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THE STORY THEY WOULD NOT BELIEVE 

In the year 1324. in the Italian city of Venice. Marco Polo lay dying. His thoughts turned back to adventures of his younger years and the faraway lands he had seen. The priest who was watching beside him whispered. "Marco. tell me about those stories vou wrote about vour travels. Don't you 'want to confess' that some of those stories weren't true?" Marco gasped back. "What I told you was true! I didn't tell you half of what I saw!" 

What were these stories of Marco Polo's -stories that seemed so strange to Europeans that they thought he had made them up? The stories told about his travels to the East-one of the greatest journeys ever made by a European up to that time. 

Marco Polo was born in Venice in 1254. His father was a merchant. For 150 years European Crusaders on their way to the Holy Land had traveled through Venice and gathered supplies there. In time the city grew wealthy from this trade and from trade with other cities on the Mediterranean Sea. 

When Marco was fifteen, his father and uncle returned from a long journey to the East. Marco was excited at their return. They had left when he was only a baby, less than a year old. They had traveled to Cathay, now called China and traded with the people there. Two years later, when Marco was seventeen, the Polos set out on another trip to Cathay. This time they took him with them. 

The journey of the Polos took them first to the Holy Land and from there across Asia to Cathay and to other lands near Cathay. Marco Polo and his father and uncle stayed in the East for 24 years. In 1295 they returned to Venice. 
A few years later Marco Polo fought in a war between his own city, Venice. and another Italian city, Genoa. He was· captured and thrown into jail. There, he had time to tell another prisoner about his journey to the East. The other prisoner, who was a writer, faithfully copied down what Marco described. 

In time, when Marco was freed, his stories were copied over many times. Soon thousands of people heard about the stories of Marco Polo. However, they found the stories so strange that they told themselves, "These stories are made up. What they tell can't be true." This is why the priest questioned Marco. 

In the years after Marco Polo's death, explorers and traders became interested in what Marco had written. Which of the following things would most interest explorers and traders of the 1300's and 1400's? 

1. What Marco Polo said about gold and other precious things. Marco Polo told about temples made of gold and silver. He described rubies and sapphires, as well as precious jade. He told how men dove for pearls and how thousands of nobles dressed in clothes of gold and precious silks. 

2. The stories Marco told about spices. He told about huge markets that sold all kinds of spices. These spices gave out strange and wonderful smells. The spices were used to season foods and to keep them from spoiling. 

3. Marco's description of inventions and strange sights. While Europeans were still using heavy metal money, the Chinese were using paper money. 

Marco went on to tell about cities and palaces of such beauty and size that the Europeans could only shake their heads, unbelieving. He told of seeing a strange black powder used for fire​works. He also described an unheard ​of black material that could burn all night (coal), and a black liquid that also burned (oil). 

By the way, today we know that the stories told by Marco Polo - at least those about what he himself had seen ​were true. 
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Looking back (to the story)
1. How did Marco Polo's stories cnange people's ideas about the world?
2. Have you ever read anything that you thougnt was untrue? How couid you telt?
3. Have other peopie ever not believed what you said? How did you feel?

Looking ahead (to the reading)
What might explorers and traders want {0 do when they read or heard about Marco Polo's stories?




