The History of Zheng He (aka Admiral Cheng Ho)

The Origin of Zheng He

Ma San Bao (aka Ma He), more popularly known as Zheng He, was one of the greatest
explorers in Chinese history. Born in 1371 to a Muslim family, he grew up in Kunyang,
Yunnan in southwestern China. He lived during the early 15th century in the Ming Dynasty.
In 1381, a Ming army entered Yunnan to kill the last few rebels of the kingdom. Ma San
Bao’s father was killed in battle, and he was captured by Ming Soldiers to later serve in the
imperial court of Zhu Di (fourth son of the Emperor Hongwu), as a eunuch. He was castrated
to ensure he would never be allowed to found his own dynasty and start a rebellion. The
Emperor HongWu (aka Zhu Yuanzhang) was then the first Emperor and founder of Ming
Dynasty.

At a young age, Ma San Bao was quickly recognized for his diplomatic and strategic skills
and rose through the ranks. By the age of 20, he was a recognized military commander in
the camp of Zhu Di. In 1398, Emperor Hongwu died and his grandson, Jianwen, took the
throne. Not long after, a civil war broke out between Zhu Di (uncle) and Emperor Jianwen
(nephew), which ended with Zhu Di capturing the throne and became the new Emperor
under the era of Yongle. Ma San Bao, having played a significant role in the victory, was
promoted to the most important position in the court by becoming Great Eunuch, and was
later conferred by the Emperor Yongle as Zheng He.

From there, he gained the trust of the Emperor Yongle. Between 1405 and 1433, Zheng He
was chosen to organize and led a total of seven sea voyages throughout the South China
Sea, Indian Ocean and Arabian Sea. Each voyage had many goals. The important goals
were to establish cross-border diplomatic ties, overseas trade and promote regional peace.

To do this, Zheng He was put in charge of the construction of a massive fleet of more than
300 ships. During his expeditions, Zheng He had helped to restore much peace in the
Borneo and Sumatra continents amid civil wars but never had once colonized any countries
throughout his voyages.

Before he set off, Zheng He knew that the real struggles he would face were language
barriers and cultural conflicts, so he always made sure to set off prepared. He understood
that respecting others was a key foundation to earning the respect of the world. Zheng He’s
ships carried premium Chinese goods to other lands such as precious ceramics, cotton,
embroidery etc while he also brought back rare items such as spices, gemstones, ivory, bird
nest and exotic animals. These goods were highly valued in China and re-wrote the Chinese
history with many new findings.

To improve the mutual diplomatic ties, Admiral Zheng He met with foreign rulers and offered
them gifts from the Ming Emperor. In return, many of these rulers sent ambassadors
/lemissaries back to China, showing respect and forming peaceful relationships. The
Emperor Yongle wanted to show China’s power and build strong relationships with other
countries. According to history record, those foreign ambassadors / emissaries that followed
the returned voyages and visited China were from Sulu (Southern Philippines), Semarang,
Palembang, Melaka, Ceylon, Mecca etc.



The First Great Departure (AD 1405)

After receiving the decree from the Emperor Yongle, Zheng He was conferred with the title
Admiral of fleet and he spent a year preparing the expedition including the sea-route,
manpower, rations and building the ships in Longjiang shipbuilding factory (Nanjing). The
docks of Nanjing roared with life and eventually, the ships were pushed along the Yangtze
river and canal to Taicang city for setting off. Over 300 ships — including the colossal
treasure ships (the modern scholar study believes to be estimate 70 meters long) finally
prepared for departure. It was recorded that these floating vessels carried estimate 27,800
men, including sailors, soldiers, interpreters, geologists, astronomists, physicians, officials,
businessmen, butchers, chefs and artisans. Their holds were filled with silk, tea leaves,
embroideries, porcelain, and fine lacquer ware, destined as gifts for foreign rulers.

On 11 July 1405, the first voyage took the fleet down the South China Sea to Champa
(South Vietnam), bypass East Malaya and across to Java and Sumatra, through the busy
entrepot of Melaka (West Malaya), then into the Indian Ocean toward Calicut on India’s
Malabar Coast. At every port, Admiral Zheng He established strong diplomatic ties and
presented lavish gifts while received tributes in return. The Ming fleet’s grandeur left lasting
impressions on local courts, securing China’s place in the region’s diplomacy.

On his first three voyages, Admiral Zheng He invited along a then famous Chinese physician
named as Kuang Yu, who passed down the practice of Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM)
to the Central Java and Melaka vicinities, which had left a legacy till now. Kuang Yu also
discovered bird-nest, spices (eg. peppercorn, anniseeds etc), agarwood and many tropical
fruits (eg. durians, rambutans, mangoes etc). He brought back to the China with the
permission of Admiral Zheng He.

Expanding the Horizon

Over the next decades, Admiral Zheng He commanded six more voyages — each one longer
and more ambitious than the last.

e Second & Third Voyages (1407 — 1411): He reaffirmed alliances in Southeast
Asia. He also confronted a hostile ruler in Ceylon that tried to rob the colossal vessels.
Admiral Zheng He restored peace within that country, then brought the ruler back to
China for trial. Emperor Yongle granted an amnesty and released him — a display of
both might and mercy.

o Fourth & Fifth Voyages (1413 — 1419): He engaged a renowned Muslim advisor,
Imam Hasan, from Xi‘an, and together they ventured farther west to Hormuz into
the Persian Gulf, then along the Arabian coast to Aden, and finally to the bustling
East African ports of Mogadishu and Malindi. The fleets returned with exotic
animals like giraffes, lions and ostriches, which caused great wonder in the Ming
court.

o Sixth Voyage (1421-1422): He focused more on consolidating relations, bringing
back more envoys from foreign kingdoms to pay tribute to the Emperor Yongle.

o Seventh Voyage (1431-1433): The final and perhaps most symbolic journey,
retracing earlier routes to reaffirm China’s position as a great maritime power.
Admiral Zheng He was over 60 years old and fell sick on his final voyage. He was
unable to walk healthily but finally fulfilled his wish by assigning his trusted comrade



Ma Huan to lead a team of crew men and entered the Red Sea by smaller vessels for
the holy pilgrimage.

Ma Huan was a Muslim and could speak Persian and Arab language, hence he
embarked onto Jeddah and finally paid his pilgrimage at Al Kaaba, Saudi Arabia on
behalf of Admiral Zheng He and fulfilled his wish. Ma Huan wrote down many
archives on Islam and local practices and brought it back to China. The Royal envoys
and local Arabs also followed the vessels back to meet Emperor Xuande.

The Change of Emperor Rule

While Admiral Zheng He was out at sea on the sixth voyage, the situation became
complicated as it was becoming too expensive to sustain Zheng He’s diplomatic expeditions,
alongside the numerous construction sites in Beijing (the capital migrated from Nanjing to
Beijing) and the military expeditions against the Mongols. The diplomatic expeditions were
temporarily suspended as a result. In the North, the Mongols took advantage of the
instability and started military raids against China. Being an experienced battlefield general
in the past, Emperor Yongle led an army to fight the Mongols, but died on his returned trip
from a military campaign on 12 August 1424.

As the son of Emperor Yongle, Hongxi came to power but died the following year, which was
succeeded by his own son, Xuande (grandon of Emperor Yongle). In 1431, Emperor Xuande
ordered the seventh and final voyage to inform all the allied kingdoms of the power changes
in the Ming Empire. Admiral Zheng He was ordered to lead the expedition again by following
the same route. At that time, Admiral Zheng He has turned 60 years old and suffered weak
health. On this final voyage, he made a goal to visit the Al Kaaba after the huge colossal
vessels failed to enter Red sea previously. Unfortunately, he did not make it personally but
part of the crew has fulfilled his bucket wish-list. On the way back to China, Admiral Zheng
He died on-board and was buried in Calicut (India), at the age of 62.

After the death of Admiral Zheng He, instability remained high in China. Diplomatic
expeditions and construction of large ships also became prohibited. The huge imperial fleet
was also dismantled, and the archives and other documents mentioning Admiral Zheng He’s
expeditions were also destroyed or lost. The later rulers believed China should focus more
on internal matters rather than exploring overseas. For the next two centuries, Ming court
terminated the sea travels and banned the shipbuilding technology, which ended the
diplomatic ties with many overseas kingdom. It was recorded that Admiral Zheng He
established diplomatic ties and strong relationships with 30 plus countries at that time, and
he had successfully initiated cross-border trades among the regions.

On 11 July 2005, 600 years after the departure of the first expedition, the Beijing
Government of China decided to make 11 July as the Maritime Day of China, in honor of
Admiral Zheng He’s legacy and contributions to the establishment of Maritime Silk Road.

Today, Admiral Zheng He is remembered as a symbol of exploration and friendship. His
voyages proved that peaceful trade and diplomacy could connect different parts of the world.



He taught us that true power does not equate the possession of assets, but in sharing the
resources for mutual flourishing. For the past six centuries, there have been many people
who are willing to cross great distances to learn, trade and connect with others, while the life
story of Admiral Zheng He continues to inspire those who desire to understand the wider
world beyond their own borders.
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