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Exploring the Explorations of Marco Polo and Zheng He

A National Geographic photographer tells the stories of explorers — one who came to China in the 13" century and

one who sailed away 100 years later.
By Michael Yamashita

aving traveled the world for National Geographic for the past

25 years, I have a special affinity for fellow travelers. That is
why I was drawn to my two most recent subjects, Marco Polo and
Zheng He. And while following in their footsteps for the past five
years, I’ve gotten to know them well, like good travel companions,
and have been awed by their accomplishments in bringing the far
corners of the world closer together.

Covering Marco Polo, the first of this trailblazing pair, took
me back to the late 13" century, venturing from West to East, as
he did when he left Venice for the Far East. Though not the first
European to travel and
live in China, Marco
Polo was the first
Westerner to write
about it. His book,
“The Description
of the World,” was
the greatest trove of
geographicknowledge
ever written, then or
since. The wonder
and enthusiasm of his
descriptions of China
fired the imagination
of generations of ex-
plorers to follow. One,
Christopher Columbus, happened to discover America thanks to his
passion to find a new route to the riches of the East, as described by
Marco Polo

And 100 years later, came Zheng He, with his enormous fleet
of treasure ships carrying the same trade goods that Marco Polo
had so enthusiastically described. His seven trips through the
South China Sea and the Indian Ocean carried the best of Chinese
goods and culture abroad. In exchange, Zheng He returned with
something even more valuable than the spices and gems he obtained
in foreign ports: a knowledge of the customs and traditions of other
civilizations, obtained through peaceful and mutually beneficial
means rather than through aggression or subjugation. Perhaps his
outsider status, as a eunuch and as a Muslim in Ming China, gave
him a special appreciation of other cultures. Whatever the reason,

All photos by Michael Yamashita.
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Zheng He’s mission of diplomacy and trade promoted peace and
prosperity in a world beset by wars of conquest and policies of
domination. It was a sad day when China turned its back on the
world and closed its doors after Zheng He’s death.

Tajik schoolgirls wait for their lessons to start. In this
corner of the world, females wear red, while males wear
blue. Tiznot, China.

Both men were modern thinkers, far ahead of their times. Marco
Polo, as the world’s first travel jounalist, described a spectacularly
wealthy and far more advanced and prosperous people living
peacefully on the other side of the world in China. He altered the
way the East and the West were to view each other in centuries to
come, at a time when his fellow Europeans believed in mythical
beasts, half-man and half-animals, living outside their borders. And
Zheng He proved that
commerce and interna-
tional exchange could be
accomplished ~ without
conquest or domination,
to the betterment of all.
It is my good fortune,
perhaps my own leg-
acy, to be given the
opportunity to bring
these giants of world
exploration to a 2I%
century audience. I’ve




A caravan of camels passes through the ‘Sands that Sing,’
in the desert of Taklimakan, China.

been proud to have them accompany me on my trips of a lifetime
and will value what I’ve learned from them as I embark on my next
journey. B

Michael Yamashita is a long-time photographer with National
Geographic, with much of his work focused on Asia. Out of many

of his assignments, books have emerged, and his most recent ones
include “Marco Polo: A Photographers Journey,” and “Zheng
He: Tracing the Ancient Voyages of China's Greatest Explorer.” He
has also partnered with director Jonathan Finnigan in the making
of two documentaries, available on DVD — “Treasure Fleet — The
Adventures of Zheng He,” and “Marco Polo: The China Mystery
Revealed.” These two films are paired in a collection called “When
West Meets East.”

Fishermen, waiting for high tide, inspect the hulls of their wooden
dhows.

China’s Explorers: Did They Discover America?

For school projects, a student learns about Zheng He and others who sailed from China and discovered new lands.

By Olivia DongMei Rauss

In 2006, I received “1421: The Year China Discovered America,”
a book by Gavin Menzies as a Bat Mitzvah gift from my two
favorite 5" grade teachers. Since then, I have
read it twice, used it for a school book report,
and last spring it was the basis of my 9" grade
Ancient History honors project. In 5" grade,
many kids study European explorers: Columbus,
DaGama, Magellan and many others. The
accomplishments of these explorers have
always fascinated me. In this book Menzies
raises questions about whether Europeans, like
Columbus and Magellan, were actually the first
to make such discoveries, and instead poses the
theory that they were repeating history.

In his book, Menzies sets out to prove
that the Chinese discovered America 70 years
before Columbus and that they circumnavigated
the globe 100 years before Magellan. Menzies
is methodical in how he goes about presenting
evidence to support his thesis. He begins his
book by explaining that by looking at a specific map he discovered
something unusual and how this discovery propelled him into his
10-year journey of researching and writing this book.

While there is little doubt that the ships were built and sailed
the south Pacific, I realize that many scholars do not believe that

Menzies has proved his theory that China discovered America. Some
of them question material that he cites, while others argue that his
conclusions rely on circumstantial evidence. For
me, the vision he sets forth of what might have
been possible for these boats and the men who
sailed on them from China was a fascinating
way to explore what was happening in China at
that time and to follow the journeys of some of
China’s most remarkable explorers.

In 1368, Zhu Yuanzhang defeated the
Mongols and established a new dynasty, the
Ming. His son Zhu Di would be responsible
for moving China’s capital to Beijing and
building the Forbidden City. He also repaired
the Great Wall and let exploration outside of
China flourish. Emperor Zhu Di wanted to
create a maritime empire spanning the oceans,
so he had ships built that first set out to chart the
oceans. By impressing and intimidating foreign
rulers, he brought them into his “tribute system”
and rulers paid tribute to China. In return, they received China’s
protection from enemies and trading privileges with China. Japan,
Korea, and Tibet were all part of the tribute system along with
envoys from Africa and India.

The Emperor put in control of this endeavor his loyal and
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Stewart Gordon, a senior research scholar at the Center for South
Asian Studies at the University of Michigan and author of “When
Asia Was The World.” The institute adopted themes from his book,
which included biographies of merchants, scholars, warriors, and
monks who traveled the Silk Road and provide examples of the vast
network of international, inter-ethnic, and intercontinental activity
that made Asia the center of the pre-modern world.

,_ S T e et
At times, Primary Source’s teachers travel by camel caravan along
China’s Silk Road such as during its August 2006 study tour.

Participants also examined the new “great game” that
has brought Central Asia back into focus for governments and
corporations around the world. Like the competition during the
1800s between Russia and England for control of Central Asian
territory, modern nations such as Iran, India, Russia, China, and
the United States today compete for influence, corporate deals,
and trade routes that will open access to the region’s immense
resources. While politicians and businessmen in distant capitals
devise strategies, Central Asia’s many ethnic groups in Uzbekistan,

Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and other nations struggle to determine
their own destiny and their relationships to their newly minted
national identities and to their faith.

Educators attending the institute explored the complex
dynamics of ethnicity, religion and state along the ancient Silk Road
and the new Central Asian “oil roads.” What they gained by their
involvement with the institute is a strong background in the history
and culture of the Silk Road, as well as resources and strategies
for teaching Central Asia in their classroom, and the confidence to
bring this complicated but vital region into their curriculum. B

Ryan Bradeen is the former director of Maine programs for Primary
Source. Information about future teacher training opportunities can
be found at www.primarysource.org..

Primary Source: Its Educational Mission

Primary Source is a nonprofit center for the interdisciplinary
study of history and the humanities. For 19 years, it has
provided content-rich professional development programming
that connects educators to people and cultures throughout the
world. In partnership with teachers, scholars, and the broader
community, Primary Source provides learning opportunities
and curriculum resources for K-12 educators. By introducing
global content, Primary Source shapes the way teachers and
students learn, so that their knowledge is deeper, and their
thinking is flexible and open to inquiry. Primary Source is
headquartered in Watertown, MA. For more information, go
to its Web site at www.primarysource.org.

Silk Road Resources

Primary Source, which trains educators about topics of global education, suggests the following as leading resources for those

interested in the Silk Road.

“Along the Silk Road” is curriculum unit developed by the
Stanford Program on International and Cross-Cultural Education
(SPICE) and the Silk Road Project, 2006. [See accompanying box
on Yo-Yo Ma’s Silk Road Project on page 82 and its collaboration
with this curriculum.]

“China Road: A Journey into the Future of a Rising Power,” by
Rob Gifford, who reported on China for National Public Radio for
six years. Gifford and FCC-NE parent Anne Donohue wrote about
this 2007 book in the June 2008 China Connection.

“Life Along the Silk Road,” by Susan Whitfield, whose work
includes stories about people who lived and worked along the Silk
Road between 750 and 1000.

“The Silk Road: Two Thousand Years in the Heart of Asia,” by
Frances Wood, who is curator of Chinese collections at the British
Library. This book traces the route from Alexander the Great to the
present. Published in 2003.

“Shadow of the Silk Road,” by Colin Thubron, who recounts his
journey across the Silk Road from China to the Middle East. [See
description by the author on page 82.]

“The Silk Road: An Ancient World of Adventure”: A 12-episode
film series from Central Park Media. This series was the first co-
production of China Central TV and the outside world. Music by
Kitaro. Available on VHS and DVD.
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“The Silk Route: 7,000 Miles of History,” by John S. Major. A
children’s book tracing the history of the trade route between China
and Byzantium.

“From Silk to Oil: Cross-Cultural Connections Along the Silk
Roads, a Curriculum Guide for Educators,” edited by Martin
Amster, and published by the China Institute in America in 2005. It
includes maps, illustrations, and a CD-Rom.

International Dunhuang Project: A Web site from the British
Library. An international collaboration which provides free access
to thousands of images, manuscripts, and art from Dunhuang and
archaeological sites. http://idp/bl.uk/.

Yo-Yo Ma’s Silk Road Project

he Silk Road Project is a nonprofit arts, cultural and

educational organization founded in 1998 by cellist Yo-
Yo Ma, who serves as its artistic director. The project has a
vision of connecting the world’s neighborhoods by bringing
together artists and audiences around the globe. Inspired
by the cultural traditions of the historic Silk Road, the Silk
Road Project is a catalyst promoting innovation and learning
through the arts.

In October 2007, The Silk Road Ensemble did a two-
week concert tour in China with performances in Shanghai,
Suzhou, Hong Kong and Beijing. “The Road to Beijing,” a
20-minute video of the ensemble’s experiences in China can
be viewed and listened to on the Silk Road Project’s Web site,
www.silkroadproject.org/.

The Silk Road Project also partnered with SPICE
(Stanford Program on International and Cross-Cultural
Education) to develop a new curriculum on China, called
“Along the Silk Road.” An accompanying DVD features
interviews with Silk Road Ensemble musicians, and visuals
and musical clips from the ensemble’s tour. More information
about this curriculum can be found at http://spice.stanford.
edu/catalog/along_the silk road 2006/

This September, The Silk Road Ensemble performers and
composers gathered at Tanglewood Music Center to develop
new music. To learn more about upcoming workshops and
performances, you can read and subscribe to the project’s
newsletter by going online at: www.silkroadproject.org/about/
newsletter summer08/index.html. W
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‘Shadow of the Silk Road’

y book, “Shadow of

the Silk Road,” records
a journey taken in 2003-
2004 from end to end of the
ancient Silk Road. It covers
not only China but Central
Asia, Afghanistan and Iran.
The beginnings of the Silk
Road were Chinese, of course,
and I hope that the book
conveys a powerful picture of
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a still little-known nation. In 7 &
particular, my way took me : B TEvLETE DU
from Xi’an to the deserts and : T i) o M

oases of the great northwest
province of Xinjiang: not the
China of economic miracle,
but of a little changed and ancient hinterland. — Colin Thubron

“The Silk Road Journey
with Xuanzang’

In the 7™ century a Chinese monk named Xianzang completed
his 16-year long journey — travelling 10,000 miles on the Silk
Road. He came to understand Buddhism at its source in India, and
along the way met most of
Asia’s important leaders. Sally
Hovey Wriggins became the
first Westerner and first woman
to walk extensively along the
same route as Xuanzang, and
in her book, “The Silk Road
Journey with Xuanzang” she
tells his story of exploration
and discovery and, in doing
so, introduces readers to “the
contours of the Silk Road,
Buddhist art and archeology,
the principles of Buddhism,
as well as the geography and
history of China.”
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