GARY JEMHINGS TALKS ABOUD TiE MAKING OF "PHE JOURNEYER"

I try never to do the amme thing twice. While I was s¥ill at
work on my 1980 novel Azbtec, set in Mexico in the 16th century, I
dptermined that my next etory would deal with an enblirely different
era and loerle. Marco Polo naturally came to mind —- a hero 5o nmy
taste, with an insatiable curiosity and sn appetite for adventure,
who, in the 13th century, traveraad nearly the whole breadth of the
Bastern Hemiaphere.

tHowevepr, what new was there to tell of Harco Fnlot His own
chroniele of his wanderings had bsen published in his lifetime. And
in the seven centuries since, many another writer had done annotations
to his work, commentaries om it, plunderimgs of it, renderings of it
for other media, including mobtion picturasn, at laast ons stageplaﬁ,
and most recently a television thing which accomplished a fea@;l would
have bthought impossible - making the adventures of llareo gpié boring.

That might have put me off Mwarco Felo for life, excaﬁt that I
had meanwhile made a small discovery which persuaded me that I could
write something new and different sbout Polo —— yot something of which
T balieve he himself would have approved. What I had happened upon
wag the first scrap of biography ever written aboub him, n paragraph
in the writings of a contemporary of his, n Dominkesn f£riar of
Lombardy naned Jacopo d'Acqui. That fragment by Fra Jacopo, only
slirhtly reworded, was to become tha epigraph to my new novel:

Yhen Marco Polo lay on his desthbed, his priest,
his friends and relations ocluatered around him
to plead that he at last renounce the countless
liss he had relsted as his frue adventures, 50
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his soul would go cleansead to Heaven., The old man
raised up, roundly demned them all and declared,
L have not told the half of what I saw sund did!”

I would tell the other half. My novel, o e entitled The Jour-
never, wonld recount the sdventures Mnreo had loft unteld. Without
deviating from his known itireraries, withoub distorting his own
gtory, and without doing vieclence to historiecal factes, I would tell
the many other things that might have happensd, could have happened,
perhapa did happen to him during his wanderings.

And what might those be? Well, I could most knowledgably mnke
asame puessen if I began by coing where he had gone. That is what I
did. I followed hig route from Yenice through the Middle Lmst to
Ching, and roundabout China, and down into goutheastern Asia, and
to Indonesia, where he touched during hie homeward voraps.

I had one advantage over Harco, in that I could make the longer
hops -- acrogg ocomny and over uninteresking abtretches — by j@tlinar.
dnd T did, in every kind from Tupoclevs to the Concorde. I alﬁ% had
to make frequent use of Jjeeps, Land Rovers, steam-ongined .'Ii:;ilrﬂ&ds
and some rather derelict bush planes. Bubt aot every node of travel
nag tveen mnodernized in these seven centuries. 1 alse rode in or on
avery kind of conveyance that Marco used: Venetian gondoles, a Chi-
neae "Junk,” Arab dhows, goatskin rafts, tonkas, rikshas, dugout
canoes, horsgse, ¢amel, alephant...

On the othar hamr, 1 encountered obstacles that Marco didn't.

In his day, not every Ffrontiey was a barrier. I had chossn to fra.-
verse Asia at n tine when Irma had gone antl-American, snd Afghanistan
was policed by the Dovieba, and Burma was xenaphahi§ aboukt all stran-

gera. To set foot in those countries necessitated asome subterfugen
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on my part, ilke buyine my wiay into s camel carsvan of smugrlers on
cns gocasion, mnd aome obher ruzes that I had better not brag about.

found that o lot of other things besides transport have not
changed muach since Marco's Gime: the punishing ferrain snd westhers
of the Hilk Hoad, for inantance. On the streets of Venice and Istanbul
and Trabzon and Gilplt and Urumgd and Beijing and Chiang Mal and
Diakartn today are women just an beauntiful as Harco admired in those
nlaces. In the streetless vast shtretches bebween, there are wouen
aven amore bemutiful, in their wild way. (There are also beaubiful
boys, and other aorts of partnersa for other sorts of prﬂcticaﬂ.} e
comal herds and yak herds and rice padis are the same as ever, and
the elephants still labor ian the deak and mahopany Forests. The
hard~riding Uzbek tribesmen still play their bous<~kashia horasback
gane in the far western oubback of Chinese Turkestan. Danditrey is
atill am honorable occupation anong the Baluchis. A sandstomm on’
the Gobi in no lesg fierce now than it was when Marco erosged that
black desert, or an ocean gala in the Sunda Straits, or anrgéfthquake
in the Punjab.

{(In addition to legworit, the writing of The Journeyer renuired

an unmedly lot of bookwork. & bibliography of bthe worke consulted
would run to asome 1,000 titles. Aud st least 300 people helped in
the research: Librariasng, professional fact-finders, museum curabors,
profensors and sclenbists of every ology, officiala of the U, S and
avout 20 other goveruments, native suides and interprsters. But
reading and Interviewing, though both rimorous and productive, does
not make for much in bthe woy of anecdots. So I'll mo on sbout the
Lleguwork. }

Like ¥Mareo Polo, I am voraciously curiocus. I wished to learn,

for example ~- and this was necdful in some twenty different languages -—-
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the sortz of words that dietionaries do not print, deseribing acti-
vitiea that anthropolomical texts usuanlly ebacure in discreet lLatin.
There are logical ways to so about learning such thiosgs, bud, in nany
of those Bastern societies, such Torbhrisht researches can iuvite
magaacra. wWhile I did mensge %o survive unmaasacred (and to learn
evorything I nesdad, plus a lot 1 would never have dresned of asking ),
my curicsity was gonebimes in other ways hazardous %o my health.
When, la avalanchs ssasgon, I triad to take & Jeep along the Karakoram
Road, that jourmey was interrupbed when ¥anga Parbat, the world's
tenth higheast mountain, resentfully duwnmped s portion of ibka haight
on ne, anut I wag maroonad up there in the Valo of Hunzs for nearly
two wooks. {(Phe Hunzukub were hospitsable, but L hope naver apain to
taste mutton, rice, gheo or preen tea.) In the Xurdish hinterland
of Purksy I got arpested. In Thailand I almoat (inadverteantlyl} szod
married. Ia the Golden Triasagle opium country I got shot atb. |
in some places, 1 had the eerls Pfeeliug Fhat tlarco Volo had
coma through only shortly befors I did. Ju a Bhanghai margpﬁﬂallﬂy,
when I bade myr iaterpreter ask an sged arbisan to carve for me a

" the Magter

vin {2 signature seall} snd gave my name as "Harco Polo,
Tinmaker Liu did go withoubt damur, only remarking as he ¢arved the
Uhineas characters intoe Hhe stone, "There was another Marco Polo
pnee, o Jamous one, in theae narts.® At other plades along Marcoe's
trail, I found thirpgg that he apporently overlooksd. Tn one ramotfe
Juutle, I came upon the logt peopls callsd the Baidul, isolsted by
thair bizarre relision, 2 tribe so long and so defiantly reclusive
that even the Hational Geogrophie Socioby hes not yet discovered 1t.

But Marco Folo could have met the Baidui, if I did, and so could

he have done many another thing that T d4id, wiich I have now aitributed
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to hima Clearly I could not represent Marce as having dodeed bullets
in the Golden Triangle -~ opivm was not hig business in his time,

nor were the poppy formers wielding Viebnem War-surplus M-16mn. Bub

I could transmubte that experience, and many athera of mine, inte his
ora and miliesu. Other adventures I extranclated from vague references
in Polo's own book, nnd elaborsbed uwpon. Others I frankly inventad.
But nothing which occurs in this novel could net have happened, and

I think Marco Polo wonld hava liked doing thia vetracing of his

Journey again as The Journeyer.
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