
		
			[image: 9781804172490.jpg]
		

	
		
			Ghenghis Khan

			With an introduction by David Curtis Wright

			flametreepublishing.com

			FLAME TREE 451

			London & New York

		

	
		
			Series Foreword

			Stretching back to the oral traditions of thousands of years ago, tales of heroes and disaster, creation and conquest have been told by many different civilizations in many different ways. Their impact sits deep within our culture even though the detail in the tales themselves are a loose mix of historical record, transformed narrative and the distortions of hundreds of storytellers. 

			Today the language of mythology lives with us: our mood is jovial, our countenance is saturnine, we are narcissistic and our modern life is hermetically sealed from others. The nuances of myths and legends form part of our daily routines and help us navigate the world around us, with its half truths and biased reported facts.

			The nature of a myth is that its story is already known by most of those who hear it, or read it. Every generation brings a new emphasis, but the fundamentals remain the same: a desire to understand and describe the events and relationships of the world. Many of the great stories are archetypes that help us find our own place, equipping us with tools for self-understanding, both individually and as part of a broader culture.

			For Western societies it is Greek mythology that speaks to us most clearly. It greatly influenced the mythological heritage of the ancient Roman civilization and is the lens through which we still see the Celts, the Norse and many of the other great peoples and religions. The Greeks themselves learned much from their neighbours, the Egyptians, an older culture that became weak with age and incestuous leadership.

			It is important to understand that what we perceive now as mythology had its own origins in perceptions of the divine and the rituals of the sacred. The earliest civilizations, in the crucible of the Middle East, in the Sumer of the third millennium bc, are the source to which many of the mythic archetypes can be traced. As humankind collected together in cities for the first time, developed writing and industrial scale agriculture, started to irrigate the rivers and attempted to control rather than be at the mercy of its environment, humanity began to write down its tentative explanations of natural events, of floods and plagues, of disease. 

			Early stories tell of Gods (or god-like animals in the case of tribal societies such as African, Native American or Aboriginal cultures) who are crafty and use their wits to survive, and it is reasonable to suggest that these were the first rulers of the gathering peoples of the earth, later elevated to god-like status with the distance of time. Such tales became more political as cities vied with each other for supremacy, creating new Gods, new hierarchies for their pantheons. The older Gods took on primordial roles and became the preserve of creation and destruction, leaving the new gods to deal with more current, everyday affairs. Empires rose and fell, with Babylon assuming the mantle from Sumeria in the 1800s bc, then in turn to be swept away by the Assyrians of the 1200s bc; then the Assyrians and the Egyptians were subjugated by the Greeks, the Greeks by the Romans and so on, leading to the spread and assimilation of common themes, ideas and stories throughout the world. 

			The survival of history is dependent on the telling of good tales, but each one must have the ‘feeling’ of truth, otherwise it will be ignored. Around the firesides, or embedded in a book or a computer, the myths and legends of the past are still the living materials of retold myth, not restricted to an exploration of origins. Now we have devices and global communications that give us unparalleled access to a diversity of traditions. We can find out about Native American, Indian, Chinese and tribal African mythology in a way that was denied to our ancestors, we can find connections, match the archaeology, religion and the mythologies of the world to build a comprehensive image of the human experience that is endlessly fascinating. 

			The stories in this book provide an introduction to the themes and concerns of the myths and legends of their respective cultures, with a short introduction to provide a linguistic, geographic and political context. This is where the myths have arrived today, but undoubtedly over the next millennia, they will transform again whilst retaining their essential truths and signs.

			Jake Jackson

			General Editor

		

	
		
			Introduction to Genghis Khan 

			The rise of Chinggis Khan (Genghis Khan, Jenghiz Khan) and the subsequent spread of the Mongol empire were, in the words of the peerless French Orientalist Paul Pelliot (1878–1945), parts of ‘the most extraordinary adventure that the world has ever known’. This was not hyperbole on Pelliot’s part. Chinggis Khan and his successors founded the largest land empire the world has ever known, not excepting the former Soviet Union. The Mongols are it as far as world empires are concerned.

			Temujin

			The story of the Mongols and their empire began with the Great Khan himself, who, during his youth and rise to power, was known as Temujin. There is no universal consensus about the year of Chinggis Khan’s birth. 1155, 1162 and 1167 are all possibilities, with a majority of scholarship on his life placing his birth sometime during the 1160s. 

			He was born on the Onon River as Temujin to his father Yisugei (Yezonkai in Abbott’s spelling and Yessugai in Curtin’s spelling), a leader of the Mongol tribe, and his mother Hö’elun (Olan in Abbott’s spelling and Hoelun in Curtin’s spelling), whom his father had stolen from the Merkits, a rival tribe. At his birth, Temujin clutched in his hand a blood clot the size of a knucklebone, which was taken as a propitious omen and later interpreted by shamans as portending him holding the great seal of state.

			Temujin spent his early childhood with his siblings on the banks of the Onon River, the site of Yisugei’s main encampment. Like all Mongol children, he learned to shoot arrows and ride during his early years. His closest childhood friend was Jamuka (Chamuka), with whom he had concluded a covenant of blood brotherhood by drinking drops of each other’s blood in cups of milk. From this time forth they were anda, or sworn brothers, and sworn brotherhoods were generally viewed on the steppe as more binding than ties of direct, literal blood relationship.

			Temujin Falls in Love and Is Orphaned

			When Temujin was eight or nine years old, he was smitten with a girl named Börte (Purta in Abbott’s spelling), one year his senior, in the Boskur band of the same tribe. The girl, according to the Secret History of the Mongols, an account written down from oral tradition sometime in the early to mid-thirteenth century, had a striking visage and flashing eyes. Later during his teens, Temujin remembered the fetching lass Börte and returned to take her as his bride. Börte’s father originally wanted Temujin to stay with him and his daughter for a few months, and Yisugei assented.

			Temujin ended up going home with his father and not staying with his bride-to-be and his future father-in-law. On their way home from the betrothal, Yisugei and Temujin encountered a group of Tartars, an enemy tribe. Yisugei, being hungry, dismounted and asked for a meal, which the Tartars were obliged to provide due to time-honoured steppe traditions holding that people were required to feed hungry strangers on the steppe, even if they were enemies. But the Tartars, recognizing Yisugei as an enemy leader, poisoned his food, and he died from it soon after returning home.

			Survival, Grit and Gumption

			Yisugei’s Mongol tribe abandoned him, his mother and his siblings after Yisugei’s death, leaving them to fend for themselves on the steppe, likely in the hope that they would perish, be eaten by wild beasts or absorbed into another tribe. But the sturdy and strong-willed mother Hö’elun was determined, along with her sons and especially Temujin, that they would survive, thrive and eventually recover their lost leadership status among the tribe. For several years they subsisted on wild vegetation and small game, which Temujin and his brothers hunted. Temujin did fight with his brothers and ended up killing one of them, much to the towering rage of his mother. 

			Soon after this fratricide, during his 15th or early 16th year, Temujin was captured by the Tayichi’ut (Taychot in Abbott’s spelling) tribe, placed in a cangue (wooden yoke), and held under close guard. He managed to escape, however, with the help of a sympathetic Tayichi’ut guard who was later to become one of Chinggis Khan’s trusted generals.

			Temujin’s captivity among the Tayichi’ut was a traumatic and defining period in his life. He may have been subjected to sexual abuse during his captivity, which the Secret History hints at by indicating that he was passed around from tent to tent, spending one night in each tent. He learned during this time not to trust family members merely because of bloodline ties, but to trust non-kin who demonstrated loyalty through actions. Later, as Chinggis Khan, Temujin did not run his empire as a mafia of blood relatives, sworn or otherwise, but as an imperium of trusted commanders and comrades.

			Soon after his return home, young Temujin and his family were the victims of rustlers who stole all but one of their horses, leaving them in potentially desperate straits. Temujin wanted his horses back, but he was smart enough to know that he should not attempt to recover them alone. He met up with a 13-year-old son of a tribal leader with whom Yisugei had had friendly relations, and together they found the stolen horses, recaptured them and took them home. This was Temujin’s first experience with the importance of securing alliances or allegiances, a crucial lesson he remembered for the rest of his life.

			Alliances and Expansion

			When Temujin was 15, he decided to go find Börte, the love of his childhood, and bring her home to live with him and Hö’elun. He found her soon enough, and her father permitted her to go with Temujin. Fifteen was the age at which steppe nomads were thought to have reached their majority, and Temujin, toughened as he was by his childhood and early youth experiences, began seeking ways not simply to survive, but to achieve greatness. He sought out Bo’orchu, the young man who had helped him recover his stolen horses, who instantly dropped everything he was doing and followed Temujin. He was Temujin’s first follower and ally. Temujin, his brothers and Bo’orchu then sought an alliance with a large tribe, a crucial matter if they were to expand their power and influence. Temujin took the precious sable coat that came with Börte as her dowry and sought out Toghrul, the leader of the Kerait tribe.

			This alliance with the Keraits made young Temujin a man of some note on the steppe, and he began to attract the attention of other important tribes, most notably the savage Merkits. Memories and grudges lasted long on the steppe, and the Merkits had never quite forgotten that Yisugei had stolen his wife Hö’elun from them years earlier. Now, with the young upstart Temujin seemingly on the rise, the Merkits decided it was time to cut him down to size and, in the process, exact revenge for the kidnapping of Hö’elun. Three hundred Merkit horsemen attacked Temujin and his family, and everyone, including Hö’elun herself, fled on horseback. Börte, however, was left with no horse and thus fell into Merkit captivity. But having captured her, the Merkits decided to leave off any further attacks against Temujin; capturing his wife was vengeance enough for them for the theft of Hö’elun years earlier. 

			Temujin was thus safe for the moment, but never considered letting the matter over the Merkit kidnapping of Börte drop. He approached his Kerait overlord Toghrul about joint operations against the Merkit. Toghrul readily assented to this, saying that in gratitude for the sable coat he would rescue Börte even if it meant slaughtering every last Merkit. 

			Toghrul was ready to commit 20,000 mounted archers against the Merkits, and, as it turned out, Temujin’s sworn brother or anda from his childhood on the Onon River, Jamuka, was also ready to field an equal number of horsemen. Jamuka, like Temujin, had been through a difficult and traumatic childhood but had risen to leadership over the Jadarat tribe, and he remembered well his sworn brotherhood with Temujin and was now eager to help him. Jamuka had also come to Temujin’s attention because he, like Temujin, had Toghrul as his overlord. 

			Their allied attack against the Merkits took place during the 1180s, perhaps when Temujin was in his late teens, and it was a smashing success. He caught up with his beloved Börte, recaptured her alive and then called off the campaign against the Merkits. But she returned to him pregnant with a Merkit child who would be born as Jochi, the father of Batu, the future first khan of the Golden Horde in Russia. Temujin never begrudged her the pregnancy; as the Secret History and centuries of Mongol folklore delight in retelling, he was only too happy to have his Börte back.

			Falling Out with Jamuka

			During and after their campaign against the Merkits, Temujin and Jamuka revived their childhood anda and spent 18 months together, displaying great affection for each other, sleeping apart from others and under the same blanket. But the two sworn brothers eventually had a falling out and came to a clash of arms, and the reasons for it are not altogether clear. It does, however, seem fairly obvious that both had enormous ambitions of unifying all of the pastoral nomads of the steppe lands north of China under their individual rule. 

			Temujin’s break with Jamuka was another defining moment and turning point in his life. His successes against his enemies led many people and tribes on the steppe to believe that he was favoured of heaven and destined to unify under his rule all people in what we now call Mongolia. But the followers of Jamuka thought much the same of their leader, so conflict between the two was, in historical hindsight, inevitable. 

			Toghrul, the leader, or khan, of the Kerait, saw that the two captains nominally under his authority would eventually clash and he would have to choose which one to support. Jamuka, for his part, was busy forming an alliance of tribes against his former anda and commenced hostilities with Temujin and his forces in 1184, at first securing significant victories against him. At the same time, Toghrul lost sway over the Keraits for a time and fled west to the lands of the Kara Khitai, the descendants of the Khitans, who had ruled over most of the steppe and part of northern China during the Liao dynasty (907–1125).

			Temujin’s fortunes improved to some extent after Toghrul’s flight, and he soon joined in alliance with the Jurchens of the Jin dynasty (1115–1234), then in power over portions of the steppe and northern China. In securing this alliance, he convinced Toghrul to return and assist him, although Toghrul had also recovered his power and was now known as Ong Khan (perhaps the Prestor John of European legend and rumour). But Temujin no longer thought of himself as Ong Khan’s vassal, so the stage was set for eventual conflict between these two leaders as well. There were now three contenders for ultimate hegemony over the steppe lands: Temujin, Toghrul and Ong Khan. 

			When the entente between Temujin and the Jurchens against the Tartars fell apart, Temujin attacked the Jurchens and secured their submission to him, at least for the moment. Temujin and Ong Khan had patched up their differences and jointly waged the campaign against the Jurchens, many leaders of whom were executed in the winter of 1196–97. But Ong Khan’s power was still growing independently, as was Jamuka’s, who was elected Gurkhan, or chief khan, the political and military implications and ramifications of which were only too obvious. The three-way struggle between Temujin, Ong Khan and Jamuka the Gurkhan was now well underway.

			Meanwhile, however, Temujin and Ong Khan for a time pursued joint action against the Naimans, the elite and single most powerful tribe in the steppes, only to be talked out of it by Jamuka, who was likely jockeying for his own ambition. Temujin resented Jamuka’s intervention, and with good reason: Jamuka was actively working to curtail or circumscribe Temujin’s growing influence.

			Temujin’s campaign against the Tartars was eventually back on track, and he went to war with these ancient archenemies of his Mongol people – the enemies who had poisoned his father Yisugei years earlier. Temujin destroyed the Tartars and wiped them out as a people, sparing only those who were shorter than the linchpin of a wheel of a cart – in other words, only the little children, whom he distributed among other tribes. 

			Temujin’s genocide against the Tartars greatly increased his renown, power and ambition, and he turned against Ong Khan, whom he defeated and set to flight in 1203. (Later that year, Ong Khan was killed by a Naiman guardsman who did not recognize him.) With this, the mighty Kerait people came completely under Temujin’s control. Now he and Jamuka were alone in their struggle for supremacy over Mongolia.

			Final Triumph as Chinggis Khan

			The Naimans were Temujin’s next and final nemesis. Power among the Naimans was not really held by their khan Tayang (Tayian in Abbott’s spelling), but by the dominant harridan who was his mother. Sensing that a clash with the Mongols was imminent, she sought to provoke them into a war by saying that the Mongols smelled bad and were good for nothing, except that the best of the Mongol women might be abducted, taught to wash their hands and then employed as the Naimans’ milkmaids.

			The Merkits and the Jadirat under Jamuka allied with the Naimans for the great showdown with Temujin. Together their numbers were superior, but Temujin prevailed over them all, taking care to capture the Naiman khan’s mother alive and mock her in person for saying that the Mongols smelled bad and were good only as milkmaids.

			But the Merkits fled their defeat in 1204 rather than submit to Temujin, so he took to the field once again and decimated their numbers. Jamuka, who had also fled defeat, hid for a time but was soon captured by his own followers and presented to Temujin. But Temujin, who since childhood had loathed betrayal and disloyalty, had the people who brought him Jamuka executed for daring to lay hands on their legitimate leader. But Temujin hesitated to kill Jamuka, since killing an anda was, in Mongolian culture, a more hideous and perfidious act than killing one’s literal bloodline brother. Jamuka, however, refused not to be executed, requesting only that he be dispatched bloodlessly to avoid having the great blue heavens above see a leader’s shed blood on the ground, an ancient steppe taboo. Temujin ultimately, and reluctantly, assented to Jamuka’s execution, as recounted in melodramatic detail in the Secret History’s chronicle of the final meeting between the two former andas.

			Having defeated the Naimans and executed Jamuka in 1206, Temujin was now the undisputed master of the steppe lands north of China. That same year, at a khuriltai, or grand assembly, of steppe leaders, Temujin was proclaimed Chinggis Khan (Jenghiz Khan in Persian; Anglicized as Genghis Khan), which title probably means Oceanic Khan, or Khan from Ocean to Ocean, connoting the vastness of territory that heaven had given to him. Temujin accepted the title modestly and gave credit to his earlier followers and supporters, particularly his boyhood friend Bo’orchu. The Secret History devotes many paragraphs to Chinggis Khan’s recognition and rewarding of those who had assisted him.

			Continuing Campaigns North of China 

			For the next three years, Chinggis Khan organized his empire, introducing universal conscription and decimally designating military units of 10, 100, 1,000 and 10,000. He demanded absolute, blind loyalty and obedience from the new military nobility he created.

			In 1209 the Uighurs, a Turkic-speaking people living mostly in modern Xinjiang, submitted to Chinggis. They were the first non-Mongolic people to yield to him, but certainly not the last. Chinggis Khan then turned his attention to the Tangut people and their state of Xi, or Western Xia (Xi Xia), a large state that extended over Ningxia, the Ordos and parts of Gansu. In 1209, Chinggis Khan’s forces penetrated into Xia territory, and by early 1210 Xia had nominally submitted to Chinggis Khan but ultimately refused to provide the Mongols with auxiliary troops, a slight the vindictive Chinggis Khan never forgot and eventually avenged.

			The Jurchen Jin dynasty in northern and central China was probably Chinggis Khan’s main objective after his conquest of the pastoral nomadic peoples of Mongolia. (China, the wealthiest state in the world by far at the time, was divided, with Jin on the north and the moribund, decadent and effete Song dynasty in southern China.) Jin China was a source of the wealth and booty Chinggis had promised to his followers and lieutenants, so securing reliable access to Chinese material wealth was politically essential to him.

			Chinggis Khan launched an attack on Jin China in 1210, and from then on refused to pay tribute or respect to the Jurchen rulers – defiances that the Jurchens recognized correctly as acts of war. By the summer of 1211, Chinggis had violated Jin’s borders, and by 1214 he was besieging the Jin capital at Zhongdu (modern Beijing) and was in control of almost all cities and towns north of the Yellow River. The siege developed into a stalemate, with both the Jin defenders and Mongol besiegers so short on food that they resorted to cannibalism, the Mongols sacrificing every 10th man among them for the cooking pot. But Chinggis held firm, and by late summer of that year the Jin emperor simply abandoned his capital at Zhongdu and retreated southward to Nanjing. This crushed Jin morale and boosted the morale of the Mongols and their ethnic Chinese siege technicians, and by late 1214 and early 1215 the Mongols had captured Zhongdu, plundered it for a month and then set it alight. Chinggis Khan had begun the war with Jin as a gigantic raid for plunder, but now, under the influence of his ethnic Chinese advisors and technicians, he demanded that large tracts of Jin territory be ceded to him.

			Westward Campaigns 

			In 1216, Chinggis left the campaign against Jin China and returned to Mongolia, where he dealt with one last challenge to his power from the Merkits. Chinggis then tracked down a fugitive Naiman leader out on the Irtysh River in modern Siberia and Kazakhstan. This campaign brought Chinggis into contact with the sultanate of Khwarazm, an Islamic and Persian-Turkic polity located in the Transoxiana region, or mostly what is today Uzbekistan. At first Chinggis only wanted trade and peace with Khwarazm and its sultan, but Sultan Muhammad brusquely rebuffed Chinggis’s feelers for peace and contemptuously dismissed the Mongols as idolaters. But Chinggis responded in 1218 by sending three envoys as his representatives, again proposing peaceful relations, and not conveying any demand for surrender or submission. At the same time, a Mongol trading caravan arrived in Ortrar, where the Khwarazm governor suspected them of espionage and had them killed. Chinggis, infuriated at this provocation, sent more envoys to Khwarazm, this time with the demand that the offending governor be turned over to the Mongols. Sultan Muhammad responded to this by killing Chinggis’s envoys! Implacably enraged, Chinggis resolved to destroy Khwarazm, including the shah whom he now called a mere bandit and not a king. Chinggis made careful and deliberate plans for war, and by the autumn of 1219 he approached Ortrar with a massive army of Mongol cavalry and Chinese siege technicians, who were non-gunpowder artillerists. The city fell to the Mongols in February 1220. The next to fall was the Khwarazm city of Bokhara, which had the good sense to surrender peacefully and was thus spared general massacre, although it was thoroughly plundered, and Chinggis did require all able-bodied men of Bokhara to serve as cannon fodder for his subsequent sieges.

			The treatment of Bokhara was a model for subsequent Mongol campaigns against cities: Those that surrendered peacefully were spared, while those that resisted were massacred of their entire male populations, with the exceptions of scholars and craftsmen, for whom Chinggis had some use. From Bokhara, Chinggis moved to Samarkand, where in March 1220 he drove out the city’s population alive, only to allow them to return a few days later, but not before he had massacred the 30,000 Turks who were the city’s garrison. Sultan Mohammad fled, only to die in 1221 on the southern coast of the Caspian Sea.

			By the spring of 1222, Chinggis Khan left Samarkand under a lieutenant and encamped in the southern Hindu Kush. Here he was visited by a Taoist Chinese monk who, Chinggis believed, might have the secret of immortality, something Chinggis coveted because he feared death. The monk admitted that he had no elixir of immortality, but the great khan still treated him with respect and listened politely to his advice to cease killing his enemies.

			Final Campaign and Passing 

			In 1224, Chinggis spent the summer on the Irtysh River (in modern Siberia and Kazakhstan), and in the spring of 1225, now an aging man, he set off to return to Mongolia. On his way he had one more old score to settle with the Tangut state of Xia. In addition to refusing to provide him with auxiliary troops years earlier, Xia had had the audacity to rebel against Chinggis Khan over his long absence in Central Asia. By the summer of 1226, Chinggis, though an old man, accompanied his armies in campaign against the Xia capital of Ningxia. His orders to the Xia to surrender were haughtily rebuffed, and in his fury at this Chinggis captured the city, carried out a massacre of its population, killed the Tangut king and took the king’s wife as his own.

			It was on this campaign that Chinggis Khan died. There is no single accepted account of the particulars of his death, but one persistent narrative has him dying at the hands of the aggrieved and resentful Tangut queen, who cut him in his genitals. Chinggis Khan died in the summer of 1227, having concluded his long and storied career with one final bloodbath.

			A funeral cortège carried Chinggis Khan’s body back to Mongolia, and all people the cortège encountered on its way were killed, both to accompany their khan in death and to ensure that the secret of his burial place did not become known. Chinggis’s body was ultimately buried in Mongolia, officially at the Burkhan Khaldun Mountain, although other sites claim to contain at least some of his remains. The exact location of his main tomb remains unknown to this day, despite extensive attempts during the 1990s to locate it using modern sounding equipment. (Many Mongols had strong reservations about the search for Chinggis Khan’s tomb, much less its potential opening by archaeologists.) Today, as a result, the mystery of the tomb’s location is the object of endless fascination for wandering romantics, amateur historians and curious explorers. In 1229, Ögedei Khan, Chinggis Khan’s son and successor to the throne, ordered that 40 flawlessly beautiful virgins be dressed in fine clothes, bedecked with fine jewels and sacrificed along with several fine horses to the spirit of Chinggis Khan. In death, as in life, Chinggis still wielded the power of life and death over mortals.

			The Mongol Empire After Chinggis Khan 

			Chinggis Khan’s empire by no means died with him. His sons and grandsons who succeeded him as Grand Khan expanded the Mongol conquests of the thirteenth century to include, eventually, the Golden Horde over Russia, the Il Khanate over much of the Middle East, the Chagadai Khanate in Central Asia and the Yuan dynasty in China under his grandson Khubilai Khan. By the fall of the Song dynasty and the Mongol conquest of all of China in 1279, the Mongol World Empire became the largest land empire ever known in world history, not excepting even the former Soviet Union.

			Chinggis Khan’s place in history will always be controversial and debatable. He is the national hero of Mongols in Mongolia, China’s Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region and Russia’s Republic of Buryatia. In China he is generally thought of ambivalently, with the same ethnic Han Chinese who admire him and his successors for their conquests of the Middle East and Russia often excoriating his memory for how the Mongols conquered and ruled China, even as they credit the Mongols for reunifying all of historically Chinese territory for the first time in well over three centuries. Russia’s view of him and his successors in the Golden Horde is mostly negative, and the Russians will likely never cease remembering their period of the ‘Tartar (Mongol) yoke’ with bitterness. In the Middle East, Chinggis and his successors are widely viewed with opprobrium. During America’s wars with Iraq, dictator Saddam Hussein often sought to equate the Americans with the Mongols and their commander Hulegu, who devastated Baghdad in 1256.

			Connecting Asia and Europe 

			During the thirteenth centuries, several Europeans were able to travel overland all the way to Mongolia, including John of Plano Carpini between 1245–47 and William of Rubruck from 1253–55. (One Asian, Rabban Sauma, travelled from East Asia all the way to Bordeaux in France and back.) The famed Marco Polo began his travels to Mongolia and China between 1271 and 1292 and travelled to southern China in the 1280s, just a few years after the Mongol conquest of China was complete. Marco Polo’s descriptions of the fabulous wealth of ‘Cathay’ (China) and the ‘millions and millions’ of people in the Chinese city of Kinsai (Lin’an, the former Song capital city) enthralled generations of Europeans over the subsequent centuries. After the transportation and communication links between Europe and China were once again broken, Marco Polo returned to Europe and wrote his famous travel tale. The veracity of Marco Polo’s account always has and always will attract vigorous debate, but the fine and accurate detail with which he describes much of what he saw in China strongly suggests to most historians that he did indeed make it to China to have an extensive and extended look around.

			The Mongols in World History

			Chinggis Khan’s empire that he left his sons and grandsons kept expanding until it became the largest land empire the world has ever known, excepting neither the British Empire nor the former Soviet Union. His sons and grandsons succeeded him as Khaghan, or Grand Khan, of the empire. At its height in c. 1285, the Mongol World Empire had four major divisions or khanates, each ruled by a khan who, in theory if not always in fact, owed and paid allegiance to the Khaghan in Mongolia or, later under Khubilai Khaghan, in China. These khanates were the Yuan dynasty in China, the Chagadai Khanate in Central Asia, the Golden Horde in Russia and Eastern Europe, and the Il Khanate in Iran and large parts of the Middle East.

			It is now quite fashionable and popular in academia to see the Mongol World Empire for what it actually was: a big chunk of world history. The Mongols contacted and ruled many peoples. The Mongols worked all manner of devastation over the areas they conquered, to be sure, but they also unified much of Eurasia under their control and, for a time in the late thirteenth century, opened long-dormant overland transportation and communication links from China through Central Asia and the Middle East to the Mediterranean. ‘Pax Mongolia’, or the Mongol Peace, has long been and remains today an energetically debated notion and concept. Chinggis Khan and his successors did make several important contributions to many civilizations, but it is certainly a mistake to credit them with creating the modern world, as one unwise, recently published book has claimed. The rise of the modern world was a very complex, multivalent phenomenon and is unamenable to reductionist impulses and monocausal explanations.

			David Curtis Wright (PhD, Princeton) (Introduction), Associate Professor of History at the University of Calgary, specializes in the history of imperial China’s interactions with its pastoral nomadic neighbours, particularly but not exclusively the Mongols. He is the author of From War to Diplomatic Parity in Eleventh-Century China: Sung’s Foreign Relations with Kitan Liao and is currently finishing a history of the final few years of the Mongol conquest of China.

		

	
		
			Genghis Khan

			An early English-language biography of Chinggis Khan (more popularly known as Genghis Khan), Jacob Abbott’s work is included  in its entirety in this volume. Abbott (1803–79) was an American educator and prolific author whose many biographies were written for adolescent and young adult readers. Among his output were biographies of Alexander the Great, Cleopatra, Cyrus the Great, Hannibal, Julius Caesar, Mary Queen of Scots, Peter the Great, William the Conqueror and Xerxes.

			In his book entitled simply Genghis Khan, Abbott relates the basic contours of Khan’s story in a compelling and readable narrative form. With his intended reading audience in mind, Abbott gives an abbreviated, streamlined, simplified and even somewhat bowdlerized version of the story of Chinggis Khan and his empire. Abbott does not include a welter of proper names in his narrative because he seems to have feared, probably correctly, that this would be overwhelming and distracting to the large majority of his young readers. He also includes some useful and informative background information that even some scholarly biographies of the Great Khan neglect, for instance, the pastoral nomadic lifestyle of the Mongols (Chapter I), a description of Mongolian shelters, archery and ways in war (Chapter II), and even the royal hunt (Chapter XXIII), a topic that was not written up in full scholarly monograph form until the appearance of Thomas Allsen’s magisterial The Royal Hunt in Eurasian History in 2006. Abbott devotes several chapters of his work to Chinggis Khan’s campaigns in Central Asia, especially against the Khwarazmian Empire. This is important because much of Chinggis Khan’s reputation for spectacular brutality comes from his campaigns in Central Asia during the 1210s and 1220s.

		

	
		
			Chapter I: Pastoral Life in Asia
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			Four Different Modes of Life Enumerated

			There are four different methods by which the various communities into which the human race is divided obtain their subsistence from the productions of the earth, each of which leads to its own peculiar system of social organization, distinct in its leading characteristics from those of all the rest. Each tends to its own peculiar form of government, gives rise to its own manners and customs, and forms, in a word, a distinctive and characteristic type of life.

			These methods are the following:

			1. By hunting wild animals in a state of nature.

			2. By rearing tame animals in pasturages.

			3. By gathering fruits and vegetables which grow spontaneously in a state of nature.

			4. By rearing fruits and grains and other vegetables by artificial tillage in cultivated ground.

			By the two former methods man subsists on animal food. By the two latter on vegetable food.

			Northern and Southern Climes – Animal Food in Arctic Regions

			As we go north, from the temperate regions toward the poles, man is found to subsist more and more on animal food. This seems to be the intention of Providence. In the arctic regions, scarcely any vegetables grow that are fit for human food, but animals whose flesh is nutritious and adapted to the use of man are abundant.

			As we go south, from temperate regions toward the equator, man is found to subsist more and more on vegetable food. This, too, seems to be the intention of nature. Within the tropics scarcely any animals live that are fit for human food; while fruits, roots and other vegetable productions which are nutritious and adapted to the use of man are abundant.

			In accordance with this difference in the productions of the different regions of the earth, there seems to be a difference in the constitutions of the races of men formed to inhabit them. The tribes that inhabit Greenland and Kamtschatka cannot preserve their accustomed health and vigour on any other than animal food. If put upon a diet of vegetables, they soon begin to pine away. The reverse is true of the vegetable eaters of the tropics. They preserve their health and strength well on a diet of rice, breadfruit or bananas, and would undoubtedly be made sick by being fed on the flesh of walruses, seals and white bears.

			Tropical Regions – Appetite Changes with Climate

			In the temperate regions, the productions of the above-mentioned extremes are mingled. Here many animals whose flesh is fit for human food live and thrive, and here grows, too, a vast variety of nutritious fruits, roots and seeds. The physical constitution of the various races of men that inhabit these regions is modified accordingly. In the temperate climes, men can live on vegetable food, or on animal food, or on both. The constitution differs, too, in different individuals, and it changes at different periods of the year. Some persons require more of animal, and others more of vegetable food, to preserve their bodily and mental powers in the best condition, and each one observes a change in himself in passing from winter to summer. In the summer the desire for a diet of fruits and vegetables seems to come northward with the sun, and in the winter the appetite for flesh comes southward from the arctic regions with the cold.

			When we consider the different conditions in which the different regions of the earth are placed in respect to their capacity of production for animal and vegetable food, we shall see that this adjustment of the constitution of man, both to the differences of climate and to the changes of the seasons, is a very wise and beneficent arrangement of Divine Providence. To confine man absolutely either to animal or vegetable food would be to depopulate a large part of the earth.

			First Steps Toward Civilization

			It results from these general facts in respect to the distribution of the supplies of animal and vegetable food for man in different latitudes that, in all northern climes in our hemisphere, men living in a savage state must be hunters, while those that live near the equator must depend for their subsistence on fruits and roots growing wild. When, moreover, any tribe or race of men in either of these localities take the first steps toward civilization, they begin, in the one case, by taming animals, and rearing them in flocks and herds; and, in the other case, by saving the seeds of food-producing plants, and cultivating them by artificial tillage in enclosed and private fields. This last is the condition of all the half-civilized tribes of the tropical regions of the earth, whereas the former prevails in all the northern temperate and arctic regions, as far to the northward as domesticated animals can live.

			Interior of Asia – Pastoral Habits of the People

			From time immemorial, the whole interior of the continent of Asia has been inhabited by tribes and nations that have taken this one step in the advance toward civilization, but have gone no farther. They live, not like the Native people in North America, by hunting wild beasts, but by rearing and pasturing flocks and herds of animals that they have tamed. These animals feed, of course, on grass and herbage; and, as grass and herbage can only grow on open ground, the forests have gradually disappeared, and the country has for ages consisted of great grassy plains, or of smooth hillsides covered with verdure. Over these plains, or along the river valleys, wander the different tribes of which these pastoral nations are composed, living in tents, or in frail huts almost equally movable, and driving their flocks and herds before them from one pasture-ground to another, according as the condition of the grass, or that of the springs and streams of water, may require.

			Picture of Pastoral Life

			We obtain a pretty distinct idea of the nature of this pastoral life, and of the manners and customs, and the domestic constitution to which it gives rise, in the accounts given us in the Old Testament of Abraham and Lot, and of their wanderings with their flocks and herds over the country lying between the Euphrates and the Mediterranean Sea. They lived in tents, in order that they might remove their habitations the more easily from place to place in following their flocks and herds to different pasture-grounds. Their wealth consisted almost wholly in these flocks and herds, the land being almost everywhere common. Sometimes, when two parties traveling together came to a fertile and well-watered district, their herdsmen and followers were disposed to contend for the privilege of feeding their flocks upon it, and the contention would often lead to a quarrel and combat, if it had not been settled by an amicable agreement on the part of the chieftains.

			Large Families Accumulated

			The father of a family was the legislator and ruler of it, and his sons, with their wives, and his son’s sons, remained with him, sometimes for many years, sharing his means of subsistence, submitting to his authority, and going with him from place to place, with all his flocks and herds. They employed, too, so many herdsmen, and other servants and followers, as to form, in many cases, quite an extended community, and sometimes, in case of hostilities with any other wandering tribe, a single patriarch could send forth from his own domestic circle a force of several hundred armed men. Such a company as this, when moving across the country on its way from one region of pasturage to another, appeared like an immense caravan on its march, and when settled at an encampment the tents formed quite a little town.

			Rise of Patriarchal Governments

			Whenever the head of one of these wandering families died, the tendency was not for the members of the community to separate, but to keep together, and allow the oldest son to take the father’s place as chieftain and ruler. This was necessary for defence, as, of course, such communities as these were in perpetual danger of coming into collision with other communities roaming about like themselves over the same regions. It would necessarily result, too, from the circumstances of the case, that a strong and well-managed party, with an able and sagacious chieftain at the head of it, would attract other and weaker parties to join it; or, on the arising of some pretext for a quarrel, would make war upon it and conquer it. Thus, in process of time, small nations, as it were, would be formed, which would continue united and strong as long as the able leadership continued; and then they would separate into their original elements, which elements would be formed again into other combinations.

			Origin of the Towns

			Such, substantially, was pastoral life in the beginning. In process of time, of course, the tribes banded together became larger and larger. Some few towns and cities were built as places for the manufacture of implements and arms, or as resting places for the caravans of merchants in conveying from place to place such articles as were bought and sold. But these places were comparatively few and unimportant. A pastoral and roaming life continued to be the destiny of the great mass of the people. And this state of things, which was commenced on the banks of the Euphrates before the time of Abraham, spread through the whole breadth of Asia, from the Mediterranean Sea to the Pacific Ocean, and has continued with very little change from those early periods to the present time.

			Great Chieftains – Genghis Khan

			Of the various chieftains that have from time to time risen to command among these shepherd nations but little is known, for very few and very scanty records have been kept of the history of any of them. Some of them have been famous as conquerors, and have acquired very extended dominions. The most celebrated of all is perhaps Genghis Khan, the hero of this history. He came upon the stage more than 3,000 years after the time of the great prototype of his class, the Patriarch Abraham.

		

	
		
			Chapter II: The Mongols
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			Mongols – Origin of the Name

			Three thousand years is a period of time long enough to produce great changes, and in the course of that time a great many different nations and congeries of nations were formed in the regions of Central Asia. The term Tartars has been employed generically to denote almost the whole race. The Mongols are a portion of this people, who are said to derive their name from Mongol Khan, one of their earliest and most powerful chieftains. The descendants of this khan called themselves by his name, just as the descendants of the 12 sons of Jacob called themselves Israelites, or children of Israel, from the name Israel, which was one of the designations of the great patriarch from whose 12 sons the 12 tribes of the Jews descended. The country inhabited by the Mongols was called Mongolia.

			A Mongol Family

			To obtain a clear conception of a single Mongol family, you must imagine, first, a rather small, short, thick-set man, with long black hair, a flat face and a dark olive complexion. His wife, if her face were not so flat and her nose so broad, would be quite a brilliant little beauty, her eyes are so black and sparkling. The children have much the appearance of young Native Americans as they run shouting among the cattle on the hillsides, or, if young, playing half-naked about the door of the hut, their long black hair streaming in the wind.

			Their Occupations

			Like all the rest of the inhabitants of Central Asia, these people depended almost entirely for their subsistence on the products of their flocks and herds. Of course, their great occupation consisted in watching their animals while feeding by day, and in putting them in places of security by night, in taking care of and rearing the young, in making butter and cheese from the milk, and clothing from the skins, in driving the cattle to and fro in search of pasturage, and, finally, in making war on the people of other tribes to settle disputes arising out of conflicting claims to territory, or to replenish their stock of sheep and oxen by seizing and driving off the flocks of their neighbours.

			Animals of the Mongols

			The animals which the Mongols most prized were camels, oxen and cows, sheep, goats and horses. They were very proud of their horses, and they rode them with great courage and spirit. They always went mounted in going to war. Their arms were bows and arrows, pikes or spears and a sort of sword or sabre, which was manufactured in some of the towns toward the west, and supplied to them in the course of trade by great traveling caravans.

			Their Towns and Villages

			Although the mass of the people lived in the open country with their flocks and herds, there were, notwithstanding, a great many towns and villages, though such centres of population were much fewer and less important among them than they are in countries the inhabitants of which live by tilling the ground. Some of these towns were the residences of the khans and of the heads of tribes. Others were places of manufacture or centres of commerce, and many of them were fortified with embankments of earth or walls of stone.

			Mode of Building Their Tents

			The habitations of the common people, even those built in the towns, were rude huts made so as to be easily taken down and removed. The tents were made by means of poles set in a circle in the ground, and brought nearly together at the top, so as to form a frame similar to that of a Native American wigwam. A hoop was placed near the top of these poles, so as to preserve a round opening there for the smoke to go out. The frame was then covered with sheets of a sort of thick grey felt, so placed as to leave the opening within the hoop free. The felt, too, was arranged below in such a manner that the corner of one of the sheets could be raised and let down again to form a sort of door. The edges of the sheets in other places were fastened together very carefully, especially in winter, to keep out the cold air.

			Within the tent, on the ground in the centre, the family built their fire, which was made of sticks, leaves, grass and dried droppings of all sorts, gathered from the ground, for the country produced scarcely any wood. Countries roamed over by herds of animals that gain their living by pasturing on the grass and herbage are almost always destitute of trees. Trees in such a case have no opportunity to grow.

			Bad Fuel – Comfortless Homes

			The tents of the Mongols thus made were, of course, very comfortless homes. They could not be kept warm, there was so much cold air coming continually in through the crevices, notwithstanding all the people’s contrivances to make them tight. The smoke, too, did not all escape through the hoop-hole above. Much of it remained in the tent and mingled with the atmosphere. This evil was aggravated by the kind of fuel which they used, which was of such a nature that it made only a sort of smouldering fire instead of burning, like good dry wood, with a bright and clear flame.

			The discomforts of these huts and tents were increased by the custom which prevailed among the people of allowing the animals to come into them, especially those that were young and feeble, and to live there with the family.

			Movable Houses Built at Last – The Painting

			In process of time, as the people increased in riches and in mechanical skill, some of the more wealthy chieftains began to build houses so large and so handsome that they could not be conveniently taken down to be removed, and then they contrived a way of mounting them upon trucks placed at the four corners, and moving them bodily in this way across the plains, as a table is moved across a floor upon its castors. It was necessary, of course, that the houses should be made very light in order to be managed in this way. They were, in fact, still tents rather than houses, being made of the same materials, only they were put together in a more substantial and ornamental manner. The frame was made of very light poles, though these poles were fitted together in permanent joinings. The covering was, like that of the tents, made of felt, but the sheets were joined together by close and strong seams, and the whole was coated with a species of paint, which not only closed all the pores and interstices and made the structure very tight, but also served to ornament it; for they were accustomed, in painting these houses, to adorn the covering with pictures of birds, beasts and trees, represented in such a manner as doubtless, in their eyes, produced a very beautiful effect.

			Account of a Large Movable House

			These movable houses were sometimes very large. A certain traveller who visited the country not far from the time of Genghis Khan says that he saw one of these structures in motion which was 30 feet in diameter. It was drawn by 22 oxen. It was so large that it extended five feet on each side beyond the wheels. The oxen, in drawing it, were not attached, as with us, to the centre of the forward axletree, but to the ends of the axletrees, which projected beyond the wheels on each side. There were 11 oxen on each side drawing upon the axletrees. There were, of course, many drivers. The one who was chief in command stood in the door of the tent or house which looked forward, and there, with many loud shouts and flourishing gesticulations, issued his orders to the oxen and to the other men.

			The Traveling Chests

			The household goods of this traveling chieftain were packed in chests made for the purpose, the house itself, of course, in order to be made as light as possible, having been emptied of all its contents. These chests were large, and were made of wicker or basketwork, covered, like the house, with felt. The covers were made of a rounded form, so as to throw off the rain, and the felt was painted over with a certain composition which made it impervious to the water. These chests were not intended to be unpacked at the end of the journey, but to remain as they were, as permanent storehouses of utensils, clothing and provisions. They were placed in rows, each on its own cart, near the tent, where they could be resorted to conveniently from time to time by the servants and attendants, as occasion might require. The tent placed in the centre, with these great chests on their carts near it, formed, as it were, a house with one great room standing by itself, and all the little rooms and closets arranged in rows by the side of it.

			Necessity of Such an Arrangement

			Some such arrangement as this is obviously necessary in case of a great deal of furniture or baggage belonging to a man who lives in a tent, and who desires to be at liberty to remove his whole establishment from place to place at short notice; for a tent, from the very principle of its construction, is incapable of being divided into rooms, or of accommodating extensive stores of furniture or goods. Of course, a special contrivance is required for the accommodation of this species of property. This was especially the case with the Mongols, among whom there were many rich and great men who often accumulated a large amount of movable property. There was one rich Mongol, it was said, who had 200 such chest-carts, which were arranged in two rows around and behind his tent, so that his establishment, when he was encamped, looked like quite a little village.

			Houses in the Towns

			The style of building adopted among the Mongols for tents and movable houses seemed to set the fashion for all their houses, even for those that were built in the towns, and were meant to stand permanently where they were first set up. These permanent houses were little better than tents. They consisted each of one single room without any subdivisions whatever. They were made round, too, like the tents, only the top, instead of running up to a point, was rounded like a dome. There were no floors above that formed on the ground, and no windows.

			Roads Over the Plains

			Such was the general character of the dwellings of the Mongols in the days of Genghis Khan. They took their character evidently from the wandering and pastoral life that the people led. One would have thought that very excellent roads would have been necessary to have enabled them to draw the ponderous carts containing their dwellings and household goods. But this was less necessary than might have been supposed on account of the nature of the country, which consisted chiefly of immense grassy plains and smooth river valleys, over which, in many places, wheels would travel tolerably well in any direction without much making of roadway. Then, again, in all such countries, the people who journey from place to place, and the herds of cattle that move to and fro, naturally fall into the same lines of travel, and thus, in time, wear great trails, as cows make paths in a pasture. These, with a little artificial improvement at certain points, make very good summer roads, and in the winter it is not necessary to use them at all.

			Tribes and Families

			The Mongols, like the ancient Jews, were divided into tribes, and these were subdivided into families; a family meaning in this connection not one household, but a large congeries of households, including all those that were of known relationship to each other. These groups of relatives had each its head, and the tribe to which they pertained had also its general head. There were, it is said, three sets of these tribes, forming three grand divisions of the Mongol people, each of which was ruled by its own khan; and then, to complete the system, there was the grand khan, who ruled over all.

			Influence of Diversity of Pursuits

			A constitution of society like this almost always prevails in pastoral countries, and we shall see, on a little reflection, that it is natural that it should do so. In a country like ours, where the pursuits of men are so infinitely diversified, the descendants of different families become mingled together in the most promiscuous manner. The son of a farmer in one state goes off, as soon as he is of age, to some other state, to find a place among merchants or manufacturers, because he wishes to be a merchant or a manufacturer himself, while his father supplies his place on the farm perhaps by hiring a man who likes farming, and has come hundreds of miles in search of work. Thus, the descendants of one American grandfather and grandmother will be found, after a lapse of a few years, scattered in every direction all over the land, and, indeed, sometimes all over the world.

			It is the diversity of pursuits which prevails in such a country as ours, taken in connection with the diversity of capacity and of taste in different individuals, that produces this dispersion.

			Tribes and Clans

			Among a people devoted wholly to pastoral pursuits, all this is different. The young men, as they grow up, can have generally no inducement to leave their homes. They continue to live with their parents and relatives, sharing the care of the flocks and herds, and making common cause with them in everything that is of common interest. It is thus that those great family groups are formed which exist in all pastoral countries under the name of tribes or clans, and form the constituent elements of the whole social and political organization of the people.

			Mode of Making War – Horsemen – The Bow and Arrow

			In case of general war, each tribe of the Mongols furnished, of course, a certain quota of armed men, in proportion to its numbers and strength. These men always went to war, as has already been said, on horseback, and the spectacle which these troops presented in galloping in squadrons over the plains was sometimes very imposing. The shock of the onset when they charged in this way upon the enemy was tremendous. They were armed with bows and arrows, and also with sabres. As they approached the enemy, they discharged first a shower of arrows upon him, while they were in the act of advancing at the top of their speed. Then, dropping their bows by their side, they would draw their sabres, and be ready, as soon as the horses fell upon the enemy, to cut down all opposed to them with the most furious and deadly blows.

			If they were repulsed, and compelled by a superior force to retreat, they would gallop at full speed over the plains, turning at the same time in their saddles, and shooting at their pursuers with their arrows as coolly, and with as correct an aim, almost, as if they were still. While thus retreating the trooper would guide and control his horse by his voice, and by the pressure of his heels upon his sides, so as to have both his arms free for fighting his pursuers.
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