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Marco Polo (1254–1324), a Venetian merchant, spent many years in the service of Kubilai Khan and in his journeys to and from the Khan’s court and around the Mongol Empire picked up immense amounts of direct and indirect knowledge about Asia. After his return to Europe he became involved in fighting between Venice and Genoa, was made a prisoner-of-war and in prison met Rustichello da Pisa, who wrote down the story of Polo’s adventures.

This selection recounts Polo’s knowledge of the countries around the Indian Ocean – a hectic blend of correct, careful information and the wildest fantasy. It will never be established just what Polo saw himself and where he actually went, but his work introduced Europeans to a world which was almost entirely barred to them and it profoundly influenced centuries of exploration and imagination.


Hormuz, Persia and the Land of the Assassins

Here on the coast stands a city called Hormuz, which has an excellent harbour. Merchants come here by ship from India, bringing all sorts of spices and precious stones and pearls and cloths of silk and of gold and elephants’ tusks and many other wares. In this city they sell them to others, who distribute them to various customers through the length and breadth of the world. It is a great centre of commerce, with many cities and towns subordinate to it, and the capital of the kingdom. Its king is named Ruemedan Ahmad. The climate is torrid, owing to the heat of the sun, and unhealthy. If a merchant dies here, the king confiscates all his possessions.

In this country they make date wine with the addition of various spices, and very good it is. When it is drunk by men who are not used to it, it loosens the bowels and makes a thorough purge; but after that it does them good and makes them put on flesh. The natives do not eat our sort of food, because a diet of wheaten bread and meat would make them ill. To keep well they eat dates and salt fish, that is, tunny, and also onions; and on this diet they thrive.

Their ships are very bad, and many of them founder, because they are not fastened with iron nails but stitched together with thread made of coconut husks. They soak the husk till it assumes the texture of horsehair; then they make it into threads and stitch their ships. It is not spoilt by the salt water, but lasts remarkably well. The ships have one mast, one sail, and one rudder and are not decked; when they have loaded them, they cover the cargo with skins, and on top of these they put the horses which they ship to India for sale. They have no iron for nails; so they employ wooden pegs and stitch with thread. This makes it a risky undertaking to sail in these ships. And you can take my word that many of them sink, because the Indian Ocean is often very stormy.

The people here are black and worship Mahomet. In summer they do not stay in the cities, or they would all die of the heat; but they go out to their gardens, where there are rivers and sheets of water. Here they build arbours of hurdles, resting at one end on the bank and at the other on piles driven in below the water, and covered with foliage to fend off the sun. Even so, they would not escape, were it not for one thing of which I will tell you. It is a fact that several times in the summer there comes a wind from the direction of the sandy wastes that lie around this plain, a wind so overpoweringly hot that it would be deadly if it did not happen that, as soon as men are aware of its approach, they plunge neck-deep into the water and so escape from the heat. To show just how hot this wind can be, Messer Marco gives the following account of something that happened when he was in these parts. The king of Kerman, not having received the tribute due to him from the lord of Hormuz, resolved to seize his opportunity when the men of Hormuz were living outside the city in the open. He accordingly mustered 1,600 horse and 5,000 foot-soldiers and sent them across the plain of Rudbar to make a surprise attack. One day, having failed through faulty guidance to reach the place appointed for the night’s halt, they bivouacked in a wood not far from Hormuz. Next morning, when they were on the point of setting out, the hot wind came down on them and stifled them all, so that not one survived to carry back the news to their lord. The men of Hormuz, hearing of this, went out to bury the corpses, so that they should not infect the air. When they gripped them by the arms to drag them to the graves, they were so parched by the tremendous heat that the arms came loose from the trunk, so that there was nothing for it but to dig the graves beside the corpses and heave them in.

In this district they sow their wheat and barley and other grains in November, and they have got in all their harvest before the end of March. And so with all their fruits: by March they are ripened and done with. After that you will find no vegetation anywhere except date-palms, which last till May. This is due to the great heat, which withers up everything.

Another feature of the ships here is that they are not caulked with pitch but anointed with a sort of fish oil.

Let me tell you next that when a man has died here, or a woman, they make a great to-do about mourning. Gentlewomen mourn their dead fully four years after death, at least once a day. They assemble with their kinsfolk and neighbours and give themselves up to loud wailing and keening and lamenting the dead. Since deaths are frequent, they are never done with mourning. There are even women among them who specialize in lamentation and are daily on hire to bewail the lost ones of other men and women.

So much for this city. We shall not touch on India at this point; for I will deal with it later at the appropriate time and place. Now I will turn back towards the north to speak of the countries in that quarter. We shall return by another route to the city of Kerman of which I have spoken, because there is no way of going to these countries except from this city. And you must understand that king Ruemedan Ahmad, whom we have just left, is a vassal of the king of Kerman.

The return journey from Hormuz to Kerman passes through a fine plain amply stocked with foodstuffs. It is blessed with natural hot baths. Partridges are plentiful and very cheap. Fruit trees and date-palms abound. The wheaten bread here is so bitter that no one can eat it unless he is accustomed to it. This is due to the bitterness of the water. The baths, of which I have spoken above, are formed from springs of very hot water; they are good for many ailments, especially affections of the skin.

Now let me start my account of the countries lying to the north. When the traveller leaves Kerman, he rides for seven days along a very uninviting road through wild and barren country. I will tell you what it is like. For three days he finds no running water, or as good as none. What water there is is brackish and green as meadow grass and so bitter that no one could bear to drink it. Drink one drop of it and you void your bowels ten times over. It is the same with the salt that is made from it: if you eat one little granule, it produces violent diarrhoea. So the men who travel this way carry water with them to drink. Animals will drink the brackish water under stress of extreme thirst, and you may take my word that it afflicts them violently with diarrhoea. And in all these three days’ journey there is no habitation; it is all a desolate and arid waste. There are no beasts at all, because they could find nothing to eat.

At the end of this time the traveller arrives at a stream of fresh water which runs underground. In certain places there are caverns carved and scooped out by the action of the stream; through these it can be seen to flow, and then suddenly it plunges underground. Nevertheless, there is abundance of water, by whose banks wayfarers wearied by the hardships of the desert behind them may rest and refresh themselves with their beasts.

Then begins another stretch of four days’ duration, just as desolate and arid, where the water is just as bitter and there are no trees or beasts, excepting only asses. At the end of this stretch we leave the kingdom of Kerman and reach the city of Kuh-banan.

This is a large city. Its inhabitants worship Mahomet. There is iron and steel and ondanique in plenty, and they make steel mirrors of large size and excellent quality. They also make tutty, which is a very good salve for the eyes, and spodium. Let me explain how they do it. They take a vein of earth that is suited for the purpose and heap it in a furnace with a blazing fire, above which is an iron grid. The fumes and vapour given off by this earth and trapped by the grid constitute tutty; the residue remaining in the fire is spodium. Now let us continue our journey.

When the traveller leaves Kuh-banan
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