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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Genghis Khan: A History of China, PART ONE, invites you into the windswept Mongolian steppe, where a boy named Temüjin faced trials that would break most men. After his father Yesugei was poisoned by the Tatars, Temüjin grew up in hunger and fear, abandoned by allies, betrayed by relatives, and hunted by enemies. His mother Hoelun struggled to keep the family alive, while Temüjin carried the weight of survival on his young shoulders.

      These pages bring to life his early struggles and narrow escapes—from being captured and nearly executed by the Tayichi’ud, to losing his beloved half-brother Bekter in a desperate clash. You’ll see him rescued by loyal companions like Bo’orchu and Jelme, who stood by him when the world turned against him. Every chapter shows how each hardship hardened the boy who would rise again and again, refusing to break.

      The story follows Temüjin’s bond and rivalry with Jamukha, his sworn brother turned deadly enemy. Their relationship, once sealed in loyalty, erupts into betrayal, civil war, and battles that shake the steppe. Alongside this, Temüjin’s alliance with his sworn father Wang Khan (Toghrul) brings both support and bitter treachery, reminding him that in politics and war, trust is as fragile as a blade of grass in the wind.

      You’ll also encounter Temüjin’s devotion to Börte, his wife who endured capture and return, shaping his burning vow for vengeance. His campaigns against the Tatars and the Merkits reveal not only his military genius but also his relentless drive to settle blood feuds and prove his destiny. New allies emerge, like the bold archer Jebe, who once shot Temüjin’s horse but later became one of his most trusted generals.

      By the end of this first volume, Temüjin has survived betrayals, built loyal brotherhoods, claimed his seat as khan, and struck his hereditary enemies with thunderous force. Yet the path to uniting the steppe has only begun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Legends of the Grasslands

      

      
        2. Winning Against the Odds

      

      
        3. Vow of Revenge

      

      
        4. A Hero Emerges

      

      
        5. Trials of Youth

      

      
        6. Troubles Pile Up

      

      
        7. Narrow Escape

      

      
        8. Luck Turns

      

      
        9. First Show of Strength

      

      
        10. Brothers at Odds

      

      
        11. Becoming Khan

      

      
        12. Growing Power

      

      
        13. Facing Betrayal

      

      
        14. A King’s Bearing

      

      
        15. Revenge Fulfilled

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            LEGENDS OF THE GRASSLANDS
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      About eight hundred or so years ago, on the vast Mongolian Plateau, a great figure emerged like a dazzling star. Under his outstanding leadership, the many tribes on the Mongolian Plateau, originally like scattered sand each governing itself, after being tempered and integrated over the years, ultimately coalesced into a powerful and remarkable vast empire.

      At the empire’s most prosperous period, its territorial area was extremely vast, occupying about one quarter of the Earth’s total land surface. This vast domain made it indisputably the state with the largest territory in human history. In quantitative comparison, its area was roughly 1.5 times that of the Soviet Union in the twentieth century, and about twice the area of present-day Russia.

      So, who, by extraordinary wisdom, courage, and leadership, turned a once inconspicuous small tribe into such a vast empire, even lending his name to this vast plateau? This is the figure many may be familiar with, who shines in Chinese history and is also renowned on the world historical stage - Genghis Khan.

      There are various accounts regarding the origin of the Mongol people to which Genghis Khan belonged. One view holds that the Mongols and the Xianbei share a common origin. In the Old Book of Tang, they were recorded as “Mengwu people”; the name “Mengwu” is profound in meaning, symbolizing an eternally beating, never-extinguished flame, representing this people’s vigorous vitality and indomitable spirit.

      Later, the Mengwu people gradually split into numerous tribes, one of which was called the Mongol tribe. Initially, “Mongol” was merely the name of a tribe. It was not until later that Genghis Khan, relying on his outstanding military ability and leadership, completed the unification of the grassland tribes. After that, he used the name of his own Mongol tribe to refer to all the tribes on the steppe, thereby gradually forming a unified ethnic group - the Mongols. From that time on, this land was officially called the Mongolian Plateau, and subsequently the Mongolian state was born.

      A beautiful and moving legend is told about the origin of the Mongol tribe. On the Mongolian Plateau there is a river famed far and wide - the Onon River - which the Mongol people regard as a sacred, inviolable river. Legend says that in the distant ancient past there was a dark wolf and a deer as white as snow. These were no ordinary wolf and deer; they were revered as the divine wolf and the divine deer. When one follows the source of the Onon River all the way to this place, one cannot help but feel love at first sight. There are many wonderful and touching legends about the origins of the northern peoples. Take the Khitan, for example: it is said they descended from the union of an immortal riding a white horse and an immortal riding a blue ox. The origin of the Mongol people is similar; the legend says that offspring were born from the union of the dark wolf and the white deer. In fact, according to historians’ research, it may have been that a man from a clan with the dark wolf as its totem and a woman from a clan with the white deer as its totem came together.

      After the two united and their descendants multiplied over many generations, the later Mongol people gradually formed.

      Genghis Khan’s greatest achievement was that he unified the disparate, independently governed steppe peoples and built them into a single, complete empire. It was only after that that we began to call this vast land the Mongolian Plateau and to refer to the people living on it collectively as Mongols. However, before Genghis Khan completed this great task of unification, the Mongol tribe was merely one ordinary member among the many tribes on the steppe. So how did the Mongol tribe gradually rise?

      After many generations of descent, a person who is clearly recorded in the historical annals finally appeared; his name was Duoben Miergan.

      It is said that once Duoben Miergan and his elder brother went out to pasture their herds. On the Mongolian steppe there are gently rolling hills and murmuring streams; the scenery is very beautiful and enchanting. So while the brothers were herding, looking up at the high sky and the drifting clouds, they felt especially carefree. When they climbed a hillock, a babbling stream appeared before their eyes. Just as the two were immersed in that picturesque scene, Duoben Miergan’s elder brother suddenly spoke: “Did you see that?” The younger brother looked toward where his brother was pointing and said, “Look - a group of herders is coming over there.” The elder brother continued, “See, there is a woman among them who is extraordinarily beautiful. I’ll go ask whether this woman has been promised to anyone; if she hasn’t married, I’ll propose on your behalf.”

      When Duoben Miergan heard this, he was secretly delighted. He thought, what could there be to hesitate about when such a marvelous thing had happened and such a beautiful woman was to be promised to him? So the two brothers spurred their horses and rode swiftly toward the group. When they drew near, they saw a fair-looking woman sitting upright in the cart; Duoben Miergan felt instantly overjoyed and surprised. Yet he was still a young man and somewhat bashful and shy, and for a moment he found it hard to bring himself to speak.

      At that moment Duoben Miergan’s elder brother stepped forward and asked an old man, “What relation is this beautiful girl to you?” The old man answered, “She is my granddaughter.” The brother then asked, “Has she been promised to anyone? Take a look at my younger brother - what do you think of him?” Hearing this, Duoben Miergan straightened his chest and moved a little closer. In that instant the hero and the beauty met each other’s gaze, fell in love at first sight, as if sparks were flashing in the air.

      The old man was also very willing to give his granddaughter in marriage to Duoben Miergan. Since Duoben Miergan had just arrived in this place and was a stranger here, the old man thought that if he could take him as a grandson-in-law, his granddaughter would have someone to rely on in the future, and his own family could thereby become reconciled and look out for one another with the locals; it would be to everyone’s benefit.

      So the next day Duoben Miergan’s elder brother took precious sable pelts and several fine horses as betrothal gifts and accompanied his younger brother to fetch the bride. From then on, the beauty became the ancestral grandmother jointly revered by the Mongol people, worshiped by all as a goddess; her name was Alanhua. After marrying this beautiful woman, Duoben Miergan was full of joy. The couple loved each other deeply and before long were blessed with the fruits of their love, giving birth to two beloved sons. However, fate seemed to toy with people - not long after, Duoben Miergan passed away. His death turned the happy wife Alanhua into a lonely widow in an instant. From then on, she had to raise the two sons alone, struggling bitterly through the hardships of life.

      What was even more astonishing was that after Duoben Miergan’s death, Alanhua went on to give birth to three more sons in quick succession, as if heaven had bestowed upon her a string of precious gifts in a short time. This caused a great stir on the grasslands; people whispered and gossiped, and all manner of speculation and rumor circulated. Even the two sons born to Duoben Miergan and Alanhua were filled with doubt about the matter. They huddled together in private and murmured, “If a ewe has no ram by her side, how can she give birth to lambs? On this steppe, if there are no grass seeds, how could tender green grass grow? Father is already gone-so where did those three younger brothers come from?”

      The tribal herders were all whispering about the matter, and Alanhua’s own sons were discussing it among themselves. Alanhua keenly realized that the situation had become very serious. So one day she summoned her five sons-the two she had had with Duoben Miergan and the three she bore later-into the tent.

      Speaking earnestly, Alanhua said, “Do not be like those ignorant herders, gossiping and slandering behind my back. You think that after your father’s death I must have acted unchastely and that is why I bore these three younger brothers. Children, if I really were that kind of unchaste woman, I could quite openly choose to remarry. Remember, I am the wife of the tribal chief; if I were to remarry, who would not be pleased? Moreover, our family is the wealthiest in the tribe, with great herds of livestock and countless tents and possessions. If I wanted to remarry, it would be easy. Why would I stoop to low, underhanded deeds like stealing chickens? It is simply impossible. Do you want to know where these three younger brothers really came from?” The two older sons shook their heads and said they did not know; their eyes were full of curiosity and they were eager to hear the truth.

      Whether in the long river of Eastern history or in the annals of the West, almost every great figure has a life story tinged with legend. So what, exactly, was the origin of the three sons later born to Grandmother Alanhua? What connection did these three uniquely born sons have with Genghis Khan? And where did the steppe legend of the Golden Family originate?

      So how exactly did those three younger brothers come into the world? She said that since your ill-fated father passed away, my longing for him has surged like the tide; at night I would toss and turn, unable to sleep, my mind full of thoughts of him, his image even haunting my dreams.

      Then one day I was astonished to find that every night a celestial being suffused with golden light and radiating white brilliance would fly in through the window. After he entered, he would gently stroke my belly, and then a shaft of white light would merge into my womb, and thus I became pregnant. At dawn that white light would fly out through the tent. In this way I gave birth to one, then two, then three children. So, these three younger brothers are gifts from the heavens; it was the moon god who descended into my tent and caused me to conceive, and the children I bore are all offspring of the gods.

      So do not indulge in wild imaginings. This account was so strange that the two boys looked at one another, filled with disbelief. Seeing this, Alanhua said, “I know you two do not believe me. Well then, pick a quiet night and wait outside my tent; you will understand everything then.”

      So one night all five children got up and quietly kept watch outside their mother’s tent. Sure enough, when the night grew deep, a white light “whooshed” into their mother’s tent. The children waited patiently until dawn, when a white light “whooshed” out of the tent and instantly vanished without a trace. At that, all five children were convinced.

      The three younger children in particular were overjoyed; it turned out they really were the children of the gods. Because of this, and in terms of nomenclature, later Mongols were divided into two main branches, two Mongol divisions, one of which was called the Niru’un Mongols. What exactly does Niru’un mean? It denotes “supernatural beings.” In other words, the three children born to Alanhua and the god-whose descendants sprang from Alanhua’s pure loins-were regarded as the most noble Mongols and were called the Niru’un Mongols. The later family of Genghis Khan, the so-called Golden Family, descended from the Niru’un Mongols. The Mongols descended from the two children who were not born of Alanhua and the god were called the Dielielegin Mongols, which means ordinary, common Mongols. Among Alanhua’s five sons, the one she loved most was the youngest, Bodanchar.

      According to the Chinese historical record Yuan Shi - the Annals of Taizu, Bodanchar was Genghis Khan’s tenth-generation ancestor, that is, his ancestor ten generations back. Alanhua and those children spent a happy time on the steppe.

      Later, Alanhua sensed that her days might be short. So one night, as before, she prepared lamb and wine and carefully arranged a feast, then summoned her five sons; they ate and drank together in high spirits.

      During the meal Alanhua said to her sons, “Your mother is old now and may never have another chance to sit here and eat and drink with you. There is only one thing that troubles me.” She called her youngest, Bodanchar, over and said, “Bodanchar, go and fetch five arrows.” Bodanchar obeyed and brought back five arrows. Alanhua gave those five arrows to the five sons and said, “Break these arrows for me.” The sons, without much effort, snapped the arrows one by one-snap, snap, snap-and then threw the broken arrows into the hearth, where they burned up. Alanhua said it was fine, and told Bo Lantar, “Go fetch five more arrows.” Upon hearing this Bo Dengtar ran off and brought another five arrows. Alanhua then found a rope and tightly bound the five arrows together, handed the bundled arrows to her eldest son, and solemnly said, “You try to break it.” The eldest son exerted all his strength and struggled for a long time, but the bound bundle remained intact and could not be broken. Next the second son, the third son, and the fourth son tried in turn, then Bo Lunchar, and finally the youngest, the fifth son; each of them used all their strength, but none could snap the five arrows bound together.

      Then Alanhua said earnestly, “Do you all see clearly now? A single arrow can be snapped with a slight bend, very easy to break; but if you bind five arrows together, they become very tough and hard to break.” Alanhua continued with a worried expression, “I have long been anxious that after I die you five brothers will fall into discord and fail to live in harmony. If our household is to prosper, you must be like those five arrows tightly bound together: think as one, exert strength in the same direction, and work together. Only in this way will our family fortune grow ever richer, and our tribe become strong so it will not be swallowed up by other tribes. You must remember my words well.” This is the famous Mongol story in which Grandmother Alanhua used arrows as a parable.

      Later, Alanhua unfortunately caught a chill and ultimately died of illness. As soon as she had passed, the eldest proposed, “Mother is gone; let us split the household.” Remember, their mother had repeatedly urged them on her deathbed to unite and together protect the household. Yet now, with her body not yet fully cold, the eldest was already eager to divide the family. The eldest went on, “Fine, we’ll divide the property and livestock into four equal shares.” These four shares were to be given to the first, second, third, and fourth brothers, with no share at all for the fifth, that is, none for Bodanchar. At that time Bolunchar was only in his teens, still a child, and the eldest had given him no thought. Bolunchar was extremely displeased and felt this distribution was grossly unfair. In the end the eldest brother and the second brother began to talk to him. The eldest spoke earnestly, “You are still young and lack the ability to manage property, right?” The second brother chimed in in agreement.

      “Alright then, here is a tail-less horse; we’ll give it to you,” the eldest continued. “We’ll also give you bows and arrows, and a fire-striker and flint - the basic necessities for life will be arranged for you. You only need a tent to live in. As for food, there are forty-four elder brothers; you will eat at others’ houses. Today at the eldest brother’s house, tomorrow at the second brother’s house, and so on in rotation; we will provide you with meals every day.”

      Bonatar was helpless and understood he could not change the situation, so he nodded in agreement: “All right, then it will have to be this way. After all, an arm can never outmatch a thigh.”

      The next day Bonatar began going to his elder brothers’ houses to eat. But before he had even completed one full round, he no longer wanted to continue. Why was this? It turned out that his brothers and their wives treated him very coldly; the food they prepared for him was extremely coarse, worse even than what slaves were given. Bonatar felt deeply aggrieved and nearly cried out, “I am also a proper, upright man - why must I suffer this here?”

      So Bonatar resolutely chose to leave without saying goodbye. He took his bow and arrows, his knife, some necessary supplies and dried provisions, mounted his tail-less horse, and rode off toward the interior of the great steppe.

      At that time the steppe peoples had not yet created their own script; the steppe’s histories were preserved and handed down orally from generation to generation. The illustrious Golden Family traced its origins to this ancient legend. They claimed descent from the fair‑haired moon god, arguing that only their descendants had the right to become great Khans of the Mongols. The moon god’s youngest son, Bodanchar, was said to be an ancestor of Genghis Khan. So what fate awaited the Bonatar who had been driven from home? Could one find in him any trace of Genghis Khan?

      Bolanchar came upon a picturesque place of clear mountains and waters. Though young, he was very capable with his hands. He set to work at once, and before long had built a thatched hut to live in. He also carried flint, so at least he could make fire and have hot food.

      Thus Bolanchar thought his modest life was not so bad. One day, while out searching for food, he saw an eagle in the sky - a truly formidable bird. The eagle circled high above, and when it keenly spotted a beast on the ground it darted down like an arrow released from a bow, snatching up the animal with swift, decisive precision. Bolanchar thought to himself: If I could have such a capable helper when I go hunting in the future, that would be perfect.

      But a problem arose: how could he make the eagle work for him? Bodanchar looked at his tailless horse and frowned, then quickly hit upon an idea. He plucked a few more hairs from the horse’s already sparse tail - poor animal, its tail was almost bare already - and carefully braided the hairs into a lasso. Then, moving quietly and cautiously, he crept toward the eagle. When the eagle stood still, he seized the moment, hurled the lasso, and accurately looped it over the bird, finally capturing it.

      At first the eagle was naturally very unwilling. It struggled vigorously, beating its powerful wings in an attempt to break free. Bodanchar gently stroked the bird’s back and spoke softly to it: “Look, I am alone in the world, solitary. You are an eagle and I am a man; if we could keep each other company, wouldn’t that be wonderful?” Strangely, the eagle seemed to understand Bodanchar’s words and gradually calmed.

      From then on Bodanchar and the eagle became inseparable companions. The eagle proved to be his most loyal partner on the vast steppe. With the food problem solved, Bodanchar had another desire: he longed for mare’s milk. But with no mare available, what could he do? He rode his tailless horse up a hill and scanned the distance; at last he spotted tents scattered not far away, which meant people lived there. Bodanchar immediately urged his horse and galloped toward that encampment.

      When he arrived at the camp, he earnestly told the people, “I would like some mare’s milk. I will not take it for nothing. What can I give you in exchange? I will trade you the wild goose my eagle catches. You can roast and eat the goose, and I will drink the mare’s milk.” Thus they began a fair and friendly exchange. After some time, one of his brothers - born of the same divine origin as Bodanchar - suddenly seemed to have a change of heart. He thought to himself that he did not know where his younger brother had drifted or whether he was alive, and he felt he ought to search for him. So the elder brother mounted his steed and set out to search for Bodanchar.

      Walking on, the elder came to the camp where Bodanchar often went to beg for mare’s milk. He described his brother’s appearance in detail to the people of the camp. The campfolk replied, “There is indeed such a man; he frequently comes here to ask for mare’s milk. If you want to find him it will not be difficult - he is accompanied by an eagle, and every day the feathers of the wild geese that eagle brings back are so many they seem like snow about to fall.”

      They added, “So if you see a place where wind‑blown goose feathers swirl through the air like snowflakes, that is where your brother lives.” Bodanchar’s elder thanked the herders sincerely, then swung onto his horse and set off to look for his brother.

      At that moment he looked into the distance and saw an old tailless horse coming along slowly. Seated on its back was a handsome youth, and a proud, majestic eagle stood on the youth’s shoulder. It was his brother Bodanchar. The two brothers met, embraced tightly, their feelings of joy and sorrow mingling, and they could not help but weep aloud. Then the elder spoke to Bodanchar earnestly, “I now understand the mistake I made before; I am ashamed - I should not have driven you out of the camp. Now, come back with me.” Hearing this, Bodanchar returned to his thatched hut, hastily gathered his belongings, and followed his brother on the road home.

      On the way back, Bodanchar rode swiftly but kept glancing back from time to time. He said to his brother, “Brother, do you see? It’s the same camp you visited before - when I was down on my luck they gave me mare’s milk. But looking at them now, this group has no leader; they are scattered like loose sand, and defeating them would not be difficult. Why don’t we, after we return, mobilize our people and, while they are unprepared, strike them by surprise? Then their goods and livestock will all belong to us, and we can take their men, women, and children as our slaves. What do you think of this plan?”

      His elder brother’s eyes lit up when he heard this and he thought it indeed a fine plan, praising him, “My brother is truly exceptionally clever and resourceful!” Yet to us modern people Bodanchar’s conduct seems truly ungrateful. Those people had given him mare’s milk every day, and he repaid them with treachery, attempting to seize what was theirs. But historical records portray this as Bodanchar’s great wisdom and achievement. That was because in that era the steppe was ruled by the law of the jungle, the survival of the fittest, and weaker tribes were always in danger of being swallowed up.

      At that time productivity on the steppe was extremely backward, and tribes often annexed one another to strengthen themselves. After Bodanchar returned to his tribe, he immediately mustered all the able-bodied young men of the tribe; mounted on swift horses and wielding curved sabers, they charged angrily toward the camp that had once given him mare’s milk. Would Bodanchar’s raid go smoothly? What changes would it bring to his life?

      The people of that camp could never have imagined that their milk would attract such a force. They had been living carefree, frolicking on the steppe. Now they saw dust rising in the distance, and then a band of men hurtled toward them like fiends.

      When Bodanchar reached the entrance of the camp area, the first thing that caught his eye was a young, beautiful pregnant woman. He rushed over, seized her, and urgently asked, “What is the name of your camp? Who is the leader? How many people are in the camp, and how many able-bodied men are among them?” After learning the camp’s situation in full detail, Bodanchar led his men into the settlement. Any man who dared resist was killed without mercy; the women and children were all taken away and made slaves of their tribe; the camp’s possessions were thoroughly looted. Then, in a grand procession, they returned to their own camp.

      After Bodanchar had won great merit, his brother said, “To reward you for what you took, you will have first choice. You may choose the best tent to live in. You’re not yet married, are you? Pick one of the women we captured-choose whoever you think suitable.” Bodanchar immediately chose the very first pregnant woman he had seized, and later the two became husband and wife. Of course, the first child in her womb was not Bodanchar’s, but she subsequently gave birth to several children who were his.

      On the steppe, the struggle for survival between tribes-annexing one another and fighting fiercely for dominance-was exceptionally brutal.

      Seizing goods, livestock, even women was common in that era. The law of the steppe was the survival of the fittest. The tribe absorbed by Bodanchar thereafter became, for generations, slaves of the Mongol tribe. Would the Golden family-then steadily growing stronger-quickly become the rulers of the steppe?

      Later Bodanchar took several concubines; they bore many children, and those children in turn had offspring. Among them was a grandson named Mienian Tudun, whose own sons were also numerous. From the line descending from Mienian Tudun came the direct ancestors of Genghis Khan-the Borjigin clan-and Genghis Khan belonged to that clan.

      When Mienian Tudun died, he left a widow called Namulen and several sons. The tribe they belonged to was very powerful on the steppe: imagine seven or eight robust, strong, and brave sons, a large tribal population, immense herds, and many slaves-of course no other tribe dared to provoke them lightly. At that time, the political situation in northern China was also in flux. The Jurchen rose and established the Jin dynasty, then attacked the Liao founded by the Khitans and later prepared to attack the Northern Song-truly a turbulent age.

      Therefore, the tribes on the steppe seized the opportunity to expand. One of the tribes living in the Kerulen River basin of what is now Mongolia came into conflict with the Jurchen Jin. The Jurchen attempted to conquer that region and war broke out with the tribe.

      At night the Jurchen built a makeshift embankment of branches across the Kerulen River and used it to cross. After crossing, they slaughtered every boy in the tribe who was taller than a cartwheel; only about seventy households escaped by swift flight. Those refugees then fled into the territory of the Mongol tribe.

      Around the early 12th century, the Jurchen people, who had grown strong between the White Mountains and the Black River, defeated the long‑ruling Liao and became the new power on the steppe. The Jin state they founded, in order to consolidate its influence in the north, began to clash with the various tribes that were gradually growing stronger. At this moment, what impact would that refugee tribe, which had fled into the Mongol tribal territory, have on the Golden family?

      Chased by the Jurchen all the way, when the refugees reached the borders of the Mongol tribe they were already starving and had no choice but to dig up grass seeds to fill their bellies. That act of digging up grass seeds actually damaged the pasture. At that moment Namulen happened to be riding in a cart, inspecting her pasture; when she arrived and saw the scene she flew into a rage. She drove the cart at those people who had survived so much hardship, and is said to have run over and killed several small children. Afterwards Namulen continued to drive her cart into them while dispatching someone in haste to send word home and tell her sons to hurry over - someone was ravaging their pasture.

      Namulen’s six older sons, upon hearing the news, rushed out so quickly they did not even have time to put on their armor, and engaged the tribe that had been damaging the pasture. Seeing this, Namulen realized the situation was very dangerous; she thought that those seventy households would surely have dozens of able-bodied men, while her six sons had ridden out without armor. She hurriedly told her daughters-in-law to bring armor to her sons. But it was too late: before the daughters-in-law could deliver the armor, all six sons were killed by that tribe. Immediately thereafter, those people pressed their advantage and killed Namulen as well. The Mongol people nearly suffered annihilation-Namulen was dead and her six sons were all killed. Was anyone in the tribe still alive? Who was it?

      Namulen’s seventh son was called Mienian Tudun, recorded in the histories as Mienian Tudun Baatar; “Baatar” in Mongolian means “warrior.” He still had one son living, and the only male left in the household was his eldest grandson, Haidu. The revival of the Mongol tribe now depended entirely on this uncle and nephew. So how did this old man and this young boy, faced with the impending destruction of their tribe, restore the family’s prestige?
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      After suffering the hardships of conflicts over pastureland, the tribe gradually recovered from its difficulties and then continued to develop and prosper. By the time the khan of the He tribe was in power, the tribe had already achieved a certain scale and presence. This change attracted the attention of the Jin state, which at that time dominated a large part of the steppe. The Jin emperor dispatched renowned generals such as Jin Wuzhu, leading a vast army to carry out encirclement and suppression against the Mongol tribe. So, at that time, when the Mongol tribe was still relatively weak, did it have the ability to defeat the powerful Jin army? And after experiencing this war, in which direction would the Mongol tribe develop?

      The Mongol tribe once suffered a catastrophe that almost destroyed it during the time when Old Grandmother Moren was in charge. At that time, Moren, in order to protect the pasture on which her children depended for survival, came into conflict with an exiled tribe. As a result, that exiled tribe cruelly killed Moren and her six sons. In this tragedy, only Moren's seventh son, Chen, escaped. It turned out that Chen had married into another tribe and lived for a long time in his father-in-law's household, and therefore avoided this calamity.

      Moren's eldest grandson, Haidu, was, because he was still very young, hidden by his family in a woodpile and thus narrowly escaped. When Chen heard of the calamity at home, anxious and distraught, he immediately set out from his father-in-law's house and hurried back to his tribe. His father-in-law's house was located on the eastern shore of Lake Baikal in what is now Russia. He had to cross several mountains over a thousand meters high and endure many hardships before finally reaching the tribe's camp. However, what met his eyes was a scene of ruin and chaos; everything he had once been familiar with was gone. The tribe's most serious loss was that several hundred of the horses they depended on for survival had all been lost.

      We all know that for herders, their livestock is their most important property. Among them, horses are indispensable. Whether going out hunting or herding, with only two legs, how could one possibly catch up with four-legged animals? In such a life, horses play a vital role. So the most urgent matter at the moment was that I had to get back, by any means, the several hundred horses that had been taken by the other tribe. At this critical moment, one might truly say that Tengri (Eternal Heaven) was watching over the Mongols. The supreme god in the hearts of the Mongols is Tengri, because in their understanding Heaven is eternal and imperishable, so the Mongols revere Tengri deeply. Just then, a horse from the tribe ran back from the tribe that had stolen the horses; relying on the old horse’s sense of the way and missing its former owners, it returned. So Nachen rode that horse toward the camp of the tribe that had seized their horses. When he was halfway there, he saw two hunters one ahead of the other. The two hunters were riding horses with eagles perched on their shoulders. Nachen recognized at a glance that the eagles on their shoulders were ones his brothers had once trained. From this one could surmise that these two men must be among the enemies who had destroyed their tribe.

      So Nachen, keeping his expression unchanged, urged his horse and slowly approached the second hunter, then began talking to him: “May I ask what your tribe is called? Where do you live now? And where do you plan to go next?” Perhaps because most people on the steppe are simple and kind-hearted, they tend only to think of not harming others, lacking the corresponding vigilance against others. They rode side by side with Nachen, not knowing who he was or what he did. As a result, the hunter, utterly unguarded, blurted out everything he knew: “We’re from a certain tribe; we were pretty pleased just now - we stole a lot of horses, and we’re now heading to a certain place.” When Nachen heard this, thinking that the enemy who had ruined his family was right before him, anger surged in his chest and murderous intent welled up.

      Seizing the moment while the hunter in front was not paying attention and there was still some distance between them, Nachen quickly drew his knife and stabbed the hunter to death with a single thrust. After killing the hunter, Nachen remained calm. He mounted the hunter’s horse, which was very likely one taken from their own tribe. He tied the hunter’s corpse to the horse’s tail, then took the eagle and hung it on his shoulder, and then rode off to pursue the hunter ahead. Right?

      Earlier that group was leisurely drinking, singing aloud as they went, belting out long, melodious tunes and walking forward with proud faces. They casually turned and saw Chen, right? He was riding a fine horse with a large eagle perched on his shoulder. Maybe those hunters ahead had drunk too much, right? They didn’t even notice that one of their companions had been replaced. As a result, one of the hunters actually asked Chen, “Why is that person behind your horse lying on the ground? Can you wake him up?” No sooner had he finished speaking than Chen had already spurred his horse forward; with a single swift stroke of his knife he took that hunter down.

      After those two hunters from the hostile tribe were disposed of, Chen, following the lead, arrived at the camp of the tribe that had stolen their horses. At first glance, he found that Tengri had once again favored them. Why say that? That tribe had originally been driven to the brink of destruction by the Jurchen Jin state, yet now had unexpectedly come into a great fortune. The huge contrast from near-annihilation to sudden wealth excited them to the point of losing themselves. So the men sang and danced across the steppe, indulging in revelry, right? The several hundred horses lay scattered at the foot of the hill, with only a few children keeping watch. Chen saw this as a perfect opportunity, right? He immediately leapt down the hill and mercilessly dealt with those children one by one, then led his tribe’s several hundred horses back to the headwaters of the Wonan River, their own dwelling place.

      After bringing the horses back, Chen understood that the other side certainly would not give up, right? People in his tribe had died and their horses had been taken back. Once the revelry ended and their drunkenness faded, they might come to seek revenge. What should be done? Chen took his nephew Haidu back to his father-in-law’s house.

      Although Chen had succeeded in reclaiming the tribe’s important property-the several hundred horses-from their enemies, the Mongol tribe that had once prospered under the leadership of their ancestor Boduanchaar was now reduced to only these two relatives living as dependents. So, could the Mongol tribe be revived through their efforts? And who would become the first khan in the long course of Mongol history?

      Chen took his nephew Haidu to his father-in-law’s house on the shores of Lake Baikal. He planned to establish a steady base there, building up step by step. Once the tribe gradually grew stronger, Chen devoted himself to supporting his nephew Haidu and made him the tribe’s leader. After Haidu became chief, he indeed displayed extraordinary kingly qualities. He began issuing broad recruitment orders: anyone willing to come under his banner would always find the tribe’s gates open. They were treated with fine wine and food, given horses, and provided with tents to live in - no one was turned away. Thus the drifters of the steppe, horse-stealing thieves, and highly skilled archers all came to submit. As time passed, Haidu’s tribe grew ever more powerful. Under Haidu’s wise leadership, the tribe exterminated the group that had killed his father and grandmother. In Mongol thinking, revenge was a matter of the utmost sanctity.

      After Haidu succeeded in destroying that tribe, his own power became extremely strong. According to Mongolian histories, by unanimous acclamation Haidu became khan of the Mongol tribe. It should be noted that he was khan of the Mongol tribe, not khan of the entire Mongol steppe - a fundamental difference from the khanship later held by Genghis Khan. After Khan Haidu, his great-grandson He Bulehan and He Bulehan’s cousin Ambaghai Khan - these three khans all gained considerable renown in Mongol history. The descendants of He Bulehan’s line took Qiyan as their clan name; “Qiyan” represented nobility.

      In the canvas of Mongol history, He Bulehan shines like a brilliant star, leaving a bold, weighty mark in the chronicles. Why is he written about so prominently? Because He Bulehan did not accomplish just one deed but several earth-shaking feats. In the era when Genghis Khan’s third-generation ancestor He Nule Khan held sway over the Mongol tribe, the Jurchen Jin state, which originated in the land of white mountains and black waters, had already grown powerful. It successively destroyed the Liao and defeated the Song, becoming the hegemon over the vast region stretching from the Heilongjiang to north of the Huai River. Would this newly risen northern hegemon sit idly by while the Mongol tribe grew ever stronger? As the saying goes, “one mountain cannot contain two tigers,” so how would He Nule Khan respond to this formidable opponent?

      At that time the Jurchen Jin state was like a rising sun, in a period of vigorous growth and at the height of its national strength. And He Nule Khan had the nerve to confront the Jurchen; Mongol herders often raided the Jin borders, plundering Jin property.

      Different historical records give different accounts of who the Jin emperor was at that time. Some sources name Emperor Taizong Wanyan Sheng, while others record Xizong Wanyan Dan. In short, in the early years of the Jin dynasty it might have been Taizong or it might have been Xizong; personally I think Taizong is the more likely. What follows is that Emperor Taizong Wanyan Sheng wanted to meet this He Nule Khan. Since this man was so hard to deal with and forceful methods had failed, could they try a policy of conciliation? The emperor thought that the Mongols, living long on the steppe, had little exposure to civilized luxury, so they would give him precious gifts and entertain him with several sumptuous meals. Treat him gently, as one might soothe a docile donkey, and see whether he could be persuaded not to be hostile to the Jin. Thus the Taizong emperor invited He Nule Khan, who gladly went to the Jin capital - Shangjing Huining Prefecture. Upon arrival, the magnificent, splendid palaces of the Jin truly astonished him. By contrast, most Mongols still lived in tents then, and some had none at all; they used the vast earth as their pillow and the boundless heavens as their canopy, forming a sharp contrast with the ornate palaces. He Bole Khan in the Jin palace was like Liu Laolao entering the Grand View Garden for the first time - everything was novel and overwhelming, and every sight and object seemed fresh and astonishing to him.

      The Jin emperor treated He Bole Khan with great ceremony: small banquets were held every three days, larger feasts every five, and all kinds of rare mountain and sea delicacies were prepared to entertain him. At one banquet the Jin ruler and his ministers were surprised to find that He Bole Khan’s capacity for food and drink was beyond imagination. He drank jar after jar of wine as if bottomless; after a dozen jars or so he remained composed and showed no sign of intoxication. When he ate, it was plate after plate - eight large platters of meat and two whole sheep were gone in an instant, and he still showed no sign of satiety. People secretly marveled: with such an astonishing appetite, how strong a man he must be! If all Mongols were like him, they would truly be a grave threat to the Jin.

      There was, however, another explanation for He Bole Khan’s great capacity. Though he appeared rough and uninhibited, he was in fact quite shrewd. He feared that the Jin emperor might poison the food and wine, so whenever he drank a large jar he would excuse himself to go to the latrine. In fact, he would vomit what he had eaten in the latrine, then return to the banquet and continue eating and drinking, repeating this again and again. Thus, on the surface it seemed his appetite had no limit.

      Gradually, after several such banquets, He Bole Khan found nothing unusual. After all, he had eaten and vomited, vomited and eaten, and remained on his guard. His attendants were not as meticulous as their master; faced with a table full of delicacies, hey, isn’t this tempting! someone said, “Just spit out everything you’ve eaten - what a waste!” At first his men watched and ate; seeing that nothing happened even after drinking more, they relaxed their caution and indulged in the food and drink. Once they let themselves go, of course there would be limits. Especially after drinking deeply, He Bole Khan became somewhat unrestrained. How unrestrained? It is said that, drunk, he walked down from the banquet and reached out to pull the emperor’s beard. Why say this? In my view the emperor at that time should have been Jin Taizong Wanyan Sheng, not Jin Xizong Wanyan Dan. Why judge so? Because when Xizong succeeded to the throne he was still a boy and would not have had such a long beard. This greatly alarmed the civil and military ministers of the Jin.

      Since subduing the Liao and conquering the Song, the Jin had begun a process of Sinicization and no longer did things like bathing naked in the river together with the emperor, right? Etiquette between sovereign and ministers now mattered. In the court, you, a crude man, dare to pull our emperor’s beard - how dare you! So the Jin ministers flew into a rage, slapped the tables and rose to their feet. Some even drew the daggers at their waists, ready to take He Bole Khan’s life.

      One must remember that the Mongols were a hunting, pastoral people, roaming in search of water and pasture; from an early age they were accompanied by swift horses and fierce eagles, and thus their temperament was bold and unrestrained.

      Yet He Bole Khan’s display of that genuine temperament at the Jin banquet utterly enraged the Jin ministers. So at this critical, hair-breadth moment, could He Bole Khan escape unharmed and return to his homeland?

      After sobering up, He Bole Khan, seeing the situation, broke out in cold sweat. He quickly fell to his knees with a thud and begged forgiveness, saying, “I am a rough man from the borderlands and do not understand court etiquette. I have committed such a grave offense; I beg His Majesty the Emperor to punish me severely.” At this, Jin Taizong’s face broke into a smile, showing great magnanimity. He said, “We invited him here precisely to use conciliation, didn’t we? Look at you all brandishing swords and looking ready for battle - is that necessary? Don’t do that.” Then he added, “We Jurchens, like them, are a people who enjoy heavy drinking. At banquets, aren’t we often completely drunk and sprawling about? It’s perfectly natural.”

      Seeing the Jin emperor so openhearted and generous, He Bole Khan quickly knelt on both knees, kowtowed and thanked him, then slowly rose. The emperor looked at him and laughed, “Look at you - so simple and honest, so endearing. Except for my grandson, no one has ever pulled my beard. You are truly charming.” Saying this, the emperor waved his hand and said, “I will reward you with some silks and brocades. Do not be our enemy in the future; let us live on friendly terms for generations.”

      After receiving the silks, He Bole Khan secretly thought to himself that this place was hardly safe to linger. If the emperor suddenly changed his mind later and sent men to bring him back, it would be disastrous. So, having taken the silks, he hastily took his leave, did not even return to the guesthouse, leapt onto his horse, spurred it on, and rode toward his tribe, fleeing the Jin that very night.

      He Bole Khan’s overnight flight gave the Jin ministers an excuse to make a move. They immediately went to see Emperor Taizong and said, “Your Majesty, look - what did we tell you before? This man absolutely cannot be allowed to remain; he must be put to death. If he had nothing to hide, why would he run away?” Taizong thought it over and found their argument persuasive, so he sent envoys with the order: “Go and bring him back.” The envoys took the order, spurred their horses, and pursued until they caught up with He Bole Khan. When they met him they spoke respectfully: “Our Emperor is very concerned about Your Khanship and says the time spent with you was far too short. You left in such haste and the Emperor feels sore about it. Could you come back with me?” He Bole Khan understood the intent and sneered inwardly, “Ha, spare me. If I go back, I’ll be killed - I know full well what’s behind this.”

      So He Bole Khan answered the envoy with a stern face: “They say a man’s word is worth a thousand pieces of gold - who taught you that? You Jin are a great state and your emperor an exalted sovereign. Just now you told me to go home, and now you send men to fetch me back; such fickleness - do you still have any credibility? Are you not ashamed?” His words were righteous and sharp, and they left the Jin envoy dumbstruck and at a loss for reply.

      With no other option, the Jin envoy returned crestfallen to report to the emperor. Before the emperor he complained, “Your Majesty, He Bole Khan refuses to come back; he even scolded me harshly, saying we don’t keep our word.”

      He Bole Khan had already returned to his tent; wiping the cold sweat from his brow, he said with lingering dread, “That was a close call!” It had truly been no easy matter to escape from the jaws of the Jin and make it back safely this time.

      However, not long after He Bole Khan returned to his camp, the Jin sent envoys again. Upon hearing this, He Bole Khan’s eyes flashed with anger and he thought to himself: this is clearly a weasel paying New Year’s greetings to the chickens - it means no good. Calling me back again and again is surely meant to harm me. It seems they will not give up easily. What to do? Fine - today I’ll risk everything; either they do without me or I do without them. I might as well go all the way and kill all these Jin envoys.

      He Bole Khan’s men were uneasy; many of the followers turned pale - this was no joking matter. We Mongols are but a small, weak tribe, aren’t we? The Jin sit astride a million-strong army, the supreme power of the realm. If we kill the Jin envoys and someday the Jin raise troops to punish us, we would be no match.

      Seeing this, Hebula flew into a rage and shouted, “Are you still worthy to be men of Mongolia? Does the hot blood of grey wolves and white stags run in your veins? Why are you so cowardly and timid? Are you trying to betray me? At my command, go kill those Jin envoys - kill them cleanly!”

      Seeing that the khan was fearless, the men thought they might as well die trying. Summoning their courage, they swarmed into the Jin envoys’ tents and hacked at whoever they saw. Before long, those Jin envoys were all dead.

      When the news reached the capital, the Jin emperor was furious, grinding his teeth: “You Hebula - you are outrageously bold! I treated you kindly, even rewarded you, and you dared to murder my envoys. This time I will make you taste my wrath!” The Jin emperor immediately ordered a punitive expedition against the Mongol tribe, dispatching a general named Hushahu with more than ten thousand cavalry to strike at the Mongol tribe.

      At that time it was doubtful whether the Mongol tribe could muster ten thousand able-bodied men, while the Jin alone had sent more than ten thousand horsemen. The Jin army vowed to wash the steppe in blood and utterly destroy the Mongol tribe. Although the Mongol cavalry led by Bulehan were each strong and their horses well-fed and hardy, battle-hardened and experienced, when they faced the vast, well-trained Jin forces they would undoubtedly be forced into a difficult, unequal struggle of the weak against the strong.

      So, can the Mongol tribe successfully repel the Jin army and win this war?

      The Jin emperor issued orders to punish the Mongol tribe. Unfortunately, Taizong chose the wrong man for the job. Hushahu was not a particularly capable commander, was he? Why do I say that? At the time the Jin’s main forces were likely engaged with the Southern Song; the battle-hardened generals were in the south facing commanders such as Yue Fei and Han Shizhong. Under those circumstances there simply weren’t suitable commanders available, so a mediocre officer had to be sent as the vanguard. Thus Hushahu was dispatched with over ten thousand men to attack the Mongol tribe. The moment Hushahu reached the steppe he was completely baffled. Indeed, Jin soldiers were used to forming up in proper ranks: soldiers on both sides would exchange names, the commanders would clash, and then the masses would engage together, following the same tactics they used against the Song. But out on the steppe, the enemy’s trace was nearly impossible to find.

      So the ten thousand or so men arrived on the grasslands and there wasn’t even a decent road. After marching for dozens or even hundreds of li it felt as if they hadn’t moved at all. The terrain here was almost indistinguishable in every direction - completely different from fighting in the Central Plains. In the Central Plains there is a city here and a city there; you take one city and then move on to the next, with roads linking them. On the steppe there is nothing. Without guides you simply cannot find the Mongols. The Mongols are born horsemen and archers, born warriors; they strike and vanish like ghosts. In groups of two or three, five or six, they waged guerrilla war against the Jin army - indeed, it was guerrilla warfare. One day they might quietly pick off one of your sentries, two days later steal a horse, and the next day burn down a few tents. This kept the Jin forces constantly occupied, exhausted their men, and disrupted their logistics. Faced with these circumstances, Hushahu saw the campaign could not realistically continue and thought it best to withdraw. That would also give him an excuse to report to the court: say we were not defeated by the enemy, we simply could not find them. He could even claim that, had they found them, the Mongols would not have been their match.
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