan –
suffered military losses – navies struck by
typhoons – lost 70,000 troops at sea

1275-1292

Marco, Niccolo, and Maffeo Polo –
emissaries of Kublai Khan – Marco spoke
Mongol, Persian, and Uighur (main
languages used at court), but little Chinese

1276

Bayan, Kublai Khan’s Turkic senior
commander – conquered Song China’s
capital, Hangzhou – peaceful occupation –
respected Chinese property rights, traditions

1279

Kublai Khan defeated Song Dynasty – reunified China

1283-1293

Kublai Khan oversaw extension of 1,100mile-long Grand Canal – connected
Hangzhou with Daidu – 3 million laborers –
world’s longest canal

1292-1295

Marco, Niccolo, and Maffeo Polo – returned
to Venice from China by sea – via Borneo,
Ceylon, Ilkhanate (Persia), Byzantine
Empire (Trebizond, Constantinople)

1292

Kublai Khan failed to subjugate Majapahit
Kingdom of Java – 20,000 troops on 1,000
ships – lost 3,000 men

53

1294

Kublai Khan died a natural death – age 79 –
buried on the Mongolian plateau at a still
undiscovered site

1298

Battle of Curzola (Korcula) -- Genoa routed
Venice, killed 7,000 Venetians, captured
7,400 more – Marco Polo, commander of a
Venetian war-ship, was captured

1298-1299

Marco Polo was imprisoned in Genoa for
eleven months – dictated his book,
Description of the World, to a fellow
prisoner-of-war, Rustichello of Pisa

1299-1324

Marco Polo, wife (Donata Badoer), and 3
daughters (Fantina, Bellela, and Moreta) –
resided in a villa, Ca’ Polo (or Il Milione) –
in San Giovanni Crisostomo, Venice

13th-14th centuries

third peak of Silk Road trade – Mongol
steppe nomadic confederation – Yuan
Mongol Chinese Empire to Byzantine and
Ottoman Empires

1300-1923

Turkish Ottoman Empire – expanded from
Anatolia to Southeastern Europe, Armenia,
Mesopotamia, Levant, Egypt, North Africa

1324

Marco Polo died – left estate of $500,000
(current dollars) -- will allotted 10% to the
Church (required by Venetian law) – his
wife and daughters received the remainder
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1368

Zhu Yuanzhang, southern Chinese peasant
leader, liberated China – established Ming
Dynasty – became Ming Emperor Hongwu

1368-1644

Ming Dynasty – early reform – Great Wall –
Forbidden City palace – Jingdezhen
porcelain – later corruption, stagnation

1368-1398

Ming Emperor Hongwu ruled – powerful,
brutal, unpredictable – agricultural reforms –
confiscated ex-Yuan imperial, noble estates

1371-1567

Maritime Interdict – Ming isolationism –
banned non-official overseas trade, travel –
interdicted maritime transportation

1375

Catalan Atlas published – Majorcan mapmakers used Marco Polo’s book,
Description of the World, as a key reference

1388

vengeful Ming army invaded Mongolia –
leveled Karakorum, Mongol capital

early 15th century

Silk Road fell into disuse – Ming
isolationism – Portuguese caravel –
increased use of ocean shipping between
China, Middle East, and Europe
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Sites Visited on the Macro Polo Expedition
Macro Polo Expedition
Stanford Travel/Study Program
October 2-25, 2016
Land-based and International and Domestic Flights
Istanbul, Turkey
Our first destination on the Marco Polo Expedition was Istanbul –
the capital of the Byzantine Empire for 1,100 years (as
Constantinople) and, after 1453, the capital of the Ottoman Empire
for 470 years. Roman Emperor Constantine built Constantinople
as an impregnable fortress, and the city withstood Arab and
Persian sieges before finally falling to the Ottoman Turks in 1453.
The Ottoman Empire had not begun when the Polos visited
Constantinople in 1295, en route from Daidu (Beijing) to Venice.
But at its peak, c. 1600, the Ottoman state was the most powerful
in Europe and the Middle East. Today, Istanbul is a booming city
of 15 million residents spreading across both sides of the Bosporus
in Europe and Asia.
Most of the Stanford group had previously visited this magnificent
city. Hence, we saw less common sites during our brief stay in
Istanbul. We explored modern Istanbul, and we visited the Sakip
Sabanci Museum (a private, fine arts museum) and the Museum of
Innocence (which Orhan Pamuk created in conjunction with his
eponymous 2008 novel, using funds from his 2006 Nobel Prize in
Literature). Like most tourists, we also enjoyed a delightful cruise
on the Bosporus, which offers a contrast of the European and
Asian parts of the city. Despite the recent slowdown in Turkish
economic growth, we observed an endless urban forest of
construction cranes on both continents.
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Kars, Ani, and Dogubayazit, Turkey
Kars is a small city of 100,000 residents in the northeastern corner
of Turkey, which served as the setting for Orhan Pamuk’s novel,
Snow. We were in search of evidence of the Armenia that the three
Polos saw when they passed through eastern Anatolia in the early
1270s. When we visited the Archeological Museum in Kars, we
found no mention of the Armenians who occupied the region for
two millennia. Then we drove southward to Ani and walked
through the incredible ruins of the former Armenian capital, which
probably housed at least 100,000 people in the 10th century. The
stonework in Ani’s former Armenian Orthodox Cathedral was
especially impressive. Ani was abandoned in the 16th century after
trade on the Silk Road ceased.
We next drove southward on a road paralleling Turkey’s closed
border with Armenia and marveled at the beauty of Greater and
Lesser Mts. Ararat, at 16,850 feet and 12,780 feet, respectively,
Turkey’s highest and best-known mountains. However, we saw no
evidence of Noah’s Ark resting on either Mt. Ararat. We
continued on to Dogubayazit, a busy border town on Turkey’s
main commercial highway into Iran. Nearby, we toured the Ishak
Pasha Fortress/Palace, a monumental stone structure of 300 rooms,
constructed over a century after 1784 with funds diverted from
Ottoman Sultans.
Tabriz, Iran
Tabriz, with 1.8 million residents, is the leading city in northwest
Iran and the capital of East Azerbaijan Province. Tabriz has been
occupied continuously for three-and-one-half millennia. After the
in-migration of the Seljuk Turks and their takeover of Iran in the
mid-11th century, Tabriz became the center of Turkish settlement.
Today, most people in northwest Iran speak Azeri, a dialect of
Turkish. Tabriz was the capital of the Mongol-led Il-Khanate
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(1256-1335), established by Hulegu, a grandson of Genghis Khan.
Marco, Niccolo, and Maffeo Polo visited Tabriz in 1272 en route
to China and in 1295 on their way back to Venice. The city was
the first capital of the Safavid Empire (1501-1722), before the
Safavids shifted their capital to Isfahan.
Our group visited three cultural sites in Tabriz – the Tabriz Bazaar,
the Kabud (Blue) Mosque, and the Azerbaijan Museum. The
Tabriz Bazaar, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, is the world’s
largest covered market. The Timurid-style Blue Mosque, which
features cobalt blue tiles, was built in 1465 by Jahan Shah of the
Qara-Qoyunlu (Turkmen) dynasty, but was largely destroyed in
1778 by an earthquake. The museum contains a stunning sculpture
of a fertility goddess from the Caspian region, dated to the first
millennium BCE, and some fine examples of Islamic pottery from
the Ilkhanid period.
Isfahan, Iran
Isfahan was not an important administrative center in the last third
of the 13th century, when the Polos visited Persia. In 1598, Shah
Abbas the Great, the powerful Safavid king, moved his capital to
Isfahan and transformed the city. Isfahan served as the capital of
Persia until the Safavid Empire collapsed in 1722. Spectacular
Isfahan now has a population of 1.9 million and is Iran’s third
largest city. Shah Abbas began his beautification campaign by
constructing an immense central square, the Maydan-e Shah, at
500 by 160 meters the third-largest city-square in the world.
That stunning square features three memorable sites – the Shah
Abbas Mosque (now called the Imam Mosque) with majestic
minarets, the Sheikh Loftallah Mosque (known as the Ladies
Mosque) with a peacock in its decorated dome, and the Ali Qapu
Palace, the highest building in 17th-century Persia. Isfahan’s twomile-long bazaar begins at that central square and extends to the
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Congregational Mosque, located in Isfahan’s original city center,
which exemplifies eight centuries of Persian architecture. Shah
Abbas moved many Armenian merchant families to Isfahan to
control the silk trade. In New Julfa, the Armenian quarter, our
group toured the Armenian Orthodox (Vank) Cathedral. They also
visited the Chehel Sotoun Palace (Palace of Forty Columns), begun
in 1647, whose columns are reflected in a decorative pool.
Tehran, Iran
Tehran, the teeming capital of Iran, has 12 million people, 4
million cars, and daunting traffic. The city was only a minor
village in Marco Polo’s era. Founded in the late 18th century as the
first capital of the Qajar Dynasty, Tehran is sited just south of the
snow-capped Alborz Mountains. In Farsi, Tehran means “hot
place,” but our weather was pleasantly warm and dry.
Tehran was a study in organized chaos. In two days, we visited six
of Tehran’s finest museums and gained insights into Iran’s rich and
complex history. Highlights were the exquisite 19th-century Hall
of Mirrors and the Brilliant Hall in the Qajar Dynasty’s palace and
courtyard (Golestan Palace), an exquisite set of Ilkhanid tiles and
ceramics (Islamic Museum), a four-millennia-old piece of painted
pottery that recounts the classic epic of Gilgamesh (Glass and
Ceramics Museum), a stunning themed collection of photos of
Iranian deserts (Contemporary Art Museum), the impressive 6thcentury BCE bas relief of Darius the Great from the Achaemenid
Persian capital of Persepolis (Archaeological Museum), and an
overwhelming collection of Iran’s crown jewels, including the
world’s largest uncut diamond, the Sea of Light or Darya-i-Nur,
and a priceless 19th-century massive globe on which the seas are
emeralds, the continents are rubies, and Persia is a diamond
(Crown Jewels Museum in the Bank Melli Iran Vault).
Almaty, Kazakhstan
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Almaty is the financial and commercial center of oil-rich
Kazakhstan. The city of 1.75 million residents is sited at the foot
of the spectacular Tien Shen Mountains. When the Polos travelled
across Asia in the second half of the 13th century, Almaty was an
oasis stop on the Silk Road. The Kazakh people, who speak a
Turkic language and are descended from Turkish and Mongol
steppe nomads, defined their language and culture in the 16th
century. They now constitute two-thirds of Kazakhstan’s 18
million people. The Romanovs incorporated Kazakhstan into the
Russian Empire in 1864, and Almaty quickly became its key city.
Kazakhstan gained its independence in 1991, after the Soviet
Union disintegrated, and the capital was shifted from Almaty to
Astana in 1997.
We began our visit to Almaty with a very informative briefing
from Mark Moody, the American Consul General. Our group then
visited the beautiful Russian Orthodox (Zenkov) Cathedral, built in
1906, which withstood a horrific earthquake in 1911. We walked
through the Panfilov Park and observed Soviet-era sculptures that
commemorate veterans lost in 20th-century wars. After a tour of
the Kazakh National Instruments Museum, we attended a
wonderful concert in which several young Kazakh musicians
demonstrated traditional Kazakh two-stringed instruments – the
dombyra (strummed) and the qobyz (bowed).
Samarkand, Uzbekistan
Samarkand has been an important trading center for nearly 28
centuries. It was called Afrosiab for 14 centuries when it was
occupied by the Indo-European-speaking Sogdians, who were
enterprising merchants and artisans on the Silk Road. Starting in
the 7th century, Samarkand fell under the rule of Islamic invaders –
Muslim Arabs, Seljuq Turks, and Chaghatai Mongols. Timur (also
known as Tamerlane) made Samarkand the flourishing capital of
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his Turco-Mongol Timurid Empire, which at his death in 1405
stretched from the Mediterranean to the Indus Valley before
declining in the 15th century. Timur or his grandson, Ulugh Beg,
constructed the stunning buildings that can be seen today as
restorations of the originals. Their common element is elaborate
mosaic blue tile-work based on lapis lazuli from Afghanistan.
The Gur Emir is the mausoleum for the male Timurid leaders,
including Timur and Ulugh Beg. The Registan, the main square of
Timur’s capital, today contains three luxurious madrasas (Islamic
schools), including one designed by Ulugh Beg as his university.
At Ulugh Beg’s Observatory, we learned why he was considered
the world’s leading astronomer in the first half of the 15th century.
We also visited the Afrosiab Museum, which has 7th-century
frescoes, and the Shahi Zinda Mausoleum complex, which
commemorates several leading Timurid women.
Urumqi and Kashgar, China
Urumqi, a city of 3 million residents, is the capital of the Xinjiang
Uighur Autonomous Region. It was an insignificant village in the
Silk Road era and became important after the Qing takeover of
Western China in the mid-18th century. There we visited the
Xinjiang Regional Museum, a wonderful display of the cultural
heritage of the Uighurs and other largely Turkic-speaking peoples
who constitute the majority in Xinjiang (formerly Turkestan). The
museum also houses the Lop Nor mummies, the remains of IndoEuropean-speaking people who inhabited the Taklamakan Desert
3,800 years ago.
Kashgar, today a small city of 400,000, was a key oasis town at the
conjunction of the two branches of the Silk Road located either
north or south of the forbidding Taklamakan. Marco Polo stopped
there in 1274 and noted that its Uighur inhabitants were mostly
Nestorian Christians. Today, Kashgar is renowned for its
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fascinating Sunday live-animal market in which Bactrian (twohumped) camels, horses, yaks, cattle, sheep, and goats are traded
through a commission-agent system rather by auction. Uighur
merchants travel to the Pamir Mountains and the Taklamakan
Desert to bring animals to this extensive market. In Kashgar, we
also visited the Abakh Khoja Mausoleum complex, a holy
pilgrimage site for Xinjiang Muslims, which contains the tombs of
five generations of Sufi saints and political leaders.
Dunhuang, China
Dunhuang, a town of 200,000 residents, is strategically located at
the eastern end of the Taklamakan Desert in Gansu Province.
Emperor Wudi, the greatest of all Han Chinese emperors, built
Dunhuang as a military garrison in the late 2nd century BCE to
protect the Hexi Corridor and open the Silk Road trade route
across Turkestan (today’s western China). To control the Xiongnu
steppe nomads in Turkestan, Wudi bribed them with subsidies that
cost 10 percent of his revenues.
In Dunhuang, we visited the outstanding Dunhuang City Museum
(opened in 2012), featuring historical artifacts from 15 centuries of
Silk Road activity. The Mogao Grottoes contain the finest display
of early Buddhist art in China. We watched two new films that
explained how the caves were carved between the 4th and 14th
centuries to permit Silk Road merchants to “buy insurance” for
their Taklamakan crossings. They donated funds to support the
creation of the caves and their breathtaking wooden statues and
mural art of the Buddha with his supporters. We then visited nine
of the caves, created between the 6th and 11th centuries. The most
outstanding one, cave #45, contained perfectly-preserved, original
mural paintings from the 8th century (early Tang Dynasty). Later,
we road Bactrian (two-humped) camels for an hour over sand
dunes in the Taklamakan to experience what the Polos endured for
three years (1272-1275).
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Shangdu (Xanadu) and Duolun, China
Shangdu was the summer capital of Kublai Khan’s Yuan Dynasty
(1271-1368). Because of Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s famed 1797
poem (“In Xanadu did Kubla Khan, a stately pleasure-dome decree
…”), the Chinese government today calls the site, Xanadu. We
visited the excellent Xanadu Sites Museum (opened in June 2016),
which displays historical artifacts from Kublai’s elegant city of
120,000. Xanadu was destroyed in 1368 when Ming warriors
defeated the Mongols and ended the Yuan Dynasty. We then
drove to the site of Xanadu, which was named a UNESCO World
Heritage Site in 2012. The Chinese government opened Xanadu
for tourism in 2013. Although only a few walls and foundations
remain, it is possible to gain a good understanding of what Xanadu
must have been like. The inner square housed the six-story
ceremonial hall (where Kublai first entertained Marco, Niccolo,
and Maffeo Polo in 1275), a large residential building for the
emperor and his retinue, a temple complex, an embassy section,
and a market area.
Duolon is a nearby town of 30,000 mostly Han Chinese residents,
which services Xanadu tourism and pastoral agriculture. There we
visited two Qing Dynasty complexes – the Shanxi Guild Hall
(1745), which once housed Shanxi merchants working in
Mongolia, and the Huizong Temple (1691), a Tibetan Buddhist
Temple that once was home to 3,000 Mongolian monks.
Beijing, China
Kublai Khan moved his capital to Daidu (today’s Beijing) in 1275
and extended the Grand Canal to provision the remote, northern
capital with foodstuffs from the Yangtze River Valley. The
location in far northern China made good sense for the Mongol
emperors, because they also ruled Mongolia and Manchuria.
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Following a peasant rebellion against Mongol rule in 1368, the
Han Chinese Ming Dynasty established their capital in Nanjing on
the Yangtze River. But they built the Forbidden City (between
1406 and 1420) to house the Ming emperor and his entourage and
moved the capital back to Beijing in 1421. The city has served as
China’s capital since then. Today, Beijing is booming almost
beyond comprehension. Beijing’s population has expanded to over
21 million, and new housing is being constructed in all directions.
The new wealth in China is visibly expressed in the throngs of
Chinese tourists from outside of Beijing who are visiting the same
sites that attract Westerners. The heart of contemporary Beijing
was built by emperors in the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644) on top of
the plans originally laid out by Kublai’s architects, Liu Bingzhong
and Ikhtiyar al-Din. The Stanford group spent a delightful halfday visiting the Forbidden City (the emperor’s home and ruling
capital) and speculating what central Beijing might have been like
in the late 13th century when it was Kublai’s Daidu.
Hangzhou, China
When Marco Polo arrived in North China in 1275, Hangzhou was
the capital of Song (Southern) China and the largest (1.5 million
people) and richest city in the world. Its Han Chinese population
was polytheistic (Mahayana Buddhist, Confucian, and Muslim).
Hangzhou then was a major port city and the center of silk
production and tea cultivation. Innovative Song Chinese invented
the magnetic compass, gunpowder, paper money, and the printing
press. Kublai Khan’s army conquered Hangzhou in 1276 and
united China, Mongolia, and Manchuria under the Yuan (Mongol)
Dynasty. Today, Hangzhou is a booming city of 9 million people
and the second wealthiest in China (after Guangzhou). Its diverse
economy is based on information technology, and it is home to
Alibaba with 30,000 employees.
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Four intrepid travelers joined me on the extension in Hangzhou.
We visited the Lingyin Temple (for 17 centuries, one of the three
most significant Buddhist temples in China), cruised on
magnificent West Lake (a UNESCO World Heritage site), toured
the classic gardens in the Xiling Seal Engraving Society’s complex
and Guo’s villa (both created in the early 20th century), and
enjoyed our visit to the highly instructive China National Tea
Museum. Little remains from the Song and Yuan eras, but we
walked down ancient Hangzhou’s Imperial Road, which once led
to the Song Dynasty’s Palace.
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Legendary Cultures By Private Jet
TCS and Starquest Expeditions
March 12-April 1, 2011
Airplane-based
Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia
In the 13th century, the Mongols, led by Chinggis and Khubilai
Khan, created an empire that stretched from the Pacific Ocean to
the Mediterranean Sea. Using military skill, horse-archery, and
incredible brutality, 2 million Mongol nomads conquered 200
million farmers in China, Central Asia, Persia, and Russia. But the
Mongol “moment in history” was brief. In most areas, the
Mongols were expelled by peasant revolutionaries after less than a
century. Thereafter, the Mongols faded into obscurity. Qing
China ruled Mongolia from 1697 until 1911. In 1924, Mongolia
fell under the aegis of the Soviet Union. When the USSR
imploded, Mongolia established a democracy in 1991. Today, the
Alaska-sized country has a population of 2.7 million. About
700,000 Mongols are nomadic herders, and 1.2 million reside in
Ulaanbaatar, the capital. The Mongolian economy depends on
mining (copper and coal) and herding (sheep and horses).
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We had a sumptuous banquet in our hotel in Ulaanbaatar and were
entertained by a five-piece orchestra, a young female contortionist,
and two throat-singers (who used their diaphragms and vocal
chords to make music much above and below the normal range of
human sounds). The next morning, we began our tour of
Ulaanbaatar with a visit to the Gandan Monastery, where we
observed Buddhist monks chanting their daily sutras. We enjoyed
the impressive collections of traditional ethnic costumes at the
National History Museum and were in awe of the unique collection
of Gobi Desert dinosaur skeletons and eggs at the Museum of
Natural History. In the afternoon, we drove in below-zero weather
to the snow-swept steppe to see modern nomads herding horses,
sheep, and goats and to visit a Mongolian nomadic family in its ger
(a round, portable home). We saw what life in the Mongol Empire
was like seven centuries ago.
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Ancient Crossroads Expedition By Private Jet
TCS Expeditions
January 12-31, 2001
Airplane-based
Urumqi and Turfan, China
Our penultimate stop was in northwestern China. We flew to
Urumqi and drove by bus to Turfan in Xinjiang Uighur Province.
Turfan is a fascinating oasis, formerly a key stop on the Silk Road
and today a major producer of raisins (and of bad wine). (Sandra
and I had visited Turfan in October 1998 while on the Silk Road
train trip, and enjoyed the grape harvest then; the oasis is less
attractive in the heart of winter.) At dinner, we received a taste of
unusual Uighur folklore from a small orchestra and dance team.
The main tourist attraction was the ruins of the ancient city of
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Jiaohe, a fortress city originally built by the Han Dynasty of China
in the 2nd century BC. Jiaohe, still well preserved, was destroyed
by the Mongols in the 14th century. Turfan declined as well after
long-distance trade on the Silk Road ended in the 15th century due
to Ming Dynasty isolationism and the rise of maritime trade around
Africa.
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