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INTRODUCTION

THE narratives by John of Piano Carpini and William of Rubruck

of their journeys to Mongolia in the middle of the thirteenth

century differ from the majority of works in this series. The
authors were not canonized saints or beati and their travels were

not missionary journeys in the strict sense, but were more of the

nature of political embassies. Nevertheless they were servants of

Christendom as few men have been. They endured all the hard-

ships of which St. Paul speaks, in an entirely selfless devotion to

the service of Christendom. They were, moreover, disciples of

St. Francis of the first generation who possessed the genuine
Franciscan spirit of simplicity and poverty and self-abnegation.

But above all they give an absolutely first-hand authentic account

of the first contact between Western Christendom and the Far

East, and this at the moment when the whole oriental world

from Korea to Hungary was being turned upside down and

remade by one of the greatest catastrophes in the history of

the world.

I. THE RELATION OF EUROPETO ASIA: THE Two EUROPESAND
THE Two ASIAS

To understand these events we must go back a long way in

history. The ancient civilizations were oases in a wilderness of

barbarism. It was only gradually that these oases were connected

with one another by a common culture and became an oecumene,

an orbis terrarum^ a civilized world. The world from which we
came is the orbis terrarum of the Mediterranean lands, which

attained political unification in the Roman Empire in the first

century B.C. At the other end of the old world a similar unity was

constituted by China the Middle Kingdom which attained

political unity much earlier than the West, though later than
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the Hellenistic world (i.e. in 216 B.C.). Similarly in Southern

Asia a unity of the same kind was formed in India and extended its

influence to the South-East to Cambodia and Java; but this

cultural unity never achieved political unification. Finally between

India and the RomanEmpire there was the civilization of Persia

which was in origin the oasis culture of the Iranian plateau but

which tended to expand at the expense of the Indian civilization

in the East and the Roman Hellenistic civilization to the West.

To the north of this chain of oasis civilizations from the Roman
frontiers to the Great Wall of China there stretched for thousands

of miles the outer wilderness
"

like the ocean sea
"

as William of

Rubruck says, which was the domain of the barbarians. Each of

the oasis civilizations had its own barbarian neighbours who

preyed upon it or were dominated by it, until eventually they
became almost domesticated. But at intervals some change would
take place in the depth of the wilderness and a new flood of

barbarism would come sweeping in from the steppes, driving the

half-civilized barbarians before it and piling up against the

defences of the settled civilizations until they broke. Perhaps the

most famous of these cataclysms was the barbarian invasion of the

fourth century, when the Huns coming from the outer steppes
drove the Goths before them out of the Russian steppes across

the Danube and thus brought about the downfall of the Roman
Empire. And a similar movement was in process at the same time

in the Far East when the Eastern Huns overran Northern China,
and somewhat later in India when the so-called White Huns

conquered Northern India. Such moments have occurred again
and again throughout the course of history and no civilization has

ever been strong enough to be immune from their effects. After the

Huns came the Avars, and after the Avars the Bulgars, and after

the Bulgars the Magyars, and after the Magyars the Turks. And
while the civilizations are by their nature highly differentiated and

naturally incapable of combining for their material defence, the

peoples of the steppe are relatively undifFerentiated and their

culture changes so little through the centuries that the description
which Ammianus Marcellinus 1

gives of the Huns is almost inter-

1 Ammianus Marcellinus, Book XXXI, ii.
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changeable with that which Matthew Paris gives of the Mongols
nine hundred years later.

The regular character of these cycles of invasion has suggested

that there is some common factor behind them, and many years

ago the theory was put forward by Professor Ellsworth Hunting-
don and others that they were due to the climatic conditions which

have caused the desiccation of Central Asia, so that if we had the

necessary data it would be possible to establish an exact concord-

ance between the hygrometric and ethnological change. But

although there is no doubt that the desert has been advancing in

Central Asia and that this exerts a continual pressure on the

peoples of the steppe, it is impossible to make the climatic factor

the exclusive cause of historical change. The evidence seems

rather to suggest that the decisive factors are human ones; on

the one side the weakening of the resistance of the oasis cultures

from political causes, and, on the other, the periodical appearance

among the barbarians of some military leader who could unite the

barbarians in a movement of expansion and conquest. And when-

ever such a leader appeared he found an inexhaustible reserve of

military material in the nomad horsemen of the steppes, who were

the finest light cavalry in e world. Whensuch a movement had

started, it grew irresistibly like an avalanche, since, as each new
tribe was conquered, its forces were added to the original nucleus.

Nowin almost every case we find that the original starting point of

the movement was in North-Western Mongolia, the land beyond
the steppes. This forms a kind of oasis of barbarian culture, shut

off by the great ranges of the Altai and Khingan Mountains from

the rest of Inner Asia. It was here that all the great nomad empires
of Asia had their centre, from the Huns in the third century B.C.

to the East Turks and the Uighurs in the early Middle Ages and

finally to the Mongols in the thirteenth century. And it is remark-

able that all these four empires had their capitals within a few miles

of one another in the valley of the Upper Orkhon where the

tombs and inscriptions of the early Turkish and Uighur Khans

have been discovered.

Thus the empires of the steppes were never quite as barbarous

as their victims in the civilized world believed. They had their
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In spite of the primitive means at his disposal, it is possible

that he succeeded in destroying a larger portion of the human race

than any modern expert in total warfare. Within a dozen years

from the opening of his first campaign against China, the Mongol
armies had reached the Pacific, the Indus and the Black Sea and

had destroyed many of the greatest cities in India. For Europe

especially the shock was overwhelming. For in the thirteenth

century the West had mastered its own barbarians and was now

pushing forward the frontiers of Christendom against Islam, which

was the only enemy that it still feared. Consequently the sudden

appearance of the Mongols was a bolt from the blue. Suddenly,

without the least warning, an army of unknown barbarians

appeared, in the spring of 1222, on the south-eastern borders of

Russia. In the words of a Russian chronicler: "For our sins,

unknown tribes came, none knows who they are or whence they
canxe nor what their language is, nor of what race they are nor

what their faith is God alone knows who they are and whence

they came out." 1 The Russian princes went to the aid of their

barbarian neighbours, the Cumans or Kypchak Turks, and there

was a great battle on the River Kalka in the southern steppe, close

to the Sea of Azov. The Russians and their allies were defeated

and the Prince of Kiev and the other princes who surrendered were

laid under boards and suffocated while the Mongols feasted on

top. "This evil happened on May 3ist, St. Jeremy's day. And the

Tartars turned back from the river Dnieper, and we know not

whence they came, nor where they hid themselves again. God
knows whence He fetched them against us for our sins." 2

Nothing more was heard of them for fifteen years. From the

Russian point of view, it was an isolated raid of unknown savages.

They did not know that behind those events there was the organiz-

ing mind of the great Chingis Khan, who had already unified

Central Asia and conquered Northern China and was at that

moment destroying the great Moslem civilization of Eastern Iran,

It was not until after the death of Chingis Khan that Europe
heard of the Mongols again. Then at last in 1236-7 the main

1 The Chronicle of Novgorod, Eng. trans. Camden Society, 1914, p. 64.
*

Ibid.* p. 66.
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Mongol armies moved against the West under the command of

Batu and Subutay. In December 1237 the Tartars sent envoys
to Riazan "a woman, a sorceress and two men with her",

demanding from them "one-tenth of everything, of men and

princes and horses of everything one-tenth". 1 And when the

Russian princes refused these terms, they proceeded methodically
to invest and destroy the Russian cities one by one Riazan and

Moscow, Suzdal and Vladimir, Yaroslav and Tver massacring
the inhabitants without distinction of age and sex. In the course of

little more than two months the whole of Central and Northern

Russia to within sixty miles of Novgorod was a shambles.

Again there was a pause for more than two years while the

Mongols secured their hold on the lands between the Volga and

the Dnieper by the systematic slaughter of the inhabitants. When
the Friars travelled through the country a few years later, they

passed in the track of this great killing and found "many skulls

and bones of dead men lying on the ground". From the Dnieper
to the Oxus they travelled through an empty land where the cities

were destroyed and they saw the "bones of dead men lying on the

ground like dung".
2

At last in the winter of 1240-1 the Mongols were ready for their

lart advance against the West. Kiev, the mother of Russian cities,

was taken and destroyed on December 6th, and thence the army

passed onwards to conquer the West. Their right wing passed

through Galicia into Poland and met and defeated the combined

forces of the Poles and the Germans at Legnica (Liegnitz) in Silesia

on April gth, 1241. At the same time the main army under Batu

and Subutay entered Moravia and Hungary and destroyed the

Magyar army at Mohi near Buda on April nth. Hungary was

occupied for more than a year -and devastated as thoroughly as

Southern Russia. A Mongol army even followed the flight of the

King of Hungary into Dalmatia and destroyed Cattaro in the spring

of 1242, while another detachment rode north into Austria as far as

Klosterneuburg. Fortunately for Europe the death of the great

Khan Ugedey in December 1241, and the dissensions between the

1 The Chronicle of Novgorod, Eng. trans. Camden Society, 1914, p. 81.
* See p. 58 infra.
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Mongol leaders in the West, Batu and Guyuk and Buri, caused the

withdrawal of the Mongol armies, at least as far as Russia, in 1242.

But the Western princes were by now alive to their imminent

peril and from 1242 onwards they began to make belated attempts

to organize measures of defence.

The first news of the peril reached Western Europe from widely

different sources. Perhaps the most unexpected were the envoys

from the Ismailians of Syria better known as the Assassins

who in 1238 brought proposals to the kings of France and England
for a grand alliance of Christians and Moslems against the common
enemies of civilization. But they met with little sympathy. The
attitude of the Westerners before they knew what was coming was

brutally expressed by the Bishop of Winchester to Henry III,

"Let these dogs destroy one another and be utterly exterminated

and then we shall see the universal Catholic Church founded on

their ruins and there will be one fold and one shepherd".
1

Nevertheless, in spite of this arrogance in high places, there was

a widespread feeling of disquiet, for in the same year 1238
Matthew Paris records that there was a glut of herrings at Yarmouth

owing to the absence of the German fish merchants, who stayed
at home for fear of the Tartars. And during the following years

the news of disaster in the East and the desperate appeals from
Christian rulers such as the Queen of Georgia and the Prince of

Galicia aroused both the Pope and the Emperor to the gravity of

the situation.
2

Unfortunately at this moment Western Christen-

dom was split in two by the war between Frederick II and the

Papacy. Indeed, in the letter which the Emperor wrote to Henry
II and Louis IX, proposing commonaction against the Tartars, he

complains that the crusade^ which should have been preached

against the infidel had been turned by the Pope against the Empire
and that the Tartars had been encouraged to attack Christendom

by their knowledge of its divided and defenceless state. 3 As we
have seen, the death of Ugedey Khan in December 1241 and the

rivalry of the Mongol princes distracted their attention from the

1 Matthew Paris, Chron. Maj., iv, 112, 119.
3 MGH,Epist. saec. xiii e regestis P.R. i, 765, 796, 821-3, 826.
3

op. cit.> ii, 2, 102, 105.
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West to the centre of the Empire. But Batu remained encamped
on the Volga. Christian Russia had become a province of the

Mongol Empire and there was nothing to prevent a further

onslaught on the West as soon as the question of succession had

been decided.

II. THEMISSION OF JOHNOFPLANOCARPINI (1245-7)

This was recognized by the new Pope, Innocent IV, and the

first of the missions described in this volume was despatched by
him in 1245 to avert the threatened danger.

For this purpose he chose two Franciscans, Lawrence of

Portugal and John of Piano Carpini. "Men proved by years of

regular observance and well versed in Holy Scripture, for we
believed that they would be of greater help to you, seeing that

they follow the humility of our Saviour. If we had thought that

ecclesiastical prelates or other powerful men would be more

profitable and more acceptable to you we would have sent them."

Thus Innocent IV concludes the first of the two bulls to the

Emperor of the Tartars, which will be found on pp. 73-6 of this

volume, and it is difficult to say whether his words are an expres-

sion of naive simplicity or statesmanlike imagination. Perhaps
the Mongol princes were no less disconcerted by these barefooted

emissaries of the lord of the Christian world than were the Russian

princes by the sorceress who brought the Tartar ultimatum to

Riazan in 1237. At least we cannot fail to be impressed by the

courage of this disciple of St. Francis who, at the age of sixty-five,

without any knowledge of oriental languages or any resource

except his faith, embarked on this tremendous journey to the heart

of the barbarian world. It is true that John of Piano Carpiru was

familiar with Northern Europe; and his companion, Benedict the

Pole, who joined him at Breslau, had contacts with the Christian

princes of Eastern Europe, Wenceslas of Bohemia, Boleslas of

Silesia, Daniel of Galicia and Vasilko of Volhynia. But the infor-

mation that they gave him cannot have been reassuring. As he

writes in his prologue: "We feared that we might be killed by the

Tartars or other people, or imprisoned for life, or afflicted with
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hunger, thirst, cold, heat, injuries and exceeding great trials

almost beyond our powers of endurance all of which with the

exception of death and imprisonment for life fell to our lot in

various ways in a much greater degree than we had conceived

beforehand."

After spending the greater part of the winter in Poland and

Galicia, they set out into the steppe "not knowing whether they

were going to death or life" at the beginning of Lent, 1240, and

immediately fell in with the Tartar outposts, who "came rushing

upon us in a horrible manner, wanting to know what kind of men
we were". But at least they met with no obstruction; the outpost

despatched them to his commander "Corenza", who sent them to

Sartak, who sent them on without delay to his father the great

Batu, the ruler of the Western Ulus who held his camp on the

lower Volga. Even here they remained only a few days, for Batu

decided that they should be sent to the Great Khan Guyuk him-

self, in time to be present at the inauguration ceremony at the

Golden Horde. They were forced to ride at top speed with five

or six relays of horses every day, "We were so weak we could

hardly ride. During the whole of that Lent our food had been

nothing but millet with water and salt, and it was the same on other

fast days, and we had nothing to drink except snow melted in a

kettle." 1 And so they continued month after month for thousands

of miles through a desert land without rest or intermission. It

would have been an ordeal for the toughest of horsemen, but for

an elderly clergyman who was extremely fat and in poor health,

it is one of the most remarkable feats of physical endurance

on record.

Travelling through Central Asia north of the Caspian and the

Sea of Aral, they reached the camp of Orda, the elder brother of

Batu, in the region of Lake Ala Kul in Dzungaria, at midsummer,
and after a single day's rest they went on faster than ever, "rising

early and travelling until night without eating anything and often

we came so late to our lodgings that we had not time to eat that

night, but were given in the morning the food we should have

eaten the previous night".
2 Thanks to this relentless haste they

1 See pp. 57-8. * See pp. 60-1.
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arrived at the camp of Guyuk near Karakorum on July 22nd in

time to be present at the great assembly at which Guyuk was pro-
claimed and enthroned as Great Khan. And thus we have a first-

hand record by a Western observer of this historic occasion which

had brought together not only the leaders of the Mongols but the

representatives of all the subject peoples of the Empire from

Russia and Georgia to Manchuria and China.

Although their reception seemed churlish enough to the Friars,

it is clear that their coming was welcome, and that the Mongols
were anxious to establish relations with the great priest who ruled

the Christians of the Far West. Their motives, however, are not so

clear and it is possible that John of Piano Carpini was right in

believing that a great campaign was being planned against the

West and that their main object was to prepare the way for a formal

offer of submission. However this may be, the Friars remained

firm in their refusal to take back the Mongol envoys with them and

finally on November iyth they were dismissed with the Khan's

letter to the Pope, which we still possess and of which a translation

is given below. They travelled back over the open steppes all

through the winter with incredible hardships, sleeping in the

snow " save when in the open plain when there were no trees we
could scrape a place with our feet".

They reached Batu's camp on the Volga on the feast of the

Ascension (May 9th, 1247), and after staying there a month, they
at last received safe conducts for their return to Kiev. "We
reached Kiev fifteen days before the feast of St. John the Baptist,

and the men of Kiev when they heard of our arrival came out to

meet us rejoicing and congratulating us as if we had risen from the

dead, and so they did throughout Russia, Poland and Bohemia."

And when Daniel of Galicia and his brother Vasilko had heard

their account of the embassy, after taking council with their

bishops, they sent their own letters to the Pope by the Friars,

accepting his supremacy and that of the Roman Church. This

was the first reunion between the Russians and the Western

Church, and since Daniel at this time was the most powerful of

the remaining Russian princes, it was perhaps the only positive

and concrete result of this heroic venture.
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Meanwhile Mongol policy was at a standstill owing to the

strained relations between the Great Khan and his cousin Batu.

There had been a bitter quarrel between the two princes during
the invasion of Hungary five years earlier and it was impossible

to undertake any large-scale expedition to the West so long as this

issue was undecided. Thus what actually happened was not a war

between the Mongols and the West but a breach between the two

leading branches of the family of Chingis Khan the house of

Ugedey represented by Guyuk, and the house of Juchi represented

by Batu. Civil war was only averted by the death of the Great

Khan under very suspicious circumstances at the moment when
Batu was advancing to meet him in Central Asia, and during the

following three years (1248-51) Batu succeeded in bringing about

the fall of the house of Ugedey and the election of his own candi-

date, Mongka the son of Tuluy, to be the supreme Khan,

III. THE MISSIONS OF THE DOMINICANS, ASCELIN AND ANDREW
OF LONGJUMEAU

It is possible that this change of government and the semi-

independent position which Batu had achieved in the West saved

Europe from further peril. For with the coming of the new dynasty,
the drive of Mongol aggression turned southwards so that the

existence of Islam rather than that of Christendom was en-

dangered.
But the Christian West could not know this. Nothing could be

more alarming than the report of John of Piano Carpini or more

menacing than the letter of the Great Khan to the great Pope.
And the result of the second mission which Innocent IV sent two

years later was at first even more discouraging. This time the envoys
were Dominicans,

1 Fr. Ascelin, Simon of Tournai and three

others, and they were ordered to visit the camp of the nearest

Mongol army on the frontier of Asia Minor and to demand the

1 There is some obscurity about the relation of this mission of 1247 to ^ Q
earlier Franciscan one. Lawrence of Portugal, the Franciscan who was charged
with the original mission, does not seem to have visited the Mongols. But we
are told that in 1247 he was sent by the Pope as legate to Asia Minor, and it

was in this year that the mission of Ascelin and his companions to the Mongol
leader in Asia Minor took place.
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cessation of hostilities against Christendom. Ascelin reached

the camp of Baiju, west of the Caspian Sea, on May 24th, 1247, but

as he refused the usual act of homage and behaved in a somewhat

uncompromising manner he met with a very harsh reception, so

that at one moment the exasperated Mongol threatened to have

them all executed. The situation seems to have changed with the

coming of a higher officer, Aljigiday, the envoy of the Great Khan,
who realized the importance of establishing relations with the

Christians of the West. Accordingly Ascelin was sent back with

an answer similar to that which had already been brought by John
of Piano Carpini, together with two Mongol envoys one of them,

Sargis or Sergius, a Christian who were received by Pope
Innocent IV in Italy in the following year 1248. At the same time

Aljigiday took steps to establish friendly relations with St. Louis,

who had set out on his crusade against Egypt. Aljigiday's envoys,

David and Mark, met King Louis in Cyprus and delivered a

letter which declared that the Great Khan intended to protect all

Christians, Latin and Greek, Armenian, Nestorian and Jacobite,

and offered his help against the Saracens for the recovery of

Jerusalem.
The fact that Guyuk Khan was no longer alive and that the

house of Ugedey was tottering to its fall deprived this embassy of

real authority, but the King of France could not realize this and

he was naturally overjoyed to hear such "
good and gracious words "

from the East, which seemed to justify all that the legends of

Prester John had promised. In reply he sent back with the Mon-

gol envoys the most important mission that Christendom had sent

hitherto. It was led by a Dominican, Andrew of Longjumeau,
who knew Persian and had already visited the camp of Baiju,

apparently as a member of Br. Ascelin's mission. With him went

two other Dominicans, two clerks and two sergeants-at-arms,

together with rich presents above all a wonderful tent-chapel of

scarlet cloth in which all the mysteries of the Christian faith were

depicted for the instruction of the Tartars. This is the embassy
which is described at some length by Joinville and other contem-

porary historians, so that it seems to have made more impression
on public opinion than either of the Franciscan missions recorded
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in this volume. The envoys set out from Antioch early in 1248,

"and from Antioch it took them a full year, riding ten leagues a

day, to reach the great Khan of the Tartars. And they found all

the land subject to the Tartars and many cities that they had

destroyed and great heaps of dead men's bones". Nevertheless

the journey of Andrew and his companions was not so long as that

of the two Franciscan missions, since the Regent, Ogul Garnish,

the widow of Guyuk Khan, was not in Mongolia but held her

court on the River Imil south-east of Lake Balkash, at the point

which John of Piano Carpini speaks of as "the first orda of the

Emperor".
The Regent received the embassy in the normal Mongol and

Chinese fashion as an act of homage and their presents as tribute,

but she seems to have treated them honourably enough and sent

them back with gifts and the remarkable answer recorded by
Joinville as follows :

"Peace is goods for when a country is at peace those who go on

four feet eat the grass in peace, and those who go on two feet till

the ground, from which good things come, in peace.

"This we send you for a warning, for you cannot have peace if

you are not at peace with us. Prester John rose against us, and such

and such kings (giving the names of many) and all we have put to

the sword. Webid you, then, every year to send us of your gold
and of your silver so much as may win you our friendship. If you
do not do this we shall destroy you and your people, as we have

done to those we have named." 1

St. Louis was naturally disappointed with the results of this

mission, and Joinville says that he greatly repented having sent it.

Nevertheless the accounts that he had received of the existence of

a large Christian population in "Tartary" were not altogether

discouraging, and these were confirmed by the reports of the

Armenian missions led by the Constable of Armenia, Sempad,
who was the brother of King Hethum I and the brother-in-law

of the King of Cyprus.
The little kingdom of Cilician Armenia formed a valuable link

between the crusading states of Syria and the interior of Asia,
1

Joinville, Life of St. Louis, trans. R. Hague (Sheed and Ward), pp. 149.
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owing to its strategic position on the highway from Antioch and

Syria to Asia Minor and the Caspian. The coming of the Mongols
had been a godsend to the Armenians, since it had delivered

them from the continual threat of the Seljuk sultans of Iconium,
and after the defeat of the latter by Baiju in 1243, King Hethum
of Armenia had become a loyal and favoured vassal of the Great

Khan. The embassy of Sempad the Constable took place in 1247
and 12483 so that it coincided with those of Ascelin and Andrew of

Longjumeau, and the letter which he wrote from Samarkand in

February 1248 to his brother-in-law in Cyprus stressed the import-
ance of the Christian element among the Mongols. From these

sources St. Louis learnt that Sartak, the son of Batu, was himself a

Christian, and this fact or report encouraged the French King to

send a further mission of a more definitely religious character

than that of Andrew of Longjumeau to establish relations with

the Christians in Central Asia.

IV. THEMISSION OF BROTHERWILLIAM OF RUBRUCK

This is the mission of the Franciscan William of Rubruck,
which forms the greater part of the present volume and provides
the fullest and most authentic information on the Mongol Empire
in its pre-Chinese phase that we possess. The mission consisted

of two Franciscans, William of Rubruck and Bartholomew of

Cremona, a derk named Gosset who was in charge of the King's

presents to the Khan, and an interpreter or dragoman "turge-
mannus "

called HomoDei (i.e. Abdullah) who proved inefficient

and unreliable.

In contrast to the earlier missions, this one was purely

religious in character, for though they carried letters from St.

Louis to Sartak, they were careful to insist that they were not

ambassadors but men of religion whose sole work was "to preach
the work of God and to instruct men to live by His will ".

In many respects William of Rubruck was better equipped for

his mission than John of Piano Carpini had been. Apart from

the knowledge already acquired from the earlier missions, he had

the great advantage of beginning his journey from the East, from
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the court of St. Louis at Acre, where he was in touch with

Armenians, Syrians and Greeks, so that he was able to have his

letters of credence translated into Persian (or "Arabic" as he calls

it) and Syrian. Instead of entering the Mongol world through
the Iron Curtain of Eastern Europe and Russia, he travelled by
the old highway to Central Asia through Constantinople and the

Crimea, and at Constantinople he was able to get further infor-

mation and letters of safe conduct from the Emperor Baldwin II

to the commander of the Mongol outposts. The party left

Constantinople on Mayyth for Sudak (Soldaia), the great merchant

port in the Crimea which was the terminus of the land route to

Russia and Asia. They left Sudak on June ist and reached the

Tartar outposts on the third day. "And when I came among
them," writes Friar William, "it seemed to me, indeed, as if I

were entering another world." From this point Brother William's

journey and his experiences correspond very closely with those

of Brother John of Piano Carpini eight years before. Both of

them went to the great camp of Batu on the Volga, the centre

of Mongol power in the West. Both were sent on by Batu to

the court of the Great Khan in Mongolia and both experienced
the same intense hardships in their travel through the steppes
and the same difficulties and misunderstandings in their dealings

with the arrogant Mongol chiefs and their greedy and unscru-

pulous underlings. Nevertheless the contents and manner of the

two narratives are very different. Brother John was chiefly con-

cerned to make a full report to the Pope on the Mongols and

their empire considered as an immediate danger to Christendom,
and with special reference to their methods of making war and

how their attacks could best be met. Brother William's book

(with the exception of the nine short introductory chapters which
deal with Mongol manners and customs) is a straightforward
account of his journey and his personal experiences in full detail.

He was an exceptionally observant man with the temperament
and eye of an artist.

"
In fact," he says himself,

"
I would have

made you" (St. Louis) "pictures of everything if I only knew how
to paint."

The result is that he has written one of the most living and
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moving narratives in the whole literature of travel, even more
direct and convincing than that of Maic o Polo in his own time

or Hue and Gabet in the nineteenth century. In spite of his

writing in a "learned" language, we still see sharp and clear

through his eyes the scene when the Friars at last came before the

terrible Batu, on his high seat "long and wide like a couch", with

his lady beside him. " Westood there in our habits, barefooted

and heads uncovered, and we were a great gazing-stock for their

eyes. ... So we stood there before him for the space of a Miserere

mei Deus and they all kept the deepest silence." Wesee the endless

drinking parties at Karakorum and the men of every race and

religion who met together there. Wehave a most vivid account

of the great disputation held between the representatives of the

three religions, Christians, Moslems and Buddhists. And finally

we have the account of his last meeting with the Great Khan
himself at Pentecost, which is surely one of the most remarkable

interviews in history.

V. THE MONGOLSAND CHRISTENDOM

Here, we feel, we are standing at one of the great crossroads of

history. For the new world-empire which stretched from the

Pacific to the Black Sea and the Baltic and which ruled over

Confucianists and Buddhists and Moslems and Christians was still

uncommitted to any particular religion and culture. The primi-
tive Shamanism of the Mongols was incapable of providing any

principle of spiritual unity, just as their original tribal organiza-

tion provided no basis for an imperial administration. 1 Neverthe-

less the Great Khans, in spite of their lack of culture, were fully

aware of the importance of the religious factor and followed a

broad policy of general toleration. Chingis Khan himself laid

down as part of his law that all religions were to be respected
1 Nevertheless we must not underestimate the persistence and strength of

this primitive religious tradition. It seems clear from Marco Polo's discussion
with Kubilay Khan that the latter adhered to Buddhism in a Shamanist spirit,

and even in our own time (in 1913), Miss Czaplica has described how a Siberian
of thoroughly European ancestry and Nordic type preferred the spiritual
ministrations of the local Tungus Shaman to that of the Russian priest a on the

ground that the latter could not master the local spirits in the way the Shaman
did (Czaplica, My Siberian Year, pp. 190-193).
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without favouritism and that the priests and holy men were to be

treated with deference, a principle to which all his descendants

adhered faithfully both in the East and the West for successive

generations.
1

This attitude is probably due to the fact that Mongolia and

Turkestan were the meeting place of the world religions, and the

Mongols themselves as newcomers found Buddhism and Christi-

anity and Manicheism and Mohammedanism already established

among the peoples from whom they acquired the rudiments of

civilization. The oldest and most civilized people of Mongolia,

the Uighur Turks, had adopted Manicheism when they were

the ruling people of Mongolia in the eighth and ninth centuries,

and now that they had withdrawn south of the Gobi to the oases

of Turfan and Kami they had become Buddhist and Christian.

Their successors in Western Mongolia, the Kerait and the Naiman,
who were most closely allied to the Mongols by culture and

political relations, were mainly Christian, as were also the Ongut
Turks on the northern frontier of China. The other ruling

peoples, the Kara Khitay or Khitan and the Jurjen or Chin, who
had been subjected to the influence of Chinese culture, were

Buddhist or Taoist, while the Western Turks, from Trans-

Oxiana to Asia Minor, were Moslems who came into the orbit of

Persian culture. Thus the position of Christianity in Mongolia
was relatively a strong one and offered even greater opportunities

for missionary activity than Western Christendom realized. Owing
to their intermarriages with the Kerait royal house many of the

wives and mothers of the Great Khans were Christians, including
some of the most influential of them all, like

"
Seroctan" 2 or

Soyorgatani, Baigi, the mother of Mongka, Kubilay and Hulagu
and the chief wife of Hulagu, Dokuz Khatun, who is described

by the Armenian chroniclers as a second St. Helena.

In the same way many of the leading Mongol officials under

the early Khans were Christians, like Chinkay, the Kerait

1 "A singular confbrmity may be found," writes Gibbon, "between the
religious laws of Zmgis Khan and of Mr. Locke "

!

8 WhomJohn of Piano Carpini describes as more renowned than any among
the Tartars except the mother of the Emperor and more powerful than any
except Batu.




































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































