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A NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION


The vast Mongol Empire, which encompassed many different nations and cultures, presents historians with two so-far insuperable difficulties. First of all, the earliest records were written in such a broad diversity of languages that nobody has yet been able to read all of them in the original. Second, as Dr David Morgan wrote in the introduction to by far the best general work on the subject, ‘there is no satisfactory solution to the problem of transliteration when one is dealing with words from so many languages and scripts’.1


The consequence of the first difficulty is that some books on the Mongols are inevitably biased towards the author’s speciality; and the consequence of the second is that they all contain a variety of justifiable spellings for the names of the same people and places. With some languages the differences are due simply to the development of new systems. Today, for example, most books use Beijing to represent the Chinese name for the city that other books called Peking. But at the other end of the scale there has never been a universally accepted system of transliteration into English from Mongolian. Even the specialists still differ in their spelling of Mongol names.


The best anyone can do is aim at consistency, and even then there are likely to be compromises. Although the founder of the Mongol Empire is most accurately represented as Chingiz Khān, I have used Genghis Khan because this is the spelling by which he is best known to English speakers. Similarly, like many recent authors, I have used Kh or K rather than Q throughout, partly because it represents famous names in the form by which they are best known. For example, Genghis Khan’s most famous grandson is better known as Khubilai rather than Qubilai, just as the holy book of Islam is still better known as the Koran rather than the Qur’ān. For the sake of simplicity, I have also omitted the symbols for umlauts and accents.


Despite the difficulties, however, the variations in books which do not use the same spellings as I have used are very seldom so great as to prevent readers from recognizing the names instantly when, as I hope they will, they go on to read more about the astonishing medieval empire of the Mongol horsemen.


James Chambers


London, 1999
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CHRONOLOGY






	

1167 (?)




	

Temuchin is born in Mongolia









	

1176




	

Temuchin is bethrothed to Borte









	

1180




	

Temuchin murders his half-brother, Bekhter









	

1183




	

Temuchin marries Borte and becomes adopted son of the King of the Keraits









	

1184




	

Borte is kidnapped and rescued









	

1185




	

Temuchin is elected Khan of the Borjigid









	

1187




	

Temuchin is defeated by Jamuka at the battle of Dalan Balzhut









	

1197




	

Temuchin restores Toghrul to Kerait throne. Toghrul is appointed Wang Khan by Chin Emperor









	

1199




	

Temuchin’s soldiers save Wang Khan from the Naimans









	

1202




	

Temuchin is forced to withdraw to the Baljuna swamp after the battle of Kalakalzhit









	

1203




	

Defeat of Wang Khan. Temuchin ascends Kerait throne









	

1205




	

Jamuka is executed









	

1206




	

Temuchin is enthroned as Genghis Khan









	

1211




	

Genghis Khan invades China









	

1214




	

First siege of Zhongdu (Beijing)









	

1215




	

Fall of Zhongdu









	

1219




	

Genghis Khan invades Khwarazm









	

1220




	

19 March, Fall of Samarkand









	

1226




	

Genghis Khan attacks Tanguts









	

1227




	

August, Death of Genghis Khan
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THE SONS OF THE GREY WOLF



Across the heart of the northern hemisphere, from Hungary to China, there are almost a hundred thousand square miles of desolate, treeless grassland known as the steppes. Throughout their long winter most of their earth is frozen solid. In the spring and the autumn their air is often thick with torrential rain. At the height of their short summer the yellow grass is baked brittle. For the most part they are good for very little other than hunting and herding hardy livestock; and they are so inhospitable that many of the people who first lived there moved on as soon as they could, migrating to conquer and settle in the richer soil of Europe, the Middle East or China.


At the eastern end of the steppes, however, the landscape is different. At first the grassland degenerates into a barren desert, the Gobi, but in the north, beyond the desert, there are rich rolling pastures rising amid many rivers to the forested foothills of Mount Kentey, a sacred mountain which was known long ago as Burkhan-Khaldun, ‘God’s Hill’. The people who live there today are the people who have always lived there and, like the haunted land itself, they are different.


According to their ancient legends, the nomads of the eastern steppes are unlike any other people on earth. At the dawn of time, they say, after the God of Eternal Heaven, Mongke Tengri, had made all the animals, he made the first human beings, moulding them out of clay. But the eastern nomads were not created until later, when the grey wolf, the great hunter, wandered down out of the forests on the side of the sacred mountain. Some say that he mated with a woman. Others say that he mated with a swift tawny doe. But all are agreed that the offspring of this union are the Mongols.


After ten generations, when the Mongols had multiplied, a direct descendant of the grey wolf’s firstborn, Dobun the Sagacious married a woman called Alan the Fair, who came from a tribe of hunters in the forest. A few years later, Dobun died suddenly, leaving two infant sons. During the next three years, however, Alan, who did not remarry, gave birth to three more sons. Throughout their childhood and youth, her two elder sons believed understandably that their half-brothers were the children of a handsome young servant whom their father had bought as a boy for a hunk of venison. But when all her sons were grown to manhood, Alan called them together and, as sometimes happens in legends, convinced them that the three younger sons were divine. At the conception of each, she claimed, the God of Eternal Heaven, in the form of a shining golden man, had come down through the smoke-hole in the top of her tent, impregnated her with a ray of light and then, after turning into a yellow dog, returned to heaven on a moonbeam. Later, he had visited her again in a dream and told her that the descendants of her sons would rule the world.


After making her revelation, Alan gave each of her sons an arrow and asked him to break it. When they had all done so, she handed each a bundle of arrows and asked him to break that. When all had failed, she explained her parable. If each stood alone, he would easily be broken, like a single arrow; but if they all stayed loyally together, no power on earth would be strong enough to destroy them.


While Alan lived, her five sons followed her advice. As soon as she was dead, however, the four eldest divided her herds between them, leaving the youngest, Bodunchar the Simple, to ride off alone on the ugly pony that was now all he possessed. When at last his repentant eldest brother came in search of him, Bodunchar was living in a hut on the banks of the river Onon and surviving by hunting duck with a trained hawk and begging mare’s milk from a clan that was camped nearby. Back among his brothers, Bodunchar described the people who had befriended him. They had no leader. All their decisions were made in council. If they could be taken by surprise, they could be overwhelmed before they had time to organize their defence. With Bodunchar at their head, the brothers and their followers returned to the easy ambush of his unsuspecting friends and enriched themselves by seizing their herds and enslaving their families.


By the standards of the steppes there was nothing wrong in what Bodunchar and his brothers had done. In truth, as well as in legend, it was the way in which the Turko-Mongol nomads had always lived, and the way in which they were to continue to live for several more generations. These nomads measured each other’s wealth by the numbers of their sheep and horses, and when the size of a clan’s herds increased, it was usually as a result of audacious raiding rather than patient husbandry. Ruthless opportunists like Bodunchar were regarded as heroes, and their success bred success. Warriors often moved from clan to clan, swearing new allegiances to the men most likely to protect their families and make them rich. Although the tribes and the clans into which they were divided must have begun as extended families, their blood lines were soon diluted, not only because those with the best leaders attracted warriors from elsewhere, but also because it was the custom to marry outside the clan. Since bride prices were high, women were often acquired like horses on raiding parties.


In such a society, life was simple, selfish and precarious. But it was not always to be like this. According to an ancient prophecy, often quoted by the holy men, the shamans, the Mongols would one day be united by a pauper descendant of Bodunchar, who would come to them dressed in a goatskin cloak and mounted on a barren mare. Under his leadership they would become invincible, like Alan’s bundle of arrows, and behind his standard they would ride beyond the steppes to win unimaginable riches.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
JAMES CHAMBERS









OEBPS/images/9780752486635_img1.jpg
The
History
Press





