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For David Lei




Now am I come to that part of our Book in which I shall tell you of the great and wonderful magnificence of the Great Kaan now reigning, by name CUBLAY KAAN; Kaan being a title which signifyeth ‘The Great Lord of Lords,’ or Emperor.


– The Travels of Marco Polo, c.1307


In Xamdu did Cublai Can build a stately Pallace, encompassing sixteen miles of plaine grounde within a wall, wherein are fertile Meddowes, pleasant Springs, delightful Streames, and all sorts of beasts of chase and game, and in the middest thereof a sumptuous house of pleasures, which may be removed from place to place.


Hakluytus Posthumus, or Purchas His Pilgrimes, 1613
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INTRODUCTION



RISE OF THE MONGOLS


They were composed of many races from the east – mainly Mongols, but others including the Keraits, Turks, Uighurs, Naimans, Tatars. This last word caught the imagination of Christian authors, who added an extra letter to allude to hell itself. These unstoppable hordes of warriors were now often called Tartars, demons from Tartarus, vengeful terror unleashed upon a sinful world.


In 1260, Pope Alexander IV issued a proclamation to all civilized nations:


There rings in the ears of all . . . a terrible trumpet of dire forewarning which . . . proclaims with so unmistakable a sound the wards of universal destruction, wherewith the scourge of Heaven’s wrath in the hands of the inhuman Tartars, erupting as it were from the secret confines of Hell, oppresses and crushes the earth . . .1


The Pope had reason to be afraid. The Mongol advances in Eastern Europe were redolent of the conquests of Attila the Hun or the Visigoths of antiquity. Mongol savagery was widely known; entire cities had perished at their hands after refusing to surrender. The speed of their advances was astounding; their ability to integrate vassal populations turned them into an ever growing, ever more dangerous enemy, sure to descend upon Europe at any moment.


In fact, at the time that Alexander wrote his call to arms, the Mongol world was changing forever. Temujin, the Genghis Khan, had been dead for thirty-three years. The hordes that ravaged Poland, Hungary and Bulgaria were the last flotsam of the tide of invasion. Temujin’s grandchildren were arguing about the future of the Mongols, and Europe was not on the top of their agenda. In the Middle East, one grandson, Hulagu, was invading Persia, while another, Batu, sired a son who would convert to Islam and ‘avenge’ this deed by turning on his own. Meanwhile, in Mongolia itself, another grandson, Arigh Boke (Arigh the Strong), favoured the old ways, living on the wide grasslands, and occasionally stealing whatever the Mongols might need from the rest of the world. His forty-five-year-old brother, Khubilai, was more interested in an eastward-directed empire, the adoption of elements of Chinese culture and society and the transformation of the Mongols. Either of them might present a threat to Europe in the future, but for the moment, they were a far greater danger to each other. Ultimately, Khubilai would become the Khan, leader of all the descendants of Temujin. The Mongol drive westwards slowly faded, while inquisitive missionaries from Europe headed east, wondering with relentless optimism whether they might convert the Mongols to Christianity.


Temujin, leader of the Mongols, better known by his title of ‘Great Leader’ or ‘Genghis Khan’, had been far from impressed with his new grandson, Khubilai. A good Mongol child, as far as Temujin was concerned, needed to take after his father.


‘All our children are of a ruddy complexion,’ said Temujin in 1215, ‘but this child is swarthy like his maternal uncles.’ True to his background as a herder, Temujin thought that the new arrival merely required the right sort of milk. He ordered Khubilai’s mother Sorghaghtani to make sure that her son found a good wet-nurse; taking the hint, she picked a heavily pregnant woman of the Naiman people, a Turkish steppe race, sure to impress the crotchety grandfather with their similarity to hearty Mongol folk.2


The story of the baby Khubilai is the oldest tale about him, and is followed in the historical record by almost two decades of silence. Understandably, nobody took much interest in the childhood and teenage years of yet another Mongol princeling, one of many dozens born to Temujin’s unruly brood of sons. In later life, he would be blessed with two superb storytellers, who would record many anecdotes from his life. The first, the source of the above story, is Rashid al-Din, the Persian author whose Compendium of Chronicles is one of the great works of Middle Eastern history. The other was a man who may have once met Rashid, but who would later write his own account of Khubilai’s realm: Marco Polo, whose Description of the World has fascinated readers for centuries. Khubilai appears in many other places. The History of the Yuan, the chronicle of the dynasty he founded in China, includes many quotes and decrees. Similar annals in Japan, Annam (Vietnam) and Korea also record the acts of Khubilai where relevant to those countries. To put together a history of Khubilai himself, we must use all of these documents and more.


As with many famous figures from the past, there is a surfeit of both uncritical hagiographies and demonizing smears. Khubilai’s own subjects did not dare to describe him in anything but the most glorified of terms, whereas comments attributed to him in later manuscripts, particularly from the Koreans and the Ming dynasty that ousted his descendants, may be later interpolations that make him seem like a clueless thug. Then again, it is his own chroniclers who gingerly record that Khubilai the great leader once charged pell-mell into the desert in pursuit of his rebellious brother Arigh Boke, only to flee on horseback when his supplies ran out, abandoning thousands of his own footsoldiers to a burning death in the sands. Khubilai Khan, about whom not a bad word could be said, is that same Mongol prince who invented an excuse to run home as soon as he had received the surrender of the ruler of Dali, leaving his underlings to undertake a mop-up operation that lasted for decades. It was also Khubilai Khan, emperor of the world, who was swindled by a double agent into personally funding the fortification of a border city that was then handed to his enemies.


Accounts of his middle years are those of an earnest, serious leader, who curtly orders Korean vassals to stop using gold in their tribute dishes – a world away from the portly, scowling despot painted by Liu Guandao in 1280. Many Chinese sources focus on Khubilai’s enculturation, breathlessly arguing that the supposedly savage Mongol prince was tamed, charmed and invigorated by the civilizing influence of China itself.3 He arrived in China as a conqueror, but died as an emperor. Marco Polo describes a man of wisdom and diplomatic openness to other faiths, although more cynical observers have suggested that Khubilai only entertained multiple religions in order to keep all parties guessing. Khubilai was truly stuck in the middle between the Mongols and the Chinese, and struggled his whole life to unify these mutually antagonistic societies. He is remembered as the last of the Great Khans, but his Mongol realm was already fragmenting when he came to power, and he enjoyed a mere three years of peace before facing a tedious thirty-year civil war with one of his own relatives.


Khubilai endures as a symbol of transformation, as the brutal, savage conquerors of his grandfather’s generation gradually died out, leaving descendants with very different priorities. The conquests of Temujin, the Genghis Khan, were embittered, hateful despoliations of the farm-centred, city-dwelling way of life that the Mongols found so despicable. In the aftermath of Temujin’s early assaults, conquered farmland was left fallow – in other words, transforming back into the pasture so beloved of the nomadic Mongols, and the former citizenry of conquered towns was often arbitrarily divided between Mongol leaders as slaves. It was only with Khubilai’s uncle Ogodei (r.1229–41) that the new rulers began to regard their subjects as anything other than corpses-in-waiting. This is not necessarily a sign of enlightenment among the Mongols; perhaps it is better regarded as a glimmer of recognition that a smarter thief leaves his victim alive and prosperous, all the better to steal from him again. Nor is it merely a case of taxation, or of the restoration of civil order or the adoption of native accoutrements. The Mongols notoriously thrived on the contribution of local collaborators and assimilated subjects – the semuren. But they also excelled at getting others to do their dirty work for them. By luck or by design, the bulk of the occupation administrators, law-enforcers and tax collectors were Muslims from Central Asia, a handy buffer zone between the conquerors and conquered, and one which often took the blame for mismanagement and corruption. Meanwhile, when ‘Mongol’ armies thrust into Korea, southern China, Japan and Vietnam, they were arguably not Mongol at all – the force that toppled the Song dynasty largely comprised conscripts and turncoats from northern China. The force that then pushed south to Burma and east to Japan comprised large numbers of men from the fallen Song dynasty.


The recurring theme in the story of Khubilai Khan, among friends and enemies alike, is one of ‘going native’. Raised and groomed to be the overlord of China, he was soon accused by rival princes of losing touch with his Mongol roots. He inherited a mandate born of conquest and atrocity, but was often swayed by the suggestions and ideas of his foreign advisers. It was a Jurchen minister who talked the young Khubilai into behaving like a Chinese emperor; it was a meddling Korean interpreter who tipped him off that Japan lay just beyond the horizon. For emissaries of the Muslim and Christian faiths, Khubilai was a tantalizing prospect – a terrifying former foe that let it be known that he might consider converting to their religion.


However, while many writers, Marco Polo included, presented Khubilai as a wise, syncretic ruler, there is ample evidence to suggest that he was still a Mongol at heart. Khubilai and his fellow khans often seem to be the innocent dupes of obfuscation and deflection, repeatedly confused by the cunning excuses of their vassals. In particular, Khubilai never really appears to have appreciated the intricate politics of Japan and Annam (north Vietnam), where his blunt, direct demands to deal with someone in charge were often given the runaround, fobbed off and misdirected. One wonders whether he ever realized that the Shōgun’s Regent was the true ruler of Japan, or that the ‘retired’ Emperor of Annam continued to manipulate his successor from behind the throne? There is an element of Alexander the Great in Khubilai’s earnest pursuit of a way to cut through such Gordian knots, and an element of oriental tragicomedy in his constant failure to do so. More than once, Khubilai – the great emperor of the world – is presented instead as a deluded dictator, trading on the military reputation of his forebears, but periodically surprised when his far-flung ‘vassals’ choose to disobey him.


Another powerful element of Khubilai’s era is the tyranny of distance – the awesome and, to modern readers, alien prospect that Khubilai’s realm was so large it could take years to cross. Despite immense Mongol achievements in the use of post-riders and letters of transit, Khubilai still had to face the prospect that a simple message to his field commanders could take weeks to arrive, and that he might wait months for a reply. Marco Polo writes of embassies and responses with immediate results, as if Khubilai were on the other end of a telephone, largely obscuring the fact that his dealings with rebels and vassals on his borders could stretch over years. Our own geographically inclined habit of treating his conquests separately – China, then Annam, then Japan – rather forgets the untidier elements of Khubilai’s rule, such as the sequence of events in the 1270s, when his reign was undermined by institutional corruption, and his rule challenged by upstarts. When he first boasted to the Japanese that he was the Emperor of China, his armies had yet to take the Chinese capital at Hangzhou, and he was facing fierce resistance in what is now Vietnam; his own Yuan dynasty was proclaimed in pretence, not in victory, and only legitimized after the fact. No wonder, perhaps, that the Japanese at first regarded him as a braggart and a fool. It is for this reason that this book includes a chronology, setting the events of Khubilai’s reign into a straightforward timeline in order to unite elements whose relation might not otherwise be immediately obvious.


The very words that we use to describe ‘civilization’ demonstrate our agrarian bias at work. For the Chinese in the east, and the Europeans in the west, civilization is a way of life that, by definition, requires living in cities. Our culture demands that we stay in one place, constructing our hearths and homes of solid material, wandering out to the fields to tend our crops. But history is also littered with cultures where this did not work. Even in medieval Europe, it was understood that the land could not withstand constant farming, and that fields would periodically have to be left fallow. All over the world, there are the ruins of sedentary civilizations that woke up one day to discover that the nearest timber was now more than a brisk walk away, that nearby mines now took too long to yield any resources and that the wells had run dry. Ancient China itself had many ghost towns and ruins, attesting to forgotten cultures that moved on. Further to the west, in Central Asia, there are the wastes of the Gobi and Taklamakan Deserts, now known as the Sea of Death, but once the centre of a flourishing Dark Age civilization. In all such cases, we might observe that all humans are ultimately nomads, although the farming cultures cling for longer, sometimes too long, to the ideal of staying in one place.


When our word ‘civilization’ itself is rooted in Roman concepts of cities and citizenship, it can be difficult to appreciate the world of the nomads. The Chinese also wrote off all cultures beyond their own as ‘barbarians’. Nor did the nomads do themselves any favours in the long run, often lacking monuments, literature or many lasting artefacts apart from the occasional items of jewellery and weaponry found in their graves.


Tribes of the Mongols, Tatars, Keraits, Naimans and others migrated seasonally, like many of the birds that would fly over the distant farming communities. Their herds grazed where there was good grass, and moved on, heading north for the summer and south for the winter, usually rotating inside a set area that was understood by other tribes to ‘belong’ to its residents. Nomadic dwellings were hence designed to be mobile. A Mongol ‘tent’ could be a surprisingly solid construction, with walls made of a free-standing wooden trellis, weighted down by an outer layer of sturdy animal skins or felt, which also kept out the cold.


When the time came to move on, after a few days or months, the dwelling could be swiftly dismantled and loaded onto pack animals. Among the Mongols, it was usually placed aboard a large ox-drawn wagon, driven by the wife of the family. The wagon would lumber along at a slow pace, matching the speed of the grazing sheep and cattle.


William of Rubruck, a European traveller who visited the Mongols when Khubilai was in the prime of life, took the trouble to measure the size of Mongol homes and transport:


These houses they make so large that they are often thirty feet in breadth. Measuring once the breadth between the wheel-ruts of their carts, I found it to be twenty feet over: and when the house was on the cart, it stretched over the wheels on each side five feet at least. I counted twenty-two oxen in one team, drawing a house upon a cart, and eleven more before them: the axletree of the cart was of huge size like the mast of a ship. And a fellow stood in the door of the house, upon the forestall of the cart, driving the oxen.4


The Mongols carried their possessions in other carts, safely packed in chests made from wicker and covered in waxed sheepskin. On the move, a lone woman would often drive a train of up to thirty carts, with the ox-team of each linked to the back of the cart in front. This method, crawling along at slower than walking pace, would be used on the wide, flat steppes. On tougher ground, the train would be split up into its component parts, and each would try to find its own way across. When the Mongols made camp, each wife would have her own main tent with satellite tents for her servants and supplies, and each woman’s ‘court’ would be separated from her fellows’ by a distance of ‘a stone’s throw’. William of Rubruck, attending the court of Khubilai’s wealthy cousin Batu, noted that each of Batu’s wives had an entourage of some 200 carts.


The Mongols had some odd superstitions, some of which could cost unwary visitors their lives. As the hearth fire was the heart of Mongol life, it was considered bad luck and a gross insult to one’s host to touch the fire with a knife, or to use a knife to spear food from the central pot. Nor was it deemed appropriate to use a hatchet close to the hearth. Treading on a man’s threshold step was punishable by death – a superstition that seems cognate with a similar proscription in China, where one is not supposed to touch the threshold step of a temple.


Some Mongol customs seem rooted in the careful conservation of resources. Mongols were discouraged from killing young birds, and spilling of one’s drink was considered a capital offence if done deliberately. So, too, was urinating inside a tent, although it seems that there were enough inadvertent cases of this for an ‘inadvertent’ transgression to be punishable with a fine. If a man was given food by another, was unable to eat it and instead spat it out, he was to be dragged out of his tent and executed. Strangely, despite this, Mongols seemed to allow themselves to vomit – one Christian observer noted that Mongols who had drunk too much were welcome to puke their dinner back up again, so as to make space for yet more.5


The Mongols had their own word for the world they lived in – ordo, meaning variously tent, camp or herd on the move. An ordo was the impression left in the ground by one of their tents when it was moved on – a sign to other tribesman that someone had made this part of the steppe their home only recently, and a sign that perhaps the newcomer was not welcome. An ordo was the land around oneself, one’s home and one’s family. Thanks to the predations of the Genghis Khan Temujin and his descendants, the word made its way into many European languages with more sinister connotations. In Russian, it became orda. In Polish: horda. In the West, including French and English: horde.6


The antagonism between settled, agricultural cultures and wandering, pastoral cultures is a recurrent theme in human history. Invariably, the nomads get the blame, since it is usually they who are perceived to be wandering across an unknown border or into a farmer’s territory. After all, a settled farming community does not habitually pick itself up and move twenty miles over. Nomads make such journeys all the time, and European history is littered with the results. The steppe is wide and long, but inevitably narrows as it reaches the European peninsula or the Chinese heartland. It is then, when times are hard and nomads move a little further than usual, that the friction turns into conflict. The boundary line between such cultures is perilously close. Since prehistoric times, the edge of the ordos culture has been a mere 300 kilometres from the site of modern Beijing.


While the women drove the wagons, the men rode on horseback. They marshalled the straggling herd animals, hunted on the outskirts and rode ahead to check the land. The nomads’ way of life favoured the creation of a class of accomplished horsemen, accurate with a bow and arrow, experienced at scouting. Whereas cavalry was a rarity and a privilege in the cultures built around farmland, for the nomads it was part of everyday life. In a farming culture, the word for horseman came to be a reflection of wealth and power, a rarity like the English ‘knight’ or the Roman equites. In Mongolia, the men were trained their whole life in a skillset that could be readily repurposed to armed conflict.


The nomads were by no means unaware of the sedentary cultures. During the rotation of the year, they would invariably come into contact with civilizations on their borderlands, and offer items for trade. The nomads would always have leather goods, animal skins, wool, milk and meat. They might even try to trade their chosen beverage, a fermented horse milk they called airag, although it is usually known as koumiss, from the Turkish. From the sedentary populations, they could barter bread, honey, metal goods. Such a relationship worked well for both sides, for most of the time. Except, invariably, when times were hard, and a group would then take something that did not belong to them.


The history of China is peppered with clashes between the farmers and the nomads. The Great Wall (or rather, walls), a defining monument of Chinese civilization, was a failed attempt to draw a definite line between the two cultures. A large zone of northern China can be used for either agriculture or herding, and it is this area that has always been the source of conflict between these ways of life.


Stories of the rise of Temujin start off as little more than cattle rustling. But when the herds were vast in number, the wealth at stake was similarly great. In a series of broken alliances and pledges of faith, Temujin hunted down the enemies of his clan, and somehow welded the tribes of Mongolia into a massive host of warriors. At least in part to prevent the Mongols turning on each other, he directed their violence outwards.


The swift succession of ensuing military victories persuaded Temujin that he was not merely the Genghis Khan, but a man with a divine destiny, chosen by the fates to become the ruler of the entire world. In 1206, Temujin’s army destroyed the Xixia, an empire in the west of China ruled by the Tangut people. They did so secure in the belief that the Jurchens (Manchus) who ruled north China as the Jin dynasty would not come to the aid of the Xixia. In 1211, Temujin turned on the Jurchens, in a campaign that saw abortive peace negotiations, and then a resurgent invasion. By 1215, the Jurchen capital (now known as Beijing) had been destroyed, and the administration relocated south to the interim capital of Kaifeng. The second decade of the thirteenth century found Temujin’s armies entering Manchuria and east Persia. By the 1220s they were rounding the Caspian Sea and heading for Europe.


In 1227, Temujin died, leaving instructions for his sons to divide the realm between them as khans subordinate to a single leader. The Mongol hordes would carry their conquests even further over the next generation. It was their duty to Temujin. It was their duty as Mongols.





1



CONQUERED BY WINE


THE REIGN OF OGODEI


Khubilai Khan did little to attract the attention of writers or poets in the first half of his life. He was in his forties when he became the Great Khan, and in his mid-fifties when he proclaimed himself to be the Emperor of China, a position that was not truly his until his early sixties. For Khubilai as a young man – as an idle princeling, an industrious noble and then a scheming power broker – we must look to asides in earlier chronicles of his uncles and grandfather. The Secret History of the Mongols, a rambling account of the lives of Temujin and his children, comes to an end when Khubilai was still in his mid-teens, but there are other accounts and biographies that allow us to piece together at least some incidents from Khubilai’s first three decades. Partly, this job is easier because of the wide-ranging fame of his mother, Sorghaghtani. She left a deep enough impression on the world around her that, several decades after her death, she was still a famous enough figure to attract the attention of Marco Polo.


She was the niece of Toghrul, the leader of the Kerait steppe people, who at the beginning of the thirteenth century had been a more powerful warlord than Temujin himself. Toghrul, however, had refused to give his daughter in marriage to a son of Temujin. Although explained in such romantic terms by later chroniclers, this was far from a tale of star-crossed lovers. It is more likely that Temujin’s offer was a ‘peaceful’ offer to take land by dynastic alliance that he would otherwise conquer by force. When Toghrul refused, the Keraits were plunged into war, and ultimately defeated by Temujin and his allies. Knowing which way the wind was blowing, one of Temujin’s allies was Toghrul’s brother – Sorghaghtani’s father – who had no qualms about marrying off his daughters to the new authority. Temujin ‘married’ Sorghaghtani’s elder sister, in the sense that she shared his bed for a while before he grew tired of her and handed her on to one of his generals. The teenage Sorghaghtani was given to Temujin’s youngest son Tolui, and subsequently became his chief wife:


And if he has more wives than one, she with whom he slept the night before sits by his side the day following: and all his other wives must that day resort to her house to drink: and there the court is held for that day: the gifts also which are presented that day are laid up in the chests of that wife.1


Since Sorghaghtani bore Tolui four sons, including Khubilai, she appears to have spent a lot of time at his side. This, in turn, will have put her in the right position to receive a lot of the treasures and tribute received by Tolui during the high point of the Mongol conquests. This put her in a powerful position after the death of her husband, particularly when she refused to ally herself by remarriage to any of the other descendants of Temujin.


Sorghaghtani’s family were Nestorian Christians – and she remained a devout believer for the rest of her life. In later years, garbled accounts of their belief led some commentators to assume that her uncle had been the legendary Prester John, whom European Christendom was expecting to attack the Muslims in the rear. For decades, there had been stories of a Christian king in Asia, called variously David or John, and even during Khubilai’s lifetime, it was widely understood among European visitors to his realm that his mother had been from the family of this fabled king.


However, European hopes of a Christian king in the east were unfounded. Prester John’s reputation had been newly fostered by a fake letter that caused a minor stir in Europe at the beginning of the thirteenth century, and may have been responsible for several of the missions sent by the popes into the wilds of Central Asia. But despite his association with Prester John, Sorghaghtani’s uncle was unlikely to have ever considered marching south to help out in the Crusades. Nestorians were deeply unwelcome in Christendom, and the founder of their sect had been responsible for a schism in the Church. In the centuries that followed, Nestorian belief had drifted steadily eastwards, although many of its adherents, facing hostility from the Christian world, converted to Islam, which has several similarities with it, including the daily prayer routine, and a god called Alohe. Further east, Nestorianism took on attributes of Chinese religions, with many saints reassigned the names of Buddhist deities. When Catholics from Europe eventually came into contact with Nestorian believers in the presence of the Mongols, they regarded them as braying drunks and deluded heretics, and spent longer enumerating their differences of belief than the shared fundamentals that might have united them.2


Matters of succession created powerful difficulties for the descendants of Temujin. The elephant in the room was Temujin’s eldest son, Jochi. Circumstantial evidence suggested that Jochi was not Temujin’s son at all, but had been fathered by a Mongol rapist during the brief period that Temujin’s chief wife had been in captivity as a young woman. Temujin had never once said a word to disown or otherwise marginalize Jochi, but the pair of them had been increasingly estranged in Temujin’s later years. It was, perhaps, a mercy that Jochi predeceased his father by a few months, thereby allowing the rest of the clan to discuss only his brothers as potential successors. While the sons of Jochi and their descendants would be powerful kingmakers in the Mongol world, none dared to make a bid for Great Khan for themselves.3


Before his death, Temujin decreed that succession should be in the direct male line, through his third son Ogodei. Nevertheless, true to the Mongol idea of the survival of the fittest, he foresaw that the time might come when none of that branch of family was fit to rule:


Set one of my seed as governor, and you shall not be disobedient. Destroy it not, and you shall be right and true. But if the seed of Ogodei is born [so worthless that] even if wrapped in green grass, an ox would not eat it; even if soaked in fat, a dog would not eat it, then surely there would be among my descendants even one that is suitable.4


Temujin’s words were sure to cause trouble later. During a war, Mongols had a high turnover of manpower, and diligently kept their tribe resupplied by mating with multiple wives and concubines. The attrition of warfare and disease took care of many such offspring, but even so, by the time Temujin died, he already had over 100 living descendants. His surviving sons were similarly fecund, such that his ‘seed’ presented future kingmakers with literally hundreds of candidates.5


The reference to ‘one of my seed’ was enough to disqualify the sons of Jochi – never spoken of, but sure to come out in deliberations, and hence never permitted to come up as a topic. But issues of interpretation did not end there. In resorting to the quaint, rather facetious imagery of animal fodder, Temujin’s decree failed to suggest what would make a candidate ‘worthless’. Consequently, Temujin’s sons and grandsons would fight several wars over whether or not a would-be ruler was a worthy successor to his legacy, and these conflicts only petered out when the legacy itself had faded and was largely forgotten.


Notably, the ‘legacy’ of Temujin was disbursed solely in the realm of Mongolia and the Turkic tribes. In other words, Temujin’s brothers and sons, under the new Great Khan Ogodei, split a region comprised entirely of grassland, steppes and sandy wastes. The settlement of Temujin’s estates did not involve any areas where Mongols could not live as Mongols – the mountains toward Persia, the green hills above the Gobi Desert, the farmland of north China, the forests of eastern Europe. Hence, in the generations after Temujin, we see his descendants holding relatively small areas in their homeland, but leaning for support on vast stretches of territory on their borders. This was how disputes between herders in Mongolia suddenly involved quests for manpower, resources and wealth far beyond the Mongol realm. This need among the feuding Mongols would radically change the lands on their borders; it would also change the Mongols themselves.6


It is with the accession of Ogodei, for example, that we see the Mongols adopting ideas from their newly conquered Jurchen subjects. Ogodei is seen having a series of supposedly brilliant ideas after he has been taken to one side by the turncoat official Yelu Chucai (1189–1243). The men of Yelu’s family were excellent survivors. His surname came from that of the founding family of the earlier Liao dynasty. Somehow, his ancestors had clung onto their status when the Liao were ousted. Yelu served as a minister in the new Jurchen government, and managed to cling to his position after the predations of Temujin, largely because he stood up to the barbarian ruler when Temujin bragged that he had rescued Yelu from an ancestral conflict.


‘Liao and Jin [the Jurchens] have been enemies for years. I have taken revenge for you,’ bragged Temujin, only for the towering, long-bearded minister to curtly disagree. Yelu Chucai did not accept Temujin’s version of events, noting that his father and grandfather had both faithfully served the Jurchen regime, and that he was not about to congratulate anyone about the dynasty’s fall. People had been summarily executed for less in Temujin’s presence, but Yelu was not only permitted to live, but to serve as an administrator and, eventually, the governor of north China.


Reading between the lines of Yelu Chucai’s behaviour, we should give him the benefit of the doubt. True enough, he kowtowed to the new regime, although nobody else managed to stand up to them and keep their head. In later life, Ogodei was heard to taunt Yelu Chucai, asking him: ‘Are you going to weep for the people again?’ In just those few words, we are permitted a glimpse of Yelu’s impossible, forgotten victories of diplomacy – unspecified occasions when he had put all thought of his own safety aside in order to plead for mercy on behalf of anonymous Chinese subjects. Now little more than a footnote to history, in his heyday he may have saved millions of lives.


Yelu and men like him taught the younger generation of Mongols that there was more than one way to loot outsiders. Traditionalists among Ogodei’s family demanded that the Mongols sweep away the unsightly towns and farms of the civilized world, returning them to the featureless, sweeping plains that nature must have surely intended. For such members of the old guard, wealth could only truly be measured in cattle and pasture. The hapless peasants could be left to rot, and China would be brutally returned back to basics.


In the interests of the aforesaid peasants, Yelu pleaded a different cause. Of course, he told Ogodei, it was only natural for a man of nomadic birth to want to see the world look more like the steppes of Mongolia. But the world was clearly different. What the conquerors had perhaps failed to see was that their new chattels could be made to produce wealth for them. The Mongols could go about their business, live all their lives in tent if they wished, but for as long as they were the rulers of a territory, they could extract tribute and tax from its inhabitants. A Mongol need not even go on a raid to extract such largesse. Instead, the mere threat of retribution should be enough to ensure donations of treasures, food and fine silks. Accordingly, argued Yelu, the Mongols should try to avoid despoiling their conquests any further. Indeed, the conquered peoples were now slaves, little more than cattle – in one illuminating incident, the Mongols had to be talked out of literally branding their Chinese subjects so that they could be identified if they fled.7 But what a wonderful world it would be if the ‘cattle’ would put meat on the Mongol table without being asked; how wondrous if the cattle brought new clothes, wives and wine for their masters. The Mongols were now ready to reap the rewards of Temujin’s conquest – they could raid by proxy, through taxation.


Hence, with the accession of Ogodei the legacy of the Mongols took on a new, more ‘civilized’ form. In 1229, we see the establishment of the post-rider system that made communication across the empire quick and efficient; we see granaries installed to supply food in times of need instead of simply taking it from the nearest victim. Conspicuously, we also see the institution of property taxes – the Mongols turning away from the disenfranchised, destroyed peoples they conquered, and instead seizing wealth from the collaborators and profiteers who had been the first to offer their support.


Thanks to the likes of Yelu Chucai, Ogodei confronted the issues that his father had largely avoided. Many among the Mongol old guard would prefer to keep rolling ever onwards, taking whatever they wanted, pushing the boundary of Mongol culture out ever further. But even in the days of Temujin, some had dimly apprehended that there would come a day when a conqueror would need to rule lands that did not fit the steppe stereotype. Temujin himself had marked out a valley in the Orkhon river basin which he thought would make an admirable Mongol capital. It even had a name: Karakorum (‘Black Rock’). But Temujin had done little with it, and it was left to Ogodei to set up a static town with four walls of rammed earth, each with a gate, and an inner palace for the Mongol royals.


Karakorum seemed at first to be designed less as a town and more as a fortress. The outlying grounds beyond the walls were dotted with silos and storage bunkers for supplies and treasure. William of Rubruck, a Franciscan friar who visited Karakorum in its heyday, thought it to be an unassuming cluster of buildings, and belittled it by comparing it to a village outside Paris. Karakorum was built where it was because the Mongols of Temujin’s generation still thought of it as home. Their children and grandchildren, spreading farther afield, were sure to find more lavish ‘homes’ elsewhere. Khubilai himself, in later years, would move first to Shangdu, and ultimately to Beijing.


Nevertheless, Karakorum was a fixed point around which the wandering nomads could gather. Tents sprang up in its outskirts, including, according to legend, one massive creation on wheels. This was Ogodei’s mobile palace, a wagon ten metres wide, drawn by twenty-two oxen in a ponderous, rumbling procession across the flat ground of the steppes. It was an odd halfway house between palace and tent. Karakorum itself largely became a place of civil servants and religious administrators.


Ogodei was adept at appointing able administrators. In 1229, he made Yelu Chucai the official with responsibility for all of conquered north China, effectively creating him as a prime minister to rule his own people in Ogodei’s name. He tried something similar with a Muslim official in Persia – not only delegating, but also deftly hiding the face of a foreign conqueror behind a familiar local mask. Yelu proved his worth the following year, when he delivered 10,000 silver ingots in tax income to Karakorum without having to fire a single arrow or besiege a single town.8


As a sign of the relentlessly nomadic, outward-facing nature of the Mongol mindset, it was customary for the youngest son to watch the family hearth. Ogodei himself, seemingly referring to a tradition from the nomadic days, decreed that it was the duty of eldest sons to ride out to war:


Let the princes that govern peoples send to war the eldest sons of their sons. And let the princes that govern not peoples . . . make the eldest of their sons to go a-warring.9


A European or Chinese sense of primogeniture might have favoured the eldest by giving him the homeland, but for Mongols, for whom mere land was everywhere for the taking, the concept of a hearth seemed more mobile, and less desirable. Eldest sons were expected to range the furthest from their father (hence the location of the sons of Jochi, far away at the edge of Europe), while custom presumed that the youngest would still require maternal care. Hence, even though Temujin’s youngest son Tolui was a full-grown man in his thirties, a veteran of the wars against the Xixia and the Jurchens, as the ‘baby’ he was left in charge of the homeland while the other Mongols sallied out on further conquests.


Tolui hence retained the area around Karakorum. Perhaps, as implied by their drinking and whoring, his elder brothers had already decided that the action was elsewhere, but the decision to leave Mongolia in Tolui’s hands left him not so much with the oldest, over-grazed heartland, as with the first secure Mongol city and administration. His brothers, meanwhile, faced lands that were largely still under dispute, with wars to be fought and rebellions to be put down. Nor did they have a fully efficient organization, whereas Tolui inherited a generation of officials and underlings – as Karakorum transformed from a patch of waste ground into the centre of Mongol affairs, it was young Tolui who sat at the heart. ‘Civilization’, in the literal sense of living in a city, was not something that had attracted the Mongols before, but it was Tolui and his sons who reaped the first benefits of it in education and simple security.


Ogodei continued his campaigns. He launched an attack on mountainous Korea, the first of many that would wrack the land for decades without a decisive victory. He sent a force into what is now Iran, routing the remnants of the Seljuk Turks and establishing one of the most enduring Mongol dynasties. He also embarked once more on the conquest of north China, returning in 1231 to complete the job that his father had left unfinished.


Soon after he recommenced his campaign against the Jurchens, the forty-five-year-old Ogodei was left incapacitated by a terrible affliction that sounds, when reading between the lines of the Secret History of the Mongols, like a debilitating stroke, ‘losing mouth and tongue’.10 His soothsayers, having consulted an unspecified number of entrails, decided that he was subject to a curse, sent by the lords of the Jurchen people as the first shot in a spirit war.


The shamans of the Mongols did not believe in, or perhaps accept, the concept of alcohol abuse. Observing their ruler’s unstoppable shakes, they observed that the ‘spirits of earth and water’ contended within him, and arranged futile rituals and sacrifices to put the internal conflict to rest. When this failed, they considered the unthinkable – that some sort of human vessel could be found into which the angry spirits could be lured and contained. This was a chilling form of living sacrifice, since whatever raged within Ogodei was plainly killing him, and was sure to kill the host.


Much to everyone’s surprise, Tolui volunteered for the suicidal mission. In a gesture framed as the love of a brother for a brother, and the duty of a subject to a loyal sovereign, he agreed to let the shamans hurl Ogodei’s demons into his own body. Seemingly the only brother then present, and hence the only candidate, Tolui is reported accepting immediately, noting that if a deadly fate befell Ogodei: ‘The many Mongol people would be orphans, the Jurchen people would rejoice.’11 Notably, however, the ‘sorcery’ practised by Ogodei’s shamans appears to be a form of sympathetic magic. Tolui is made to drink the ‘waters of conjuration’, which are described in terms little different from those of massive quantities of alcohol. In fact, he appears to drink himself into a ritual stupor, in imitation of the sprees that put the ‘curse’ on Ogodei in the first place.


The bare facts of the case, stripped of portent and poetry, suggest a far more prosaic end – that Tolui died as the result of a drinking binge – somehow spun by the author of the Secret History into a bold sacrifice by a loyal subject. Ogodei lived on for another decade, and somehow recovered enough to continue making the rambling and indistinct proclamations that characterize his chapters in the Secret History. However, in appearing to have died in Ogodei’s place in 1231, Tolui ensured that his own descendants would be highly praised and rewarded by the Mongol regime. Although Tolui’s eldest son Mongke was old enough to take over his responsibilities, Mongke was already serving on Ogodei’s campaigns. Consequently, Tolui’s wife Sorghaghtani was put in charge of Tolui’s estates, and effectively made acting queen of Mongolia for the next decade.


Hoping to keep everything within the family, Ogodei suggested that his own son, Guyuk, then just about to leave for the invasion of Europe, should marry Tolui’s widow Sorghaghtani, thereby linking the two most powerful branches of Temujin’s descendants. When Ogodei eventually died, this would ensure that a large part of his wealth remained directly in the hands of his son and grandson. Sorghaghtani, however, politely refused this request, with the excuse that her duty remained to her sons.


It was a strange thing for a Mongol woman to say. It was considered normal for a widow to remarry to a relative of her husband – an act that kept wealth and property within the family. The Mongols took the remarriage of widows very seriously, and even saw fit to impose it on their subjects. In an infamous incident that occurred during Khubilai’s youth, a Russian duke was executed by the Mongols on suspicion of having spirited some of their horses out of their territory. When his widow and younger brother arrived in the court of Khubilai’s cousin, Batu Khan, to plead to be left their lands, the Mongols told the widow that it was her duty to marry her late husband’s younger brother. She refused, saying that she would rather die. The Mongols, however, had other ideas. ‘Carrying them to bed,’ wrote a shocked Christian author, ‘they compelled the youth, who was lamenting and weeping, to lie down and commit incest with his brother’s wife.’12


This, however, was another Mongol way of showing their victims who was boss. Among their own kind, ‘remarriage’ was only consummated for those younger widows who might have been decades younger than their late husband. For older wives, it was merely a symbolic act, and amounted to the reassignment of her entourage to a new group of travelling carts within the same clan. As a woman in her early thirties, Sorghaghtani was still of marriageable age in Mongol eyes, but as the mother of a young son, Khubilai’s youngest brother Arigh Boke, she had better reasons than most to claim to have other duties. She was certainly powerful enough to make her case and get away with it.


‘Of all the others,’ noted one missionary, Sorghaghtani ‘was most honoured among the Tartars, except the emperor’s mother [Toregene], and mightier than any subject except [Jochi’s son] Batu.’13


At the time that these events took place, her son Khubilai was in his mid-teens. While earlier Mongol children had been raised on the move – forged, like Temujin, in the fires of raid and counter-raid, fighting from an early age merely to stay alive – Khubilai was raised amid previously unknown comforts. Of course, he was encouraged in Mongol pursuits: hunting, in particular, seems to have been one of his favourite occupations. Like his father and uncles, he appears to have been fond of ‘fine’ living, and the first mentions of gout on his record appear as early as his thirties. But Khubilai was also given the best education that Sorghaghtani could arrange in the middle of nowhere. Illiterate herself, she hired Tolochu, a Uighur from Muslim Central Asia, to teach Khubilai how to read the Turkic script used by the Mongols.


In 1236, she officially requested that Ogodei let her extend her domains into China’s Hebei province. Despite his respect for her, Ogodei took his time answering, leading Sorghaghtani to remind him that Hebei had been conquered by her late husband, and that asking Ogodei’s permission was merely a gesture of respect. She may have had other reasons – Ogodei was muscling in on parts of Sorghaghtani’s fief, and she seems to have preferred to move her centre of operations away from him rather than risk open conflict. When Sorghaghtani and her sons travelled to their new territory to survey it, they found a land left in ruins. The massive loss of life during the Mongol invasions had been bad enough, but millions of survivors had then preferred to move south to Song China rather than endure Mongol rule. A further exodus had fled south after the imposition of ever-rising Mongol taxes – a region that once had an estimated population of 40 million had been reduced in a single generation to something closer to 10 million.14


Sorghaghtani chose to settle in Zhending, some 200 kilometres south-west of Beijing. Zhending had surrendered to Temujin and hence avoided the worst depredations of the original invasion. It had attracted refugees from less fortunate population centres, and had become a burgeoning territory of some half a million people. The small town at its heart remained a centre for Buddhist pilgrimage and it was here that Sorghaghtani set herself up as the local authority. In doing so, she was taking over an estate that was already running smoothly, largely because the Mongols had left it alone.

OEBPS/images/f00xi-01.png
30 miles

45km

2N
A
X

¥

Tsushima

Dazdifu

South Japan






OEBPS/images/f0xii-01.png
Oz AL 0 1000 miles
East Asia in 1260 | —————"

)
1500 km ]
. S /
Tl N
; jLakr Baikal N
J Sea of
Karakorym gzt
apan
Shanggu Top
ke Balkhash B
B Loke Baldhash, \roheol Empire Beiing
c Zhending . o, ) Hilgln Bay
ara § % :
Bykhara & ~ Kaifeng L& %,
oSamérkand <7 2 f: -
&7\ Nangzhousng  East o
o™ \\)rc‘ﬂh“ EmP" HarigzHo Chmud
TN Xiangyange~. — Sea
- S iy =] .
L o ~— ~7 75 ) 0
e M= Quanzhous

Arabian
Sea






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0xiv-01.png
The Descendants of Temujin
(highly simplified)

Temujin
(Genghis Khan)
1167-1227
Jochi Chaghadai Ogodei = Toregene Tolui = Sorghaghtani
1184-1227 11851242 1186-1241  d.1246 1190-1232  1198-1252
Batu The Chaghadai Guyuk  Qashi Mongke Khubilai Hulagu  Arigh Boke
1255 Khanate>1347  1206-1248 1236 1209-1259 1215-1294 1217-1265  d.1266
The Golden Khaidu Zhenjin  Nomukhan Persian
Horde 1360 12301301 1243-1285 Tkhante
-13%
Aiyaruk Later Emperors of the
(Khutulun) Yuan dyanasty—~1368

(many birthdates estimates only)





OEBPS/images/pub.png





OEBPS/images/fxiii-01.png
—— TN
N

|
Golden Horde /\ 0

J Karakogum  ghangd,
anggu
.y‘-\ )
T

d s = " Besh Baliq e

Empis
7 “Hami Empire
e \\ Chaghadap\“’ EmPlle \ of the

\ -~
. - Great Khan

N\,

Ilkhanate

Arabian Sea

1000 miles
[ |

0 1500 km

o River!
@\ eKaifeng}

Hangzhdd

Sea

ﬂf






