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Toxic grasses of Succuir recorded in¢ The Travels of Marco Poloj)and their eco-environmental background
SHAOQ Shu-xun', ZHENG Bao-shan'. ZHAO Cheng-zhang®, YIN Cui-qin®,
LLANG Yong-bin*. ZHANG Ai-ling’
(1. State Key Laboratory of Environmental Geochemistry, Institute of Geochemistry. Chinese
Academy of Sciences. Guiyang 550002, China;2. Cold and Arid Regions Environmental
and Engineering Research Institute. Chinese Academy of Sciences. Lanzhou 730000,
China; 3. Animal Husbandry Bureau of Yugur Nationality Autonomous
County of Sunan, Gansu, Sunan 734400, China)

Abstract. In 1295, Marco Polo reported that a species of toxic grass grew in Suchow, Western China.
and that his horses suffered from poisoning after being fed it. In order to discover the toxic plant and
its growing place, this study investigated the species. distribution and environmental background of
toxic grasses of Sunan County in Gansu Province, in the Suchow district recorded by Marco Polo. In-
vestigation results indicate that the toxic grasses Stellera chamaejasme, Oxytropis and Achnatherum
inebrians were widely distributed in the Suchow area where Marco Polo traveled by 700 years ago. and
had become an ecological disaster causing the death of thousands of sheep and cattle. These toxic gras-
ses indeed badly damaged production of the local stockbreeding. The Sunan Yugur Autonomous Coun-
ty is a bad disaster region due to toxic grasses. The aforementioned three species of toxic grasses grow
widely in natural grassland from the Qilian Mountains to the Hexi Corridor within the Sunan Yugur
Autonomous County. S. chamaejasme, A. inebrians and O. ochrantha occur in grassland at an alti-
tude of about 3 000 m on the Qilian Mountains with precipitation less than 300 mm per year. O. gla-
bra is distributed in the desert grassland of the Hexi Corridor. on the severely saline-alkali soil of the
Minghua district, where the precipitation is less than 100 mm per year and evaporation can reach 2 900
mm per year. The distribution area, geographic position and the symptoms of poisoning in'livestock of
Oxytropis indicate that Oz ytropis in Sunan County may well be the toxic plant that caused the seleno-
sis of livestock recorded by Marco Polo in 1295.

Key words; Marco Polos Suchow; toxic grass; Sunan County
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