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Summary 

A Chinese world map purportedly drawn in 1763, and allegedly based on an earlier version of 

1418, was brought to public notice in early 2006 by Mr Gavin Menzies, author of 1421: the Year 

China Discovered the World, and Mr Liu Gang, the map’s owner. This map has been used to sug-
gest that Chinese navigators circumnavigated and mapped the world in the early 15th century and 

that dual hemisphere maps were first created in China. The present article provides a context for 
the sudden appearance of this map, and its apparent evidence for Ming Chinese circumnavigation 

of the globe. Through a detailed examination of the cartographic elements on the “1763” map and 

its alleged 1418 precursor, the many anachronisms and other errors are set down. By demonstrat-
ing and enumerating the numerous impossibilities reflected in the representations of both China 

and the rest of the globe, it is concluded that the map is a modern fake. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

It was in late 2005 that Mr. Gavin Menzies, author of 1421: the Year China Discovered the World (or 

1421: the Year China Discovered America in the U.S. version) began hinting that “further evidence” 

in support of his thesis had become available through a map, newly-discovered in China. In his inter-

view with the Shenzhen Economic Daily of 19 November 2006, he showed the interviewing journal-

ist a copy of a Chinese map of the world which he claimed had been drawn in 1418. He noted that 

the map was the first to show Australia and New Zealand, and that a European map which was drawn 

in 1419 was a copy of this Chinese map. He also advised that the map was undergoing isotopic (C14) 

dating. Those who had had experience with Mr Menzies’ modus operandi and his repeated dubious 

claims were not terribly excited. All Mr. Menzies’ claims of great discoveries had, in the end, in-

variably shown themselves to be without merit, with neither the nature nor the potential to fulfil the 

promises of new discoveries. This new map was to prove no exception. 

On 12 January 2006, all was revealed. The Economist magazine of that date carried in both its print 

and online editions, an article on the promised map along with an image.1 The accompanying article, 

penned by Stephen Fay, read like a media release by Mr. Menzies’ publicists, including statements 

such as:  “It seems more likely that the world and all its continents were discovered by a Chinese 

admiral named Zheng He, whose fleets roamed the oceans between 1405 and 1435.” Most disturbing 

is the conclusion reached in the final paragraph, which baldly claims: “It is no less interesting that 

the Chinese, having discovered the extent of the world, did not exploit it, politically or commer-

cially.”  

Why should anyone choose to publicize a map through a news magazine, prior to any scientific study 

or attestation of veracity? It was obviously to maximize exposure. And that is what this whole proc-
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ess has been about -- maximizing publicity and exposure so that Mr. Menzies can attract more atten-

tion for his 1421 volumes and Mr. Liu Gang2, the owner of the map, can promote and advertise his 

map. It is the typical publicity-seeking which has accompanied all Mr. Menzies’ claims since 2002, 

even prior to the publication of his book. Why has this conclusion been reached? Firstly because, as a 

student of Ming China’s foreign relations, I have been a close observer of the 1421 phenomenon 

since it began, and have followed the repeated instances of Mr. Menzies trying to drum up excite-

ment for his cause through fabricated evidence. Secondly, the map comprises a litany of errors which 

show clearly that the map is a complete fake, likely produced within the last decade. 

The Economist article was the opening salvo for a number of publicity events. Liu Gang “launched” 

the map in Beijing on 16 January 2006, while Menzies presented it to the Friends of the National 

Maritime Museum (a private body) in Greenwich on 17 January 2006. Amazing claims about how 

the history of world discovery would have to be rewritten were followed by statements such as 

“every continent, ocean, island and river shown on the 1418 map, acts as corroborative evidence that 

Zheng He’s fleets had visited those sites.” The speciousness and brazen nature of the claims left 

many in the cartographic history world speechless, but the claims were quickly relayed around the 

world by gullible and uncritical media organisations. Chinese scholars were quick to respond, and in 

February and March, Jin Guo-ping, Hou Yang-fang, Zhou Zhen-he and Gong Ying-yan penned indi-

vidual pieces which picked gaping holes in the historicity of the map. Several of these critiques are 

available in English-language translation.3 

Attempts to salvage some veracity for the map were then made by Mr. Menzies himself, who averred 

that this map is “absolutely, completely authentic,” further noting "There are several reasons why. 

There are a number of European maps based on this one, and they would also be forgeries if this 

were a fake. There is a mass of corroborative evidence, and everything in the map appears in separate 

Chinese records. Finally, European explorers found Chinese junks and evidence of Chinese people in 

North America. This shows the Chinese were there first.” Every sentence of this statement is spe-

cious. As will be shown below, the map is not authentic. Ergo, there are no European maps based 

upon it, and there can be no corroborative evidence. In addition, the features on the map cannot be 

found in any earlier Chinese map, and no early European explorers found attested evidence of Chi-

nese junks or Chinese people in the Americas. 

Further efforts to bring some more attention to the map were made by Mr. Liu Gang and Dr Gunnar 

Thompson, the latter declaring himself to be serving his second year “as cartographic consultant to 

British author Gavin Menzies and the 1421 Team.”  By March 2006, the results of the C14 dating had 

been obtained and a press conference was held by Messrs Menzies, Liu and Thompson at a Beijing 

book shop. To nobody’s surprise, the carbon date, obtained from a Waikato University laboratory, 

was shown to indicate that the sample of paper submitted to it very likely came from the 18th cen-

tury.4 However, there was no proof at all that the sample submitted came from the map, as the place 

where the piece was allegedly taken from has never been illustrated and the tested piece had no ink 

                                                 
2
 See the relevant article by Liu Gang in e-Perimetron, vol. 2, no. 3 and the explanatory Editorial of this journal. 

3
 http://www.1421exposed.com/html/1763_map.html 

4
 However, subsequently the Waikato laboratory requested that Mr Menzies stop using their dating in his books and 

on his website. See: http://www.1421exposed.com/html/maori_don_t_exist.html 
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or any other markings on it.5  Challenges issued on the online Map History Discussion Group 

(http://www.maphist.nl/) in May 2006 by Mr. Michael Ross, President of the Australian Map Circle, 

to Mr. Liu Gang, seeking some evidence proving that the sample came from the map, were met with 

a stony silence from Mr. Liu. We thus really have no attested evidence as to the real date of the map 

or the paper it is drawn on. 

In their attempts to contact the scholarly community, Mr. Liu and Dr Thompson also began frequent 

communications to the MapHist list in April and May, putting forward claims about the map and its 

veracity. Gunnar Thompson also claimed that the dual hemisphere map format was actually a Chi-

nese rather than a European innovation, deriving from Taoist iconography. This map, he claimed, 

was thus the basis by which this dual-hemisphere format passed to European cartographers!! The two 

gentlemen left the list when it became apparent that the many map historians and others specialists 

on the list required some basic evidence for the claims being made. Most recently, Mr. Menzies trav-

elled to Australia and New Zealand in April/May 2006, and regaled the Antipodeans with claims that 

their cartography began with Zheng He’s fleets in the 1420s, and that this cartography proves that the 

Chinese navigators had a means for calculating latitude and longitude. The nonsense being purveyed 

is somewhat dangerous6 and, while the map is but one component of the Menzies’ global hoax, it 

needs to be shown for what it is—a fabrication intended to deceive. 

The Liu/Menzies Map 

The map in question, variously called by its supporters the “1418 map”,  the “1418/1763 map” or the 

“Zheng He map”,7 will be here referred to as the “Liu/Menzies” map, given that it has no proven 

connection with 1418, 1763 or Zheng He, and given that its prime publicists are Mr. Liu and Mr. 

Menzies. As noted above, the first opportunity that the world had to view this map came with an il-

lustration in The Economist in January 2006. More recently a high resolution version has become 

available.8  

The first thing that impresses is the fact that this is a dual hemisphere map. At the top right of the 

map are the characters Tian-xia quan-yu zong-tu (天下全輿總圖), which can be approximately trans-

lated as “Overall Map of the Complete Geography of all Under Heaven”. 

In the bottom left-hand corner of the map, we find characters which translate as: "Copied by Imperial 

subject Mo Yi-tong in the second month of spring in the kui-wei year of the Qian-long reign [1763] 

from a map of tributary barbarians from all under Heaven of the 16th year of Yong-le reign of the 

Ming dynasty [1418]” 

                                                 
5
 In a posting to the MapHist list on 18 March 2006, Dr Jennifer Purtle noted: “The question of it being possible 

that someone found blank sheets of 18
th
-century paper is not so far-fetched. As an historian of Chinese painting, in 

the field we know that Chinese connoisseurs, painters, as well as mounters (those who mounted Chinese paintings 

and calligraphy as scrolls, and who remounted and restored them) collected, kept and traded old, blank paper. It had 

its own structure of value, discourse of connoisseurship (alum-sized Korean paper was, for example, highly prized 

by the late Ming painter and calligrapher Dong Qichang). This practice has always complicated the analysis of po-

tentially “fake” Chinese paintings (the idea of a “fake” itself complicated by Chinese ideas of copying and imitation 

very different from Western ones). How much old, blank paper was preserved after, say 1900 (and all the upheavals 

of China in that period) is hard to say. But accomplished mounters often claim to have such old paper.” 
6
 http://www.1421exposed.com/html/maori_don_t_exist.html 

7
 http://www.1421.tv/pages/evidence/content.asp?EvidenceID=421 

8
 http://files.blog-city.com/files/N04/80559/b/1418map.jpg  
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In the top left-hand corner of the map, there are characters which translate as: “Those annotations 

without red borders are not from the original map". Liu Gang explains it thus: This means that there 

were some annotations which were on the original "Map of tributary barbarians from all under 

Heaven" and some were added later by the copier. The original annotations are enclosed on this map 

within red borders. In other words, all those annotations within red borders were from the original 

map.9 

In a square box located in the sea just south-west of the modern California, there is contained a text 

which can be translated as follows: “In the 13th year of the Yong-le reign (1415), I followed the sen-

ior envoy, the eunuch director Ma San-bao, and others to Bengal and other barbarian lands all the 

way to Hormuz and such countries, to read the royal proclamations and confer rewards. In the 16th 

year (1418), I returned to the capital.” Here then are the key elements suggested by the Liu/Menzies 

map. A person who supposedly accompanied the eunuch envoy Zheng He (the Ma San-bao men-

tioned above) “all the way to Hormuz” during a voyage over the years equivalent to 1415-1418 C.E. 

is claimed to have drawn a map which served as the basis for the “1763 map” we are examining. The 

place names and descriptions which were allegedly copied from the “15th-century map” are bordered 

in red to indicate that they were from the original map. The other toponyms and descriptions are by 

implication from 1763, the date this map is said to have been drawn by the alleged map-maker Mo 

Yi-tong. 

The Critique 

This map was purportedly derived from a map produced by an individual who accompanied Zheng 

He from China to Hormuz and back to China. The voyages of Zheng He and his commanders from 

                                                 
9
 Annotations within red borders can be seen on all continents on the map, implying of course that early 15

th
-century 

Chinese observers had knowledge of all these places. 
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1406 to the 1430s are well-known and have attracted much attention.  The 15th-century texts avail-

able to us which directly bear on these voyages include the various references to Zheng He within the 

Ming shi-lu (or Veritable Records of the Ming Dynasty).10  In addition, three persons who accompa-

nied these voyages left us with fairly detailed accounts of the routes and the places visited -- Ma 

Huan, Fei Xin and Gong Zhen.11 Louise Levathes’ 20th century study of the voyages -- When China 

Ruled the Seas: The Treasure Fleet of the Dragon Throne 1405 – 1433 12 -- is a popular yet reasona-

bly accurate account of the voyages. All of the available documentation informs us that these fleets 

sailed from Eastern China to what is today called Southeast Asia, to South Asia, the Middle East and 

the East Coast of Africa. Ports and polities all along this route are well-described in the books men-

tioned above. There is no indication from any Chinese text, however, that the fleets went any further. 

Of course, Mr. Gavin Menzies in his fabricated work 1421: The Year China Discovered the World13 

claims, on the basis of distorted or invented “evidence,”14 that commanders of these fleets circum-

navigated the globe, “discovering” the Americas, Australia, New Zealand, Greenland, sailing across 

the Artic Circle and into the Antarctic and, in the process, mapping the world. The correlation be-

tween Mr. Menzies’ claims and the conclusions one could draw from this map are stunning.  It is 

thus not surprising that Mr. Menzies features the map on his website,15 participates in press briefings 

publicizing the map, and provides Mr. Liu Gang with much space on the 1421 website to declaim on 

why he feels the map is genuine.16  We could thus reasonably conclude either that Mr. Menzies’ the-

sis does have some basis or that the map is a fake and likely created to support the Menzies’ thesis. I 

will provide evidence that the latter is the case. 

The Evidence Against the Veracity of the Map 

The evidence against the map can be divided into a number of areas. First some general statements 

are in order. The map is drawn in a dual-hemisphere format, a European cartographic tradition be-

ginning in the early 16th century.17 Some have claimed that this map was, at least in part, copied from 

a 17th-century European map, as California is represented as an island. However, as China is placed 

at the centre of the map -- as it was in early Jesuit maps of the world produced in China -- it is more 

likely that it is a rough copy of a Jesuit-inspired Chinese map of the world, with modern additions 

detailed below. However, the map’s supporters suggest that the map in fact derives from the early 

                                                 
10
 For which, in English translation, see: http://www.epress.nus.edu.sg/msl/person/4199 

11
 The works of the first two authors are available in English translation: Ying-yai Sheng-lan, The Overall Survey of 

the Ocean's Shores 1433 by Ma Huan, translated by J.V.G. Mills, with foreword and preface, Hakluyt Society, Lon-

don 1970; reprinted by the White Lotus Press, Bangkok 1997;  and FEI, Hsin. Hsing-ch'a sheng-lan, the overall 

survey of the Star Raft, translated by J.V.G.Mills, revised, edited and annotated by Roderich Ptak. [Series: South 

China and Maritime Asia 4]. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1996, ISBN 3-447-03798-9.  
12
 Louise Levathes, When China Ruled the Seas: The Treasure Fleet of the Dragon Throne 1405 – 1433 (Oxford 

University Press, 1997) 
13
 Gavin Menzies, 1421: the year China discovered the world, London, Bantam Press, 2002. The U.S. edition, enti-

tled 1421 : the year China discovered America has been published by William Morrow, an imprint of Random 

House and by Perennial (New York, 2004). 
14
 For details of which, see: http://www.1421exposed.com/ 

15
 http://www.1421.tv/pages/maps/1418.htm 

16
 http://www.1421.tv/pages/evidence/content.asp?EvidenceID=444 

17
 The dual-hemisphere format derived from the need to represent the Old World as well as the newly-known conti-

nents of the Americas on a single map. One of the earliest of such maps is Waldseemuller's World Map of 1507. 
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15th century, predating the Jesuits arrival in China by 150 years. There are a number of factors which 

militate against this. The creation of such a map is conditional upon recognition that the world is a 

sphere. No indigenous Ming maps show that there was a Chinese belief in the 15th century that the 

world was a sphere. Further, for a sphere to be represented on a flat plane, there needs to be knowl-

edge of and methods for projection. Chinese cartographers did not have this knowledge until after the 

arrival of the Jesuits. 

The map’s owner and his fellow travellers also claim that the map was produced by voyagers who 

accompanied Zheng He’s ships on their journeys around the world. That is to say, they suggest that 

the map was produced by mariner cartographers. However, the amount of non-coastal detail (includ-

ing riverine systems extending thousands of miles inland from the coast) indicate that this map could 

not have been produced by maritime voyagers. The information in the maps was obviously amassed 

over a considerable number of centuries by cultures which had travelled the world widely. It fits per-

fectly within the history of European cartography, but is a complete anomaly in Chinese cartography. 

The map was supposedly drawn in 1763 for submission to the Court by someone called Mo Yi-tong, 

based partially on a "map of tributary barbarians from all under Heaven of the 16th year of Yong-le 

reign of the Ming dynasty [1418/19],” and with the annotations of the earlier map bordered in red on 

the extant version. Such a mode of attribution is not a part of Chinese cartographic tradition and nei-

ther is circling of particular names in red to indicate that they derive from an earlier map. Further, the 

representation of China is poor. Why should Chinese cartographers have represented the lands with 

which they were so familiar (and which are shown in other earlier maps much more accurately) so 

poorly?  And, tellingly, there is no historical source, Chinese or otherwise, which attests the exis-

tence of the supposed author Mo Yi-tong. But it is the annotations which demonstrate most clearly 

the nature of the map as a fake. As noted, the map distinguishes between the annotations within red 

borders (supposedly from a 1418/19 map) and those unbordered which are implicitly from 1763. We 

will examine these separately. 

The 1763 Annotations 

Firstly, the name of the map presents problems.  The map is entitled Tian-xia quan-yu zong-tu (天下

全輿總圖).18  This makes no sense as a map name, “quan yu” (complete geography) and “zong tu” 

(overall map) cannot be used in the same title. In fact, the term “quan-yu” (complete geography) was 

never used in Chinese cartographic description. This suggests a modern faker with little knowledge 

of traditional Chinese cartographic description. In describing the original map, the author uses the 

term “shi-gong-tu” (識貢圖) to refer to the 15th-century Ming map of tributaries. There is no 

such genre in classical Chinese literature. What is alluded to is the “zhi-gong-tu” (職貢圖) – “Il-

lustrated Tributaries”-- a genre of description and illustration of tributaries (but certainly not 

maps), extending back as far as the Liang dynasty.19  The graphic similarities of the two charac-

ters shi (識) and zhi (職) and their similarity of pronunciation in the Shanghai dialect clearly 

show how the confusion came about and again underlines the fact that the faker was a modern 

                                                 
18 
Which I have translated above as “Overall Map of the Complete Geography of all Under Heaven”, and which the 

Menzies’ camp call “Zheng He’s Integrated Map of the World” 

 
19
 502-57 C.E. 
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person unfamiliar with the institutions and literature of imperial China. Further proof of the 

modernity of our map creator can be gleaned from a close examination of the characters used in 

the annotations. In at least three cases, the cartographer uses simplified characters. The character 

“yu” to indicate “–plus” is repeatedly written as 余 rather than the formal 餘. While this simpli-

fied form did indeed exist as short-hand in the 18
th
 century, it would certainly not have been used 

on a formal document intended for submission to the court. For a modern Chinese person, edu-

cated within the last 50 years, however, the simplified form is the standard character and it is 

easy to understand how our faker would not have been aware of the distinction, thereby provid-

ing us with another clue for dismissing the map.  

A number of other anachronisms can also be found. On this supposedly 18th-century map, the annota-

tion located on the Himalayas tells us that these are the highest (literally: the “Number one”) moun-

tains in the world.  The knowledge that the Himalayas contained the highest peaks in the world, how-

ever, was only gained in the 19th-century after all of the tallest peaks in the world had been measured. 

How was an 18th-century Chinese map-maker to have known this? Further anachronisms of geo-

graphical knowledge have been pointed out by Liu Gang himself in his article. He notes that the map 

shows the Amery Ice Shelf in Antarctica, first depicted on world maps in the 1960s!  Kerguelan Is-

land is also shown, supposedly before it was even “discovered” by Kerguelan. Mr. Liu suggests that 

these characteristics point to the veracity of the map. I suggest that they point in precisely the oppo-

site direction. 

The Red-Bordered Annotations 

The map claims that the annotations bordered in red are from the original (15th -century) map. Again, 

the historical inaccuracies and anachronisms of the annotations within red demonstrate that the crea-

tor of the map was a far from competent faker.  Anyone with a basic competence in Ming texts will 

be able to identify the language of this map as not being congruent with usual Ming language, carto-

graphic or otherwise. It is a modern attempt at sounding “classical”. But that is of course a subjective 

assessment. Let us proceed to some of the more objective indicators of fabrication. 

To begin with, the eunuch commander Zheng He is referred to on the map as Ma San-bao, Ma being 

the original name of Zheng He. No-one in 1418 would have dared to use the eunuch’s original name 

given that the Yong-le emperor had assigned him the surname Zheng. But it is the toponyms and an-

notations per se which are most telling. A few examples will suffice 

• In eastern Europe, there is an annotation within a red border which notes: "The people here all wor-

ship God (shang-di) and their religion is called 'Jing'." The term “shang-di” in reference to the 

Christian God was adopted by the Jesuits only in the late 16th century, and the recognition in China 

of Nestorianism (“Jing”) as a branch of Christianity occurred only in the early 17th century. There 

is no possible way that these could have appeared in this context on a 15th-century map. 

• In an annotation situated north of India in what is today Central Asia, the text reads: “Travelling 

from East to West, after leaving Jia-yu Gate, in any city where one arrives, the people will all be 

believers in Islam and worship Muhammad…” Two issues are immediately apparent. Muslims, of 

course, worship Allah and do not worship Muhammad. In no other Chinese text, Ming or otherwise, 

is the claim made that Muslims worship Muhammad. This would not have been written by some-

one who had accompanied the Muslim eunuch commander on his voyages, and is likely a product 
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of the ignorance of the modern map-maker. In addition, the characters used to represent the name 

Muhammad—Mo-ha-mo-de (莫哈莫德) -- are not used in any Ming text to represent the prophet 

Muhammad.20 They are, however, precisely those used by 21st-century Chinese persons to repre-

sent the Arab name Muhammad! 

• The name of Korea is given as Gao-li. By 1418, the Chinese name of this polity had long been 

changed to Chao-xian. 

• The name of Vietnam is given as Annam. By 1418, this had long become the Chinese province of 

Jiao-zhi. 

• The Chinese provincial names Hu-bei and Hu-nan are given in their modern locations. In 1418, 

these provinces had not even been created, and the areas were part of the predecessor province of 

Hu-guang. 

• There are a number of red-bordered annotations reading “Great Qing Ocean” in the seas off China. 

These purportedly date from 1418, 230 years before the Qing dynasty had been established. 

• The island of Taiwan is named as “Ryukyu”. During the Ming, the country of Ryukyu was a tribu-

tary of the Ming and the Ming certainly knew where it was. There is no evidence that Taiwan was 

referred to as Ryukyu during the Ming. 

• The map refers to the southern and northern Chinese “capital areas” by the term zhi-li, but this ref-

erent was only created with the designating of the new capital of Beijing in 1421, 3 years after the 

map was supposedly drawn. 

In short, these anachronisms in toto entirely undercut any possibility that the red-bordered annota-

tions are from a map drawn in 1418. Mr. Liu seems to place great store in the aged appearance, 

“vermin holes,” smell and other attributes of the map to validate its age.  Those familiar with the 

faked “ancient books” now freely available in the markets of China and Hong Kong will recognise 

the “insect holes” and other “ageing” techniques used on this map. The methods are identical. 

In conclusion, the map is simply a litany of errors, many simplistic. There is absolutely no possibility 

that it is anything but a product of the last 50 years, and quite possibly of the last five years. Not a 

single Chinese scholar of cartography assigns it any veracity at all. In an article carried in The Beijing 

News, Professor Zhou Zhen-he (周振鹤), a prominent historical geographer employed in the Chinese 

Geography Research Institute of Fu-dan University in Shanghai, noted of the map: “The methods 

used in producing this fake map are so poor and low-quality, with even descriptions in recent news-

papers being sufficient to show that it is a fake ‘ancient map’.” When the senior experts in Chinese 

cartography are so convinced of the ‘nature’ of this map, Mr. Menzies and Mr. Liu are going to be 

hard-pressed to convince the world elsewise. 

                                                 
20
 The name of the prophet Muhammad is represented in imperial Chinese texts by various transliterations including: 

Mu-han-mo-de (穆罕默德); Mo-he-mo (磨訶末), Mo-xia-wu (摩霞勿), and Ma-ha-ma (馬哈麻). 


