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INTRODUCTION

THE narratives by John of Plano 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 beatz 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 EUROPE TO ASIA: THE Two EUROPES AND
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

vil



viii THE MONGOL MISSION

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 Roman Empire 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?® 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 the world. When such 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.
Now in 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
came—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.”* 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 31st, 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”.? 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”.?

At last in the winter of 12401 the Mongols were ready for their
last 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 11th. 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. 8.
3 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”.?

Nevertheless, in spite of this arrogance in high places, there was
a widespread feeling of disquiet, for in the same year—r1238—
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.? 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
IT and Louis IX, proposing common action 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.? As we
have seen, the death of Ugedey Khan in December 1241 and the
rivalry of the Mongol princes distracted their attention from the

! Matthew Paris, Chron. Maj., iv, 112, 119.

* MGH, Epist. saec. xiii e regesus P.R. i, 765, 796, 821-3, 826.
2 op. cit., il, 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. THE MISSION OF JOHN OF PLANO CARPINI (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 Plano 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 Plano Carpini 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.”? 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”.? 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 Plano 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 17th 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. TeE 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 Plano 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,! 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

! There is some obscurity about the relation of this mission of 1247 to the
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 Plano 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 Gamish,
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 Plano 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 good; 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. We bid 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.”*

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 1248, 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. THE MISSION OF BROTHER WILLIAM 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 clerk named Gosset who was in charge of the King’s
presents to the Khan, and an interpreter or dragoman—*turge-
mannus ’—called Homo Dei (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 Plano 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 May 7th 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 1st 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 Plano 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 Mar(o Polo in his own time
or Huc 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. “We stood 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 Mizserere
mei Deus and they all kept the deepest silence.” We see the endless
drinking parties at Karakorum and the men of every race and
religion who met together there. We have 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 MoNGOLS AND 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.! 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, 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.!

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 Hami 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’’? 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 conformity may be found,” writes Gibbon, “between the

religious laws of Zingis Khan and of Mr. Locke”! .
? Whom John of Plano Carpini describes as more renowned than any among
the Tartars except the mother of the Emperor and more powerful than any

except Batu.
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chancellor of Guyuk Khan, who received John of Plano Carpini;
Bolgay, the chancellor of Mongka, who received William of
Rubruck; and Kitbuka, the Naiman lieutenant of Hulagu. It is
true that this Nestorian Christianity of Central Asia had been cut
off for centuries from the centres of Christian culture and William
of Rubruck’s account of the Nestorian monks and clergy, mainly
Syrians, whom he met at the Mongol court, is a very unfavourable
one. Nevertheless this outlying province of Christendom
experienced a brief period of revival and expansion during the
Mongol period, which was due not only to the general Mongol
policy of toleration but still more to the fact that they were
determined to destroy the temporal power of Islam which they saw
as the main obstacle to Chingis Khan’s idea of world empire.
Already while William of Rubruck was at Karakorum plans were
being laid by Mongka and his brother Hulagu for the destruc-
tion of the two leaders of the Moslem world—the Khalif of
Bagdad, the head of orthodox Islam, and the Grand Master of the
Assassins, who was the chief of the Ismailian or Shi’ite sect.

Later in the same year (1254), when King Hethum of Armenia
visited the Khan, he was informed of the projected expedition,
and received assurances from Mongka that the Mongols would
protect the Christians and their churches and would restore
Palestine and the Holy Places to the Christians. In fact Hulagu,
though he was himself a Buddhist, was genuinely favourable to
the Christians owing to the influence of his wife, the Kerait
princess Dokuz Khatun, who was devoted to her ancestral faith.
This princess, like so many of the ladies of the family of the
Mongol Khans, enjoyed great political influence. Indeed Rashid
al-Din, the official historian of the Mongols, states that Mongka
expressly charged his brother to consult her in every circumstance
and to follow her advice.

Consequently when in the autumn of 1257 the Mongol armies
advanced into Mesopotamia, after destroying the strongholds of
the Assassins which had hitherto been impregnable, the Christians
benefited by the great disaster that fell upon the Moslem world.

They hailed the fall of Baghdad and the destruction of the
Abbasid Khalifate, which took place in February 1248, as a just
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retribution for the oppression that they had suffered for so many
centuries. The Armenian chronicler Kirakos of Kantzag writes
of the catastrophe in the spirit in which the Hebrew prophet
described the fall of Nineveh. For five hundred and fifteen years
the city had ruled all the nations and sucked the blood and
treasure of the whole world. Now at length the measure of her
iniquity was fulfilled and she was punished for all the blood she
had shed and the evil she had done.?

Never had the prospects of Islam seemed darker than at this
moment. All the Eastern Moslem sultanates west of the Indus
had already been destroyed, and the Turks of Asia Minor had
been forced to acknowledge the Mongol supremacy. Only Egypt
remained, and after the fall of Baghdad Hulagu was determined to
make an end of her. In the following year (1259) he advanced
into Syria, capturing Martyropolis and Edessa and Harran, the
home-lands of Syrian Christianity. In the following year Hulagu’s
Christian general, the Naiman Kitbuka, assisted by the King of
Armenia and Bohemond of Antioch, captured Aleppo and
Damascus, the two capitals of Moslem Syria. At this moment
the whole future of the Middle East was at stake. The only
remaining bulwark of Islam, the Mameluk sultanate of Egypt,
was rich and possessed an efficient army, but it was an alien and
artificial power controlled by foreign mercenaries and possessed
no national roots, so that it could hardly have survived a combined
push from the Mongols and the Franks in Syria. A Christian
reconquest in the Near East, like that which was taking place at
the same period in Andalusia, was by no means impossible.
Rubruck remarks that not one-tenth of the inhabitants of Turkey
were Moslems, almost all were Armenians and Greeks; and in the
same way in Mesopotamia and Northern Syria the Syrian
Christian element was still numerous.

In fact it was at this period that the Nestorian Church enjoyed
its greatest prosperity and became for a time a real factor in world
affairs. It enjoyed the favour not only of Hulagu and his successors
Abaga and Argun, the Khans of Persia, but also of their suzerain
Kubilay and his successors in China and the Far East. Under the

! Grousset, Histoire des Croisades, iii, p. 575.
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patriarchate of Mar Denha (1265-81) its hierarchy was reorganized
and extended from the Persian Gulf and the Indian Ocean to the
Caspian and the Pacific. An archbishopric was established in 1275
at Kubilay’s new capital of Khanbalik or Peking and churches were
founded by Christian officials and merchants in many of the
principal cities of China.

Nor were these friendly relations confined to the Nestorian
Christians of the East. In the second half of the thirteenth
century the Mongol Khans of Persia regarded the Christians
of the West as their natural allies against Egypt and Islam and
made a serious effort to establish diplomatic relations with them
and to organize a common front in Syria. Thus the policy of
St. Louis and the initiative of William of Rubruck at last bore
fruit, and though Antioch, the strategic key to the Middle East,
had fallen to Beybars in 1268, there was still a possibility of
saving the crusading states in Syria with the help of the Mongols.
Unfortunately St. Louis, who was now a dying man, allowed his
last crusade to be diverted from Palestine to Tunis, perhaps
owing to the sinister influence of his brother Charles of Anjou,
who was intent on his selfish ambition to create a Mediterranean
empire,’ and Edward I of England was left with insufficient
resources to carry on the tradition of the Palestinian crusade. He
alone of the Western princes seems to have realized the importance
of the Mongol alliance, and so long as he lived there was no
cessation in the negotiations between the Mongols and the West.
As soon as he arrived in Palestine in the early summer of 1271 he
sent his envoys, Reginald Russel and John Parker, to Abaga and
arrangements were made for a joint campaign against the
Egyptians. Unfortunately at this moment Abaga was forced to
turn his attention to Central Asia owing to the civil war that had
arisen with Jagatay Khan of Turkestan, so that he was only able

1 This is denied by Bréhier and Grousset (Hisz. des Croisades, iii, 651-2) on
the ground that the crusade interfered with Charles of Anjou’s plans for an
attack on the Byzantine Empire. And granted that Charles would have preferred
an expedition against Constantinople, the conquest of Tunis was quite 1n
accordance with the traditional policy of the Sicilian monarchy which had
always aimed at the control of Tunisia. And Grousset fully recognizes the
disastrous character of the decision, which he compares with the diversion of
the Fourth Crusade from Egypt to the conquest of Constantinople.
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to send a token force of Mongol horsemen to Syria. Nevertheless,
as Grousset says, in spite of the lack of man-power which caused
its failure, this crusade of Edward I was one of the most intelli-
gently planned of all the later crusades, both from the strategic
and the diplomatic point of view.?

In spite of the failure of Edward I’s crusade, the Mongols
continued to pursue negotiations for a Western alliance. In 1274
Abaga sent his envoys to the Council of Lyons, where they were
present at the Act of Union between the Eastern and Western
Churches which took place on July 6th. In 1277 he sent six envoys
to England with apologies to Edward I for his failure to give ade-
quate support to him when he was in Palestine. Finally in 1286
his son Argun Khan sent the most important of all the Mongol
embassies to the West under the leadership of Rabban Sauma, a
monk, who was the intimate friend of the Nestorian patriarch and
in close relations with the Mongol court. We have a detailed
account of this embassy in the contemporary biography of the
patriarch Mar Yaballaha III, of which a Syriac version has been
preserved,? and it provides a Mongol counterpart to William of
Rubruck’s narrative of his embassy from St. Louis to Mongka
Khan.

Rabban Sauma, in spite of his Syriac name, was a Mongolian
Turk, probably an Ongut, who had been born at Peking and who
had come on pilgrimage with his fellow-countryman Rabban
Markos to visit the Holy Places, about the year 1278. When
they were still in Syria, the head of the Nestorian Church,
Mar Denha, died, and Markos was elected to take his place
under the name of Mar Yaballaha III in 1281. After the accession
of Argun in 1284 the new patriarch, who was no mere Syrian,
but a representative of the ruling race and came from the capital
of the Mongol empire, acquired considerable influence at the
court of the Il Khan. Consequently when Argun decided to
send a new embassy to the West, the friend of the patriarch,

* Grousset, op. cit., p. 662.

2 History of the Life and Travels of Rabban Sawma, Envoy of the Mongol Khans
to the Kings of Europe, and Markos, Patriarch of the Nestorian Church in Asia.
Trans. from the Syriac by Sir E. A. Wallis Budge, 1928. See also A. C. Moule,
Christians in China before 1550 (1930).
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Rabban Sauma, was chosen as its leader since he represented
not merely Argun himself but the larger international unity of the
whole Mongolian world. The mission reached Rome in 1287
soon after the death of Honorius IV and stayed in Western Europe
for about a year, visiting Philip IV, Edward I and the newly
elected Pope Nicholas IV. Thus the account of his experiences is a
document of incomparable importance for the religious history
of the Mongol empire and its relations with Western Christendom.
In the first place it shows that the ancient theological antagonisms
which had divided Eastern and Western Christendom had now
become half-forgotten. Rabban Sauma celebrated the East
Syrian liturgy in the presence of the Pope and the cardinals, and
received Communion from the Pope. And at Bordeaux he did the
same and Edward I received Communion from him.? Secondly it
shows, even more than the embassies that preceded and followed
it, how close were the relations between the Eastern Christians and
the Mongols and how genuine were the Khan’s efforts to establish
a common front in Syria against the Saracens. Thus, when the
cardinals expressed surprise that a Christian priest, attached to
the patriarchate, should have come as an envoy from “the King
of the Tartars”, Rabban Sauma replied: “Know ye that many
of our fathers in times past entered the lands of the Turks, the
Mongols and the Chinese and have instructed them in the faith.
To-day many Mongols are Christian. There are queens and chil-
dren of kings who have been baptised and confess Christ. The
Khans have churches in their camps. They honour Christians
highly and there are many and faithful among them. And as the
King is united in friendship with the Catholics and purposes
to take possession of Syria and Palestine, he asks your aid for the
conquest of Jerusalem.” Fortunately the new Pope, Nicholas IV,
who was elected in February 1285 soon after Rabban Sauma had

1 “Tt was on this occasion that Edward I made the following remarkable reply
to Rabban Sauma’s request that he should be shown the shrines and holy
places so that ‘when we go back to the Children of the East we may give them
descriptions of them’. And the King replied, ‘Thus shall you say to King
Arghén and unto all the Orientals: We have seen a thing than which nothing is
more wonderful, that is to say that in the countries of the Franks there are not
two confessions of Faith, but only one confession of Faith, namely that which
confesses Jesus Christ; and all the Christians confess it.’” E. A. W. Budge,
The Monks of Kublai Khan, pp. 186—7.
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returned to Rome, was a man who was well aware of the importance
of the East, since he was the head of the Franciscan Order, Jerome
of Ascoli, who had conducted the negotiations at Constantinople
which had prepared the way for the Council of Lyons. He treated
Rabban Sauma with the greatest cordiality and sent him back with
letters to Argun and to the Christian widow of Abaga and with a
letter to Yaballaha “confirming his patriarchal authority over all
the Orientals”.

Argun seems to have been well satisfied with the results of this
mission. He made Rabban Sauma his chaplain and made a chapel
for him communicating with the royal tent, and he had his son
Oljaitu baptized Nicholas in honour of the Pope. Moreover it
seems from the Pope’s letter of April 2nd, 1288, that he had
himself promised to receive baptism at Jerusalem when it had
been won by the allied forces of the Mongols and the West.?

Finally, in the following year he sent further letters to the West,
making concrete proposals for a joint campaign in Palestine in
1291. This letter, written in Mongol in the Uighur script, still
exists and offers convincing proof of the serious character of the
Mongol proposals.

“By the power of the Eternal God under the auspices of the
supreme Khan [Kubilay] this is our word: King of France! By
the envoy Mar Bar Sauma you have announced ¢ when the troops
of the Il Khan open the campaign against Egypt, then we will
set forth to join him’, Having accepted this message on your
part, I say that, trusting in God, we propose to set forth in the
last month of winter in the year of the Panther [January 1291]
and to camp before Damascus on about the fifteenth day of the
first month of spring. If you keep your word and send troops
at the appointed time and God favours us, when we have taken
Jerusalem from this people, we will give it to you. But if you
fail to meet us, our troops will have marched in vain. Would
that be becoming? And if afterwards we do not know what to
do, what use will it be?”*2
! Chabot, “Relations du roi Argoun avec Poccident”, in Revue de I’Orient

Latin (1894), p. 584. Grousset, Hist. des Croisades, iii, 722.
% Chabot, op. cit., p. 604; and A. C. Moule, Christians in China, p. 117.
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At the same time the Khan offered to provide provisions for
the crusading army and remounts for upwards of 20,000 horse-
men. But on the Western side these offers met with little response.
The powers of the West were absorbed in the miserable quarrel
over Sicily which was the bitter fruit of the unfortunate alliance
between the Papacy and Charles of Anjou. The only Western
prince who was genuinely concerned with the crusade and who
realized the possibilities of the Mongol alliance was Edward I of
England, who again took the cross in 1289 and laboured for years
to bring about a settlement by arbitration of the Sicilian conflict
and to unite Western Christendom for the crusade. But his
efforts were frustrated by the intransigence of the Papacy. There
was no crusade, and Acre, the last Christian stronghold in
Palestine, fell before the Egyptians on May 18th, 1291—almost at
the moment when Argun had planned to recover Jerusalem. By
this time Argun himself was dead and the opportunity was lost.
Argun’s son, Oljaitu, who had been baptized Nicholas in the
name of the Pope himself, became a Moslem and thenceforth the
Mongols in Persia, as well as in Russia and Turkestan, were
gradually absorbed by the environment of Moslem culture.

VI. THE MissION OF JOHN OF MONTE CORVINO TO THE FAR EAsT

Nevertheless, on the religious side the work of William of
Rubruck and Rabban Sauma was not altogether fruitless. The
year after the latter’s return Pope Nicholas IV sent further letters
not only to Argun but also to Kubilay, the Great Khan, and to
Kaidu, the last great representative of the house of Ugedey in
Central Asia.? The bearer of these letters, the Franciscan John of
Monte Corvino, had already spent years working in the East, and
this last expedition, from which he never returned, was destined
to be the longest and the most successful of all the missionary
journeys of the Friars. Setting out from Rome in 1289 he first
visited Argun at his capital at Tauris or Tabriz. He set out
again in 1291 to visit the Great Khan, Kubilay, in China; and as he

1 Kaidu was the most long-lived of all the house of Chingis Khan, since he
had taken part in Batu’s invasion of Hungary in 1241 and survived until 1301.
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was unable to cross Central Asia owing to the great war between
Kubilay and Kaidu, which had also interfered with the return of
Marco Polo from China to Europe, he decided to go by way of
India and spent more than a year at Mylapur in Madras, whence
he sent back to Rome the first reliable account of the “ Christians
of St. Thomas > to reach the West. Owing to this immense detour
he did not reach China until after the death of Kubilay.

This was a tragedy, for of all the Mongol Khans, Kubilay alone
possessed the imagination and the breadth of mind which would
have enabled him to use this opportunity. Early in his reign in
1266 he had despatched the uncles of Marco Polo to Rome with a
request for a hundred men of learning, devoted to the Christian
faith, and acquainted with the liberal arts, who would be capable
of “proving to the learned of his dominions by just and fair argu-
ment that the faith professed by Christians is superior to and
founded on more evident truth than any other™.?

It staggers the imagination to consider what might have been
the results if such a mission had actually been sent and if the
Great Khan had used Western scholars instead of the Tibetan
lamas whom he actually employed to lay the foundations of higher
culture in Mongolia. But the Western response was too little and
too late. John of Monte Corvino met with a favourable reception
from Kubilay’s successor, Timur (1294-1307), but he had to carry
on his mission alone for twelve years with no helper save a friendly
Italian merchant, Pietro de Lucalongo. Even so, he met with
remarkable success. The year after his arrival, he converted one
of the most important men in the Mongol Empire, the Nestorian
prince, Kerguz or George, the son-in-law of the emperor and the
ruler of the Ongut Turks of north-west China, the people to
which the patriarch Mar Yaballaha belonged. George himself was
killed soon afterwards in the great war with Kaidu, so that this
promising beginning was uncompleted. But John of Monte
Corvino continued his work alone at the capital, and succeeded
in establishing an active centre of Tartar Catholicism at the heart
of the empire in spite of every kind of difficulty and opposition.

1 Of course we have only Marco Polo’s word for this, but there can be no
doubt that the Polos were actually sent to the Pope from Kubilay and that this
is how they understood their mission.
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Finally in 1307 Rome at last became aware of the existence of
John of Monte Corvino and appointed him Archbishop of Khan-
balik, as well as sending him the helpers whom he had so long
desired.

Thenceforward the Chinese Mongol mission flourished for
twenty years under John of Monte Corvino and continued for
another forty years under his successors. We have a valuable
account of the situation at the end of his episcopate in the journal
of the Blessed Odoric of Pordenone in Friuli (1265-1331), who
went to China by way of India about 1321 and returned by the
overland route through Central Asia about 1328 to 1330. At that
time he found the Franciscans established with a cathedral and
two houses at Zaytun, the great medieval port of Southern
China near Amoy, as well as at Yang Chow, where there were also
three Nestorian churches. But it is clear from his narrative that
the success of the Franciscan mission was mainly with the ruling
class of Turco-Mongols! and the foreign population, which
consisted of many different races, including large contingents of
troops from Russia and the West. One of the most important of
these groups, the Alans from the region of the Black Sea, were con-
verted by John of Monte Corvino and sent an embassy to Rome in
1338, asking for a bishop and complaining that they had been left
without spiritual help and without a superior since the death of
John of Monte Corvino, though they were well instructed in the
Catholic faith. This led to the last important medieval mission
to the Far East of which we have a record, that of John of Marig-
nolli, who left Avignon in 1338 and reached Peking by the land
route in 1342, bringing as a gift from the Pope to the Emperor a
great Western war horse which is recorded in the Chinese annals
as a great horse from the kingdom of Fulan (=Farang=Frank
land), 11} feet long and 6 feet 8 inches high.2

1 When the Western missionaries speak of Tartars it is impossible to say
whether they mean Mongols or Turks. Naturally enough they failed to dis-
tinguish the two races. In the same way, when John of Monte Corvino speaks
of his translation of the breviary, etc., into the “ Tartar’ language he may
mean Uighur or Jagatay or Mongol.

2 The Chinese seem to have been more impressed by the horse than by the
mission, for M. Pelliot has discovered a curious poem on it entitled “ An Ode
to the Supernatural Horse .
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John of Marignolli left China in 1347 and returned by way of
India, reaching Avignon in 1353, after having been plundered
of all his gifts in Ceylon by “a certain tyrant, Coya Jaan, a eunuch
and an accursed Saracen”.! By this time the Mongol empire
in China was in a state of advanced decline, and the Christians,
both Catholic and Nestorian, were involved in its fall. In 1362
the last Catholic Bishop of Zaytun, James of Florence, was
martyred when the Chinese nationalists recovered the city, and a
few years later, in 1369, the Christians were expelled from Peking,
not to return until the coming of the Jesuits at the end of the
sixteenth century.

At the same time the revival of Islam and the growth of Moslem
intolerance were making the work of the Friars increasingly
difficult in the rest of Asia. As early as 1321 Thomas of Tolentino
and his companion were martyred at Tana near Bombay on their
way to join John of Monte Corvino in China. In 1340 the
Franciscan, Richard of Burgundy, who had been sent by the Pope
to be bishop of Almalig near Kuldja in the sultanate of Jagatay was
massacred with a number of Friars, one of whom was an “Indian”,
and an Italian merchant.

Finally, in the second half of the century, the whole of Central
Asian Christianity and the eastern provinces of the Nestorian
Church were destroyed by the conquests of Tamerlane or Timur,
a conqueror who combined the ruthlessness of Chingis Khan
with the religious intolerance and exclusiveness of an Aurangzeb.
Timur was no illiterate barbarian, like the primitive Mongols,
but a civilized oriental sovereign, the splendour of whose court
aroused the admiration of the Spanish envoy, Clavijo. Never-
theless he was one of the great destroyers in history, and his
career was like a tornado which passed across Asia from the
Ganges to the Aegean, leaving ruin behind it. The Mongols,
for all their atrocities, had a sense of their world responsibilities
and performed a definite service to civilization. They drove a
broad road from one end of Asia to the other, and after their armies
had passed they opened the way to the merchant and the
missionary, and made it possible for the East anid the West to

1 Yule, Cathay and the Way Thither (1866), ii, p. 394.
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communicate both economically and spiritually. But everything
that they had done was undone by Tamerlane, and from the
fifteenth century the East and the West were more cut off from one
another than they had been at any period in the Middle Ages.

No doubt some of the responsibility must fall on Western
Christendom for its failure to take advantage of the opportunity
when it was offered. But the following narratives show that the
failure was not a complete one, and that an heroic effort was made
by a few men with small resources in the face of enormous material
difficulties to use the new road which had been so unexpectedly
opened for the service of Christ and the Church. The spirit in
which these earliest emissaries of Western Christendom approached
their mission was stated with admirable simplicity and directness
by William of Rubruck in his interview with the Great Khan.
“ My lord, we are not men of war, We wish that those should have
dominion over the world who rule it most justly, in accordance
with the will of God. Our office is to teach men to live after the
will of God. For that we have come here and willingly would we
remain here if it pleased you.” If there had been more men of
similar courage and faith to carry on this work in the same spirit,
the whole history of the world, and especially of the relations
between Europe and the Far East, might have been changed. But
at least a beginning was made, so that the story of the expansion
of medieval Christendom is not to be found only in the bloody
history of the Crusades or in that of the forcible conversion of the
pagan peoples of Eastern Germany and the Baltic provinces.

CHRISTOPHER DAWSON
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not to return until the coming of the Jesuits at the end of the
sixteenth century.

At the same time the revival of Islam and the growth of Moslem
intolerance were making the work of the Friars increasingly
difficult in the rest of Asia. As early as 1321 Thomas of Tolentino
and his companion were martyred at Tana near Bombay on their
way to join John of Monte Corvino in China. In 1340 the
Franciscan, Richard of Burgundy, who had been sent by the Pope
to be bishop of Almalig near Kuldja in the sultanate of Jagatay was
massacred with a number of Friars, one of whom was an “ Indian”,
and an Italian merchant.

Finally, in the second half of the century, the whole of Central
Asian Christianity and the eastern provinces of the Nestorian
Church were destroyed by the conquests of Tamerlane or Timur,
a conqueror who combined the ruthlessness of Chingis Khan
with the religious intolerance and exclusiveness of an Aurangzeb.
Timur was no illiterate barbarian, like the primitive Mongols,
but a civilized oriental sovereign, the splendour of whose court
aroused the admiration of the Spanish envoy, Clavijo. Never-
theless he was one of the great destroyers in history, and his
career was like a tornado which passed across Asia from the
Ganges to the Aegean, leaving ruin behind it. The Mongols,
for all their atrocities, had a sense of their world responsibilities
and performed a definite service to civilization. They drove a
broad road from one end of Asia to the other, and after their armies
had passed they opened the way to the merchant and the
missionary, and made it possible for the East arid the West to

! Yule, Cathay and the Way Thither (1866), ii, p. 394.
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communicate both economically and spiritually. But everything
that they had done was undone by Tamerlane, and from the
fifteenth century the East and the West were more cut off from one
another than they had been at any period in the Middle Ages.

No doubt some of the responsibility must fall on Western
Christendom for its failure to take advantage of the opportunity
when it was offered. But the following narratives show that the
failure was not a complete one, and that an heroic effort was made
by a few men with small resources in the face of enormous material
difficulties to use the new road which had been so unexpectedly
opened for the service of Christ and the Church. The spirit in
which these earliest emissaries of Western Christendom approached
their mission was stated with admirable simplicity and directness
by William of Rubruck in his interview with the Great Khan.
My lord, we are not men of war. We wish that those should have
dominion over the world who rule it most justly, in accordance
with the will of God. Our office is to teach men to live after the
will of God. For that we have come here and willingly would we
remain here if it pleased you.” If there had been more men of
similar courage and faith to carry on this work in the same spirit,
the whole history of the world, and especially of the relations
between Europe and the Far East, might have been changed. But
at least a beginning was made, so that the story of the expansion
of medieval Christendom is not to be found only in the bloody
history of the Crusades or in that of the forcible conversion of the
pagan peoples of Eastern Germany and the Baltic provinces.

CHRISTOPHER DAWSON
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EDITOR’S NOTE

THE text used is that of Father A. van den Wyngaert’s Sinica
Franciscana, Vol. 1: Itinera et Relationes Fratrum Minorum saec.
XIII et XIV, published by the Franciscan Press, Quaracchi. We
wish to express our indebtedness to both editor and publisher.

The History of the Mongols by John of Plano Carpini and the
Fourney of William of Rubruck were translated by a Nun of Stan-
brook Abbey. The Narrative of Benedict the Pole and the Letters
of John of Monte Corvino, Brother Peregrine and Andrew of
Perugia were translated by the Editor. The version of Guyuk
Khan’s letter to Pope Innocent IV is based on a translation of the
Persian text by Mr. D. A. Maitland Muller.

I am indebted to Professor T. Sulimirski for his assistance in
preparing the notes to William of Rubruck, especially those
dealing with geographical questions. cD



TasLe I—THE

1. CHINGIS (Temuchin), Great Khan 1206-27

g |
Juchi Jagatay (Chiaaday), ruled
1227-42, founder of the
Khanate of Jagatay in Central
Batu, founder of the Asia
Khanate of Kypchak ]
or the Golden Horde
(see Table II)
Mutugen (ob. 1221) Baidar
Kara Hulagu 1242~52 Alghu 1261-6

=0Organa, regent 1252-61

Taste II—THE KHANS OF KYPCHAK OR THE
GOLDEN HORDE (RUSSIA AND KAZAKHSTAN)
(CAPITAL: SARAI ON THE VOLGA)

]u(l:hi (Tossuc), ob. 1227

| | | | |
Orda, ancestor I, BATU, ruled 4. BERKE Boal Tuka-Timur,

of the Khans 1242-55 1258-66 ancestor of the
of the White Khans of the
Horde Crimea
| I
2. SARTAR 3. Uragcur  Tugan Tatar

1255-6 1256-8 |

I |
5. MANGU TEMIR 6. Tupa MaNGU
Nogay, Khan of
the Nogay Horde

l | and rival of Tuda i
Tokhta Uzbeg Mangu and his |
1300-12 1312~40 successors 1280~ {

1300



MONGOL EMPIRE

2. UcEDEY (Occoday), Great Khan 1229-41 Tuluy

=Turakina, regent 12416 regent 1227-9, ob. 1232
=Soyorgatani Baigi
(Seroctan or Sorocan),
ob. 1252

3. GuYuk, Great Khan 1240-8 Kachi
=0Ogul Gamish, regent 1244~51

Kaidu, claimant to
the Empire 1267-
1301

4. MONGRA (Mangu), 5. KusLay(KublaKhan), Hulagu,founder Arik Buka,
Great Khan 1251-9 Great Khan 126094, of the Il Khan rival claimant
founder of Yuan dynasty dynasty in Per- to Kubilay
in China (capital from sia (see Table 12604
_126)7 Khanbalik or Pek- III)
ing

Chinkim
|
6. TIMUR

(Ch’eng-tsung)
1294-1307

TasLe III—THE IL KHANS OF PERSIA
(CaprTAL: TABRIZ)

1. Hml.AGU 1258-65=Dokuz Khatun

| |
2. ABAGA 1265-82 =Maria Palaeologina 3. TEKUDAR (Ahmed)
I | |
4. ARGUN 128491 Gaikhata 1291-5§
| I l
Gazan 1295-1305 Oljaitu 1305-16

Abu-Said 1317-35

Noze.—These Tables do not pretend to be complete, but they include most
of the names mentioned in the text and show how they are related to Chingis
Khan and to one another. cp






HISTORY OF THE MONGOL.S
By JoHN OF PrLANO CARPINI



John of Plano Carpini, who derives his name from Piano di Carpini
near Perugia, was a man of ripe age who had taken a leading part in the
establishment of the Franciscan Order in Western Europe. He was
chosen Guardian of the new province of Saxony in 1222. In 1228 he
became Provincial of Germany. In 1230 he was sent to Spain as
Provincial, but in 1233 he returned to Saxony as Provincial. His
companion, Brother Giordino di Giano, the chronicler, describes him
as “Ordinis sui dilatator maximus”, sending Friars all over Northern
and Eastern Europe, to Bohemia, Poland, Hungary, Denmark and
Norway, watching over the brethren, as a hen over her chicks, and
standing “constanter et personaliter” before bishops and princes in
defence of his Order. Since he was a corpulent man he used to ride an
ass, “‘and the men of those days were moved by greater devotion towards
his ass—on account of the humility of the rider and the newness of the
Order—than they are nowadays by the assiduity of the Friars towards
the persons of the Ministers”. After his return from the Mongol
mission we get a vivid picture of him in the pages of Fra Salimbene
who met him near Lyons, after he had made his report to Pope Innocent
IV. Salimbene says that he often heard him describe his experiences,
and when he was tired of talking he would have his book read aloud and
would explain any points that his hearers did not understand, Salim-
bene says that he was well received by the Great Khan and treated
honourably and courteously.

On his return the Pope sent Brother John on a mission to St. Louis
and in 1248 he was made Archbishop of Antivari in Dalmatia. But his
last years were unhappy. He became involved in a serious conflict with
the Archbishop of Ragusa on questions of jurisdiction, and he died on
August 1st, 1252, while his case was still being tried by the Roman
Curia,

John of Plano Carpini’s book was by far the most widely known of all
the early accounts of Mongols. This is due to the fact that it was incor-
porated by Vincent of Beauvais in his Speculum Historiale, which was
one of the most popular encyclopaedic works of the Middle Ages.
Vincent was a Dominican who was closely connected with the family
of St. Louis and was lector at the royal foundation of Royaumont in the
middle of the thirteenth century. As John himself notes at the close of
his work, there are two versions of the History of the Mongols, a longer
and a shorter one, and both survive in a number of MSS. The best MS.
and the longer version, on which Fr. van den Wyngaert’s printed text is
based, is the Corpus Christi, Cambridge, MS. 181, which also contains
one of the few surviving texts of William of Rubruck’s Itinerary. This
MS. originally belonged to St. Mary’s Abbey at York.



HISTORY OF THE MONGOLS
By JouN oF PrANO CARPINI

PrOLOGUE

FrIAR JoHN OF PLANO CARPINI, of the Order of Friars Minor,
envoy of the Apostolic See to the Tartars and other nations of the
east, to all the faithful of Christ to whom this present writing may
come, the grace of God be to you in this present life and glory in
the world to come and a triumphant victory over the enemies of
God and of Our Lord Jesus Christ.

When by command of the Apostolic See we went to the Tartars
and the other oriental nations, knowing the desire of the Lord
Pope and the venerable Cardinals, we chose first to make our
way to the Tartars, for we were afraid that in the near future the
Church of God would be threatened by danger from that quarter.
And although we feared we might be killed by the Tartars or
other people, or imprisoned for life, or afflicted with 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 beforchand—
nevertheless we did not spare ourselves in order to carry out the
will of God as laid down in the Lord Pope’s mandate, and be of
some service to Christians, that, at all events, having learned the
truth about the desire and intention of the Tartars, we could make
this known to the Christians; then if by chance they made a
sudden attack they would not find the Christian people un-
prepared (as happened on another occasion on account of the
sins of men) and inflict a great defeat on them.

Therefore whatever, with your welfare in mind, we shall write
to you to put you on your guard, you ought to believe all the more

3
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confidently inasmuch as we have either seen everything with our
own eyes, for during a year and four months and more we
travelled about both through the midst of them and in company
with them and we were among them, or we have heard it from
Christians who are with them as captives and are, so we believe,
to be relied upon. For we had instructions from the Supreme
Pontiff to examine everything and to look at everything carefully,
and this we zealously carried out, both I and Friar Benedict the
Pole of the same Order, who was our companion in our tri-
bulations and our interpreter.

But if for the attention of our readers we write anything which
is not known in your parts, you ought not on that account to call
us liars, for we are reporting for you things we ourselves have seen
or have heard from others whom we believe to be worthy of
credence. Indeed it is a very cruel thing that a man should be
brought into ill-repute by others on account of the good that he

has done.

CHAPTER I

THE LAND OF THE TARTARS, ITS POSITION, PHYSICAL FEATURES
AND CLIMATE

SINCE therefore we wish to write an account of the Tartars in
such a way that the reader can easily find his way about it, we
will arrange it in chapters as follows. In the first we will speak
of the country, in the second of the people, in the third of their
religion, in the fourth of their customs, in the fifth of their empire,
in the sixth of their wars, in the seventh of the countries which
they have subjugated to their dominion, in the eighth of how
war should be waged against them, and in the last of the journey
we made, of the court of the Emperor and of the eye-witnesses we
came across in the land of the Tartars.

We propose treating of the country in this manner: in the first
place we will say something of its position, secondly we will speak
of its physical features, and thirdly of the nature of the climate
there.
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Now the aforesaid country lies in that part of the east where,
so we believe, the east joins the north. To the east of it lies the
country of the Kitayans and also that of the Solangi; to the south
the land of the Saracens; to the south-west there is the territory
of the Uigurs; to the west the province of the Naimans;! on the
north it is bounded by the ocean.

In some parts the country is extremely mountainous, in others
it is flat, but practically the whole of it is composed of very sandy
gravel. In some districts there are small woods, but otherwise it
is completely bare of trees. They cook their food and they all,
the Emperor as well as the nobles and other men, sit at a fire
made of the dung of oxen and horses. Not one hundredth part
of the land is fertile, nor can it bear fruit unless it be irrigated by
running water, and brooks and streams are few there, and rivers
very rare. And so there are no towns or cities there with the
exception of one which is said to be quite big and is called Cara-
carom?. We however did not see it, but we were as near as half-
a-day’s journey to it when we were at the Syra Orda3, which is
the largest of the camps of their Emperor. Although the land is
otherwise barren, it is fit for grazing cattle; even if not very good,
at least sufficiently so.

The weather there is astonishingly irregular, for in the middle
of summer, when other places are normally enjoying very great
heat, there is fierce thunder and lightning which cause the death
of many men, and at the same time there are very heavy falls of
snow. There are also hurricanes of bitterly cold winds, so violent
that at times men can ride on horseback only with great effort.
When we were before the orda—that is what the camps of the
Emperor and chief men are called—we lay prostrate on account

1The Kitayans are the Chinese and the Solangi are probably Koreans.

“The country of the Saracens” here no doubt refers to Persia and Southern
Turkestan. The Uighur Turks, whom John calls the Huii, at this time occupied
the oases of Turfan north of the river Tarim. The Naiman were one of the
leading peoples of Mongolia occupying the western parts of Mongolia and the
upper Irtish valley. Thus the description is very accurate, except that it extends
Mongolia to include the adjacent part of Siberia, now occupied by the Yakut
and the Tungus.

2 Caracarom: cf. infra p. 183.

3 Syra Orda: lit. “ the Yellow Camp ”, so called because yellow was the
imperial colour.
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of the force of the wind and we could scarcely see owing to the
great clouds of dust. There it never rains in the winter, but often
in the summer, though it is so little that sometimes the dust and
the roots of the grass are hardly moistened. Very heavy hail also
often falls there. At the time when the Emperor was elected and
was to be enthroned and we were in the orda, there was such a
heavy hailstorm that as a result of its sudden melting, so we
clearly understood, more than a hundred and sixty men in that
camp were drowned, and many dwellings and much property
were washed away. Then also in summer there is suddenly great
heat, and suddenly extreme cold. In winter in some parts there
are heavy falls of snow, in others however but slight.

To conclude briefly about this country: it is large, but other-
wise—as we saw with our own eyes, for during five and a half
months we travelled about it—it is more wretched than I can

possibly say.

CHAPTER I1

OF THEIR PERSONS, THEIR CLOTHES, THEIR DWELLING-PLACES,
POSSESSIONS AND MARRIAGE

HAVING spoken of the country, it is now for us to speak of the
people. First we will describe their personal appearance, secondly
we will add something about their marriages, thirdly their clothes,
fourthly their dwellings, and fifthly their possessions.

In appearance the Tartars are quite different from all other
men, for they are broader than other people between the eyes and
across the cheek-bones. Their cheeks also are rather prominent
above their jaws; they have a flat and small nose, their eyes are
little and their eyelids raised up to the eyebrows. For the most
part, but with a few exceptions, they are slender about the waist;
almost all are of medium height. Hardly any of them grow
beards, although some have a little hair on the upper lip and chin
and this they do not trim. On the top of the head they have a
tonsure like clerics, and as a general rule all shave from one ear
to the other to the breadth of three fingers, and this shaving joins
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on to the aforesaid tonsure. Above the forehead also they all
likewise shave to two fingers’ breadth, but the hair between this
shaving and the tonsure they allow to grow until it reaches their
eyebrows, and, cutting more from each side of the forehead than
in the middle, they make the hair in the middle long; the rest of
their hair they allow to grow like women, and they make it into
two braids which they bind, one behind each ear. They also have
small feet.

Each man has as many wives as he can keep, one a hundred,
another fifty, another ten—one more, another less. It is the
general custom for them to marry any of their relations, with the
exception of their mother, daughter and sister by the same mother.
They can however take in marriage their sisters who have only the
same father, and even their father’s wives after his death; also a
younger brother may marry his brother’s wife after his death; or
another younger relation is expected to take her. All other women
they take as wives without any distinction and they buy them at a
very high price from their parents. After the death of their
husbands the women do not easily enter into a second union,
unless a man wishes to take his stepmother to wife.

The clothes of both the men and the women are made in the
same style. They do not use capes, cloaks or hoods, but wear
tunics of buckram, velvet or brocade! made in the following
fashion: they are open from top to bottom and are folded over
the breast; they are fastened on the left with one tie, on the right
with three, on the left side also they are open as far as the waist.
Garments of all kinds of fur are made in the same style; the upper
one however has the hairy part outside and is open at the back; it
also has a tail at the back reaching to the knees.

The married women have a very full tunic, open to the ground
in front. On their head they have a round thing made of twigs or
bark, which is an ell in height and ends on top in a square; it
gradually increases in circumference from the bottom to the top,
and on the top there is a long and slender cane of gold or silver
or wood, or even a feather, and it is sewn on to a cap which
reaches to the shoulders. The cap as well as this object is covered

1 “Bucarano purpura vel baldakino.”
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with buckram, velvet or brocade, and without this headgear they
never go into the presence of men and by it they are distinguished
from other women. It is hard to tell unmarried women and
young girls from men, for they are dressed in every respect like
them. The caps they have are different from those of other
nations, but I am unable to describe what they are like in such a
way as you would understand.

Their dwelling-places are round like tents and are made of
twigs and slender sticks. At the top in the middle there is a round
opening which lets in the light, and is also to enable the smoke to
escape, for they always make their fire in the middle. Both the
sides and the roof are covered with felt, and the doors also are
made of felt. Some of these dwellings are large, others small,
according to the importance or significance of the people; some
can be speedily taken down and put up again and are carried on
baggage animals; others cannot be taken down but are moved
on carts. To carry them on a cart, for the smaller ones one ox
is sufficient, for the larger ones three, four or even more according
to the size. Wherever they go, be it to war or anywhere else, they
always take their dwellings with them.

They are extremely rich in animals, camels, oxen, sheep, goats;
they have such a number of horses and mares that I do not believe
there are so many in all the rest of the world; they do not have
pigs or other farm animals.

The Emperor, the nobles and other important men own large
quantities of gold and silver, silk, precious stones and jewels.

CHAPTER III

OF THEIR WORSHIP OF GOD, THOSE THINGS WHICH THEY
CONSIDER TO BE SINS, DIVINATIONS AND PURIFICATIONS, FUNERAL
RitEs, ETC.

HAvING spoken of the men, we must now add something about
their religion, and we will deal with it in this way: first we will
speak of their worship of God, next of those things which they
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believe to be sins, thirdly of divinations and purifications for
sins, and fourthly of their funeral rites.

They believe in one God, and they believe that He is the maker
of all things visible, and invisible; and that it is He who is the
giver of the good things of this world as well as the hardships;
they do not, however, worship Him with prayers or praises or
any kind of ceremony. Their belief in God does not prevent
them from having idols of felt made in the image of man, and
these they place on each side of the door of the dwelling; below
them they put a felt model of an udder, and they believe that these
are the guardians of the cattle and grant them the benefit of milk
and foals; yet others they make out of silken materials and to
these they pay great honour. Some put them in a beautiful
covered cart before the door of their dwelling and if anyone
steals anything from that cart he is put to death without
any mercy. When they wish to make these idols, all the chief
ladies in the different dwellings meet together and reverently
make them; and when they have finished they kill a sheep and
eat it and burn its bones in the fire. Also when any child is
ill they make an idol as I have described and fasten it above his
bed. Chiefs, captains of a thousand men and captains of a
hundred, always have a shrine [Aercium] in the middle of their
dwelling.

They always offer to their idols the first milk of every cow and
mare. When they are going to eat and drink they first make an
offering to them of some of the food and drink. When they kill any
animal they offer its heart in a cup to the idol in the cart; they
leave it there until the morning, when they remove it from its pre-
sence, cook it and eat it. They have also made an idol to the first
Emperor, which they have placed in a cart in a place of honour
before a dwelling, as we saw before the present Emperor’s court,
and they offer many gifts to it; they also present horses to it and no
one dare mount these till their death; they also give other animals
to it, and if they slaughter these for food they do not break any
of their bones but burn them in a fire. They bow to it towards the
south as to God, and they make other nobles who are visiting
them do the same.
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Whence it recently came about that when Michael!, one of the
chief dukes of Russia, came on a visit to Bati, they made him first
pass between two fires. After that they told him to bow towards
the south to Chingis Chan; he replied that he would gladly bow to
Bati and his attendants but he would not make an inclination
to the image of a dead man, for it was not lawful for Christians to
do this. When they had told him many times that he was to bow
and he would not, the chief Bati sent him word through the son of
Jaroslaus? that if he did not bow he would be put to death. He
answered that he would rather die than do what was not lawful.
Bati sent one of his attendants who went on kicking him in the
stomach against his heart until he began to weaken. Thereupon
one of his soldiers who was standing by encouraged him,
saying “Be constant, for this suffering will last but a short time
and eternal joy will follow hard upon it.” Then they cut off his
head with a knife, and the soldier also was beheaded.

In addition they venerate and adore the sun, the moon, fire,
water and the earth, making them the first offerings of food and
drink, especially in the morning before they eat or even drink.
Since they observe no law with regard to the worship of God they
have up to now, so we understood, compelled no one to deny his
faith or law with the exception of Michael of whom we have just
spoken. What they may ultimately do we do not know, but there
are some who are of the opinion that, if they became sole rulers,
which God forbid, they would make everyone bow down to that
idol.

During our stay in the country it happened that Andrew, Duke
of Cherneglone® which is in Russia, was accused before Bati of
taking Tartar horses out of the country and selling them else-
where; and although the charge was not proved he was put to

1 Michael Duke of Chernigov and his companion, the boyar Feodor, have
always been honoured as saints and martyrs by the Russian Church. Michael’s
loyalty was suspect to Batu, as he had been a refugee in the West and his son
Rotislav had married a Hungarian princess, so it is probable that his refusal
of homage to the ongon of Chingis Khan was treated as a sign of political dis-
loyalty. Their martyrdom seems to have occurred while John of Plano Carpini
was at Karakorum in September 1246.

2 Constantine, the son of the Grand Duke Yaroslav and the brother of
Alexander Nevski.

3 Andrew of Chernigov, the son of Mistislav.
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death. Hearing this, his younger brother came with the widow of
the slain man to the chief Bati to petition him not to take away
their territory from them. Bati told the boy to take the widow of
the slain man, the boy’s own brother, as his wife; and bade the
woman take him as her husband according to Tartar custom.
She said that she would rather die than break the law. But none the
less he gave her to him [as wife], although both of them refused
as much as they could. And they put them both to bed together
and forced them to consummate the marriage in spite of her tears
and cries. '

Although they have no law concerning the doing of what is
right or the avoidance of sin, nevertheless there are certain
traditional things, invented by them or their ancestors, which they
say are sins; for example, to stick a knife into a fire, or even in any
way to touch fire with a knife, or to extract meat from the cauldron
with a knife, or to chop with an axe near a fire; for they believe that,
if these things were done, the fire would be beheaded; likewise
to lean on a whip with which a horse is lashed, for they do not use
spurs: also to touch arrows with a whip; again to catch or kill
young birds, to strike a horse with a bridle; also to break a bone
with another bone, to pour out upon the ground milk or any kind
of drink or food; to pass water inside a dwelling. If a man does
this on purpose he is put to death, otherwise he has to pay a large
sum of money to the soothsayer, who purifies him and has the
dwelling and its contents carried between two fires; but before
this purification has been carried out no one dare enter the dwell-
ing or take away anything from it: again, if anyone takes a morsel
and, unable to swallow it, spits it out of his mouth, a hole is made
under the dwelling and he is dragged out by that hole and without
any mercy put to death; also if a man treads on the threshold of a
dwelling belonging to any chief he is put to death in the same way.
They have many things like this which it would be tedious to tell of.

On the other hand, to kill men, to invade the countries of other
people, to take the property of others in any unlawful way, to
commit fornication, to revile other men, to act contrary to the
prohibitions and commandments of God, is considered no sin
by them.
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They know nothing of everlasting life and eternal damnation,
but they believe that after death they will live in another world
and increase their flocks, and eat and drink and do the other
things which are done by men living in this world.

They pay great attention to divinations, auguries, soothsayings,
sorceries and incantations, and when they receive an answer from
the demons they believe that a god is speaking to them. This god
they call Itoga—the Comans however call him Kam!—and they
have a wondrous fear and reverence for him and offer him many
oblations and the first portion of their food and drink, and they do
everything according to the answers he gives. When the moon is
new, or at full moon, they embark on anything fresh they wish to
do, and so they call the moon the great Emperor and bend the knee
and pray toit. They also say that the sun is the mother of the moon
because it receives its light from the sun. They believe, to put it
shortly, that everything is purified by fire. Consequently when
envoys or princes or any persons whatsoever come to them, they
are obliged to pass between two fires, together with the gifts they
are bringing, in order to be purified, lest perchance they have
practised sorcery or brought poison or anything else injurious.
Also if fire falls from heaven on cattle or men, a thing which often
happens there, or any similar thing befalls them by which they
are considered unclean or unlucky, they have to be purified in the
same way by the diviners. They place almost all their hope in
such things.

When anyone is sick past cure, they put a spear there and wind
black felt round it and from then onwards no outsider dares to
enter within the bounds of his dwellings. When the death agony
begins almost everybody leaves him, for none of those who are
present at his death can enter the orda of any chief or of the
Emperor until the new moon.

When he is dead, if he is one of the less important men, he is
buried in secret in the open country wherever it seems good to
them. He is buried with one of his dwellings, sitting in the middle
of it, and they place a table in front of him, and a dish filled with
meat and a goblet of mare’s milk. And they bury with him a mare and

1 Kam is the modern Mongol word for a Shaman.
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her foal and a horse with bridle and saddle, and another horse they
eat and fill its skin with straw, and this they stick up on two or four
poles, so that in the next world he may have a dwelling in which to
make his abode and a mare to provide him with milk, and that he
may be able to increase his horses and have horses on which to ride.
The bones of the horse which they eat they burn for his soul; and
also the women often assemble to burn bones for the men’s souls,
as we saw with our own eyes and learned from others there. We
also saw that Occodai Chan, the father of the present Emperor,
left behind a grove to grow for his soul, and he ordered that no
one was to cut there, and anyone who cuts a twig there, as we our-
selves saw, is beaten, stripped and maltreated. And when we were
in great need of something with which to whip our horse, we did
not dare to cut a switch from there. They also bury gold and
silver in the same way with a dead man; the cart in which he rides
is broken up and his dwelling destroyed, nor does anyone dare to
pronounce his name until the third generation.

They have a different method of burying their chief men. They
go in secret into the open country and there they remove the grass,
roots and all, and they dig a large pit and in the side of this pit
they hollow out a grave under the earth; and they put his favourite
slave under him. He lies there under the body until he is almost
at the point of death, then they drag him out to let him breathe,
and this they do three times. If the slave escapes with his life,
he is afterwards a free man and can do whatever he pleases and is
an important man in his master’s camp and among his relations.
The dead man they place in the grave made in the side along with
the things mentioned above. Then they fill the pit in front of his
grave, and they put the grass over it as it was before so that no one
may be able to discover the spot afterwards. The other things
already described they also do, but his tent they leave above
ground in the open.

In their country there are two cemeteries. One is where the
Emperors, chiefs and all the nobles are interred, and wherever
they die they are brought thither if this can fittingly be done. A
great deal of gold and silver is buried with them. The other
cemetery is the one where lie buried those who were killed in
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Hungary, for many lost their lives there. No one dare go near
these cemeteries except the keepers who have been put there to
look after them. If anyone does approach them, he is seized,
stripped, beaten and severely maltreated. We ourselves un-
wittingly entered the bounds of the cemetery of the men who were
killed in Hungary, and they bore down upon us and would have
shot at us with arrows, but, since we were envoys and did not
know the customs of the land, they let us go free.

The relatives of the dead man and all those living in his dwell-
ings have to be purified by fire. This purification is performed
in the following manner: they make two fires and they put two
spears near the fires, with a rope fastened on to the top of them,
on to which they tie strips of buckram; under this rope and its
ribbons and between the two fires pass men, animals and dwellings.
And there are two women, one this side, the other that, who
sprinkle water and recite incantations. If any carts break down
there, or if anything falls to the ground on that spot, the enchanters
get it. If anyone is killed by a thunderbolt, all the people living
in his dwellings have to pass through the fires in the manner des-
cribed; no one touches his tent, his bed, cart, felt, clothes or any
other such things as he had; but they are spurned by all as unclean.

CHAPTER IV

OF THEIR CHARACTER, GooD AND BaAD, THEIR CUSTOMS,
Foop, Etc.

HAVING spoken of their religion, now we must speak of their
character, which we will deal with in this way: first we will tell
of their good points, then of their bad, thirdly of their customs,
and fourthly of their food.

These men, that is to say the Tartars, are more obedient to
their masters than any other men in the world, be they religious
or seculars; they show great respect to them nor do they lightly
lie to them. They rarely or never contend with each other in
word, and in action never. Fights, brawls, wounding, murder are
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pever met with among them. Nor are robbers and thieves who
steal on a large scale found there; consequently their dwellings
and the carts in which they keep their valuables are not secured by
bolts and bars. If any animals are lost, whoever comes across them
either leaves them alone or takes them to men appointed for this
purpose; the owners of the animais apply for them to these men
and they get them back without any difficulty. They show con-
siderable respect to each other and are very friendly together, and
they willingly share their food with each other, although there is
little enough of it. They are also long-suffering. When they are
without food, eating nothing at all for one or two days, they do not
easily show impatience, but they sing and make merry as if they
had eaten well. On horseback they endure great cold and they
also put up with excessive heat. Nor are they men fond of luxury;
they are not envious of each other; there is practically no litigation
among them. No one scorns another but helps him and promotes
his good as far as circumstances permit.

Their women are chaste, nor does one hear any mention among
them of any shameful behaviour on their part; some of them,
however, in jest make use of vile and disgusting language. Discord
among them seems to arise rarely or never, and although they may
get very drunk, yet in their intoxication they never come to words
or blows.

Now that the good characteristics of the Tartars have been
described, it is time for something to be said about their bad.
They are most arrogant to other people and look down on all,
indeed they consider them as nought, be they of high rank or low
born.

For at the Emperor’s court we saw Jerozlaus?, a man of noble
birth, a mighty duke of Russia, also the son of the King and Queen
of Georgia, and many important sultans; the chief also of the
Solangi received no fitting honour from them, but the Tartars
who were assigned to them, however base-born they were, went
ahead of them and always had the first and highest place; indeed
they were often obliged to sit behind their backs.

1Yaroslav I, Grand Duke of Vladimir 1238-47. He died at Karakorum
during John of Plano Carpini’s visit, as related infra, p. 65.
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They are quickly roused to anger with other people and are of
an impatient nature; they also tell lies to others and practically
no truth is to be found in them. At first indeed they are smooth-
tongued, but in the end they sting like a scorpion. They are full
of slyness and deceit, and if they can, they get round everyone by
their cunning. They are men who are dirty in the way they take
food and drink and do other things. Any evil they intend to do to
others they conceal in a wonderful way so that the latter can take
no precautions nor devise anything to offset their cunning.
Drunkenness is considered an honourable thing by them and when
anyone drinks too much, he is sick there and then, nor does this
prevent him from drinking again. They are exceedingly grasping
and avaricious; they are extremely exacting in their demands,
most tenacious in holding on to what they have and most niggardly
in giving. They consider the slaughter of other people as nothing.
In short, it is impossible to put down in writing. all their evil
characteristics on account of the very great number of them.

Their food consists of everything that can be eaten, for they eat
dogs, wolves, foxes and horses and, when driven by necessity,
they feed on human flesh. For instance, when they were fighting
against a city of the Kitayans, where the Emperor was residing,
they besieged it for so long that they themselves completely ran
out of supplies and, since they had nothing at all to eat, they
thereupon took one out of every ten men for food. They eat the
filth which comes away from mares when they bring forth foals.
Nay, I have even seen them eating lice. They would say, “Why
should I not eat them since they eat the flesh of my son and drink
his blood?” I have also seen them eat mice.

They do not use table-cloths or napkins. They have neither
bread nor herbs nor vegetables nor anything else, nothing but
meat, of which, however, they eat so little that other people would
scarcely be able to exist on it. They make their hands very dirty
with the grease of the meat, but when they eat they wipe them on
their leggings or the grass or some other such thing. It is the
custom for the more respectable among them to have small bits of
cloth with which they wipe their hands at the end when they eat
meat. One of them cuts the morsels and another takes them on the
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point of a knife and offers them to each, to some more, to some
less, according to whether they wish to show them greater or less
honour. They do not wash their dishes, and, if occasionally they
rinse them with the meat broth, they put it back with the meat
into the pot. Pots also or spoons or other articles intended for
this use, if they are cleaned at all, are washed in the same manner.
They consider it a great sin if any food or drink is allowed to be
wasted in any way; consequently they do not allow bones to be
given to dogs until the marrow has been extracted. They do not
wash their clothes nor allow them to be washed, especially from
the time when thunderstorms begin until the weather changes.
They drink mare’s milk in very great quantities if they have it; they
also drink the milk of ewes, cows, goats and even camels. They do
not have wine, ale or mead unless it is sent or given to them by
other nations. In the winter, moreover, unless they are wealthy,
they do not have mare’s milk. They boil millet in water and make
it so thin that they cannot eat it but have to drink it. Each one
of them drinks one or two cups in the morning and they eat
nothing more during the day; in the evening, however, they are
all given a little meat, and they drink the meat broth. But in the
summer, seeing they have plenty of mare’s milk, they seldom eat
meat, unless it happens to be given to them or they catch some
animal or bird when hunting.

They also have a law or custom of putting to death any man and
woman they find openly committing adultery; similarly if a virgin
commit fornication with anyone, they kill both the man and the
woman. If anyone is found in the act of plundering or stealing in
the territory under their power, he is put to death without any
mercy. Again, if anyone reveals their plans, especially when they
intend going to war, he is given a hundred stripes on his back, as
heavy as a peasant can give with a big stick. When any of the lower
class offend in any way, they are not spared by their superiors, but
are soundly beaten. There is no distinction between the son of a
concubine and the son of a wife, but the father gives to each what
he will; and if they are of a family of princes, then the son of a
concubine is a prince just the same as the son of a legitimate
wife. When a Tartar has many wives, each one has her own
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dwelling and her household, and the husband eats and drinks
and sleeps one day with one, and the next with another. One,
however, is chief among the others and with her he stays more
often than with the others. In spite of their numbers, they never
easily quarrel among themselves.

The men do not make anything at all, with the exception of
arrows, and they also sometimes tend the flocks, but they hunt and
practise archery, for they are all, big and little, excellent archers,
and their children begin as soon as they are two or three years
old to ride and manage horses and to gallop on them, and they are
given bows to suit their stature and are taught to shoot; they are
extremely agile and also intrepid.

Young girls and women ride and gallop on horseback with
agility like the men. We even saw them carrying bows and arrows.
Both the men and the women are able to endure long stretches of
riding. They have very short stirrups ; they look after their horses
very well, indeed they take the very greatest care of all their
possessions. Their women make everything, leather garments,
tunics, shoes, leggings and everything made of leather; they also
drive the carts and repair them, they load the camels, and in all
their tasks they are very swift and energetic. All the women wear
breeches and some of them shoot like the men.

CHAPTER V

THE BEGINNING OF THE EMPIRE OF THE TARTARS AND THEIR
CHIEF MEN, AND THE DOMINION EXERCISED BY THE EMPEROR AND
THE PRINCES!

HAVING spoken of their customs we must now add something
about their empire. First we will tell of its beginning, secondly
of its chief men, thirdly of the dominion exercised by the Emperor
and the princes.

1 This is a most perplexing chapter, since it combines very accurate and
detailed information not found in any other Western writer with a number of
traveller’s tales and purely legendary matter. The account of the Mongol
tribes and the derivation of their names is extremely accurate, except the
derivation of the name of the Tartars from the river Tartar, which is incorrect.
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In the east there is a land, of which we have spoken above,
which is called Mongolia. At one time there were in this land four
tribes, one the Yekamongol, that means the Great Mongols; the
second the Su-Mongol, that is to say the Mongols of the Water, but
these called themselves Tartars from a certain river named the
Tartur, which flows through their territory; another was called
the Merkit; the fourth was the Mecrit. All these tribes were alike
in appearance and had the same language, although they were
separate from each other, having their own provinces and rulers.

In the land of the Yekamongols there was a man called Chingis.
He became a mighty hunter before the Lord, and learned to steal
and take men for prey. He also went into other territories and any
men he could capture and get to join his band he did not let go
again. He drew to himself men of his own nation and they followed
him as their leader in all kinds of wrong-doing. When he had
collected a great many followers he started fighting with the
Sumongols or Tartars and he killed their leader and after much
fighting he conquered all the Tartars and reduced them to sub-
jection. After this he fought with all the others; he fought with
the Merkits who were settled next to the territory of the Tartars,
and these also he conquered in battle. Then he went on to attack
the Mecrit and likewise defeated them.

When the Naimans heard that Chingis was behaving in this
arrogant fashion they were angry, for they had had an extremely
active Emperor to whom all the aforesaid tribes used to pay tribute.
When he had paid the debt of all flesh, his sons succeeded in his
place, but they were young men and foolish and did not know how
to rule the people; instead they separated from and were at variance
with each other. In the meantime Chingis had risen to great
power; nevertheless the young men made assaults on the territories
mentioned above, killing men, womer and children and seizing
plunder.

On hearing this, Chingis assembled all the men subject to him.
The Naimans also and the Karakitayans?, that is the Black Kita-
yans, assembled against him for battle in a certain narrow valley

1 The Kara Khitay were a Mongol people who had been driven out of northern
China and had established a powerful empire in Turkestan in the twelfth
century. They were Buddhists in religion.
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between two mountains, through which we passed on our way to
their Emperor, and a battle was fought in which the Naimans and
Karakitayans were defeated by the Mongols. The greater part of
them were killed and others who could not make their escape were
reduced to slavery.

Occodai Chan, the son of Chingis Chan, after he had been made
Emperor, built a city in the land of the Karakitayans, which he
called Omyl. Near this city to the south is a vast desert, which,
they say for a certainty, is inhabited by wild men, who do not
speak at all and have no joints in their legs. If at any time they
fall, they cannot get up again without the help of others, but they
are intelligent enough to make felt out of camel’s hair which they
use to clothe themselves and as a protection against the wind.
And if sometimes the Tartars pursue them and wound them with
their arrows, they put grass in the wound and bravely flee before
them.

The Mongols on their return to their own country prepared for
war against the Kitayans,? and moving camp they entered their
territory. When this came to the ears of the Emperor of the
Kitayans he went to meet them with his army, and a hard battle
was fought in which the Mongols were defeated and all the Mongol
nobles in that army were killed with the exception of seven. This
gives rise to the fact that, when anyone threatens them saying
“If you invade that country you will be killed, for a vast number
of people live there and they are men skilled in the art of fight-
ing”, they still give answer, “Once upon a time indeed we were
killed and but seven of us were left, and now we have increased
to a great multitude, so we are not afraid of such men.”

Chingis however and the others who were left fled back to their
own country and after a short rest Chingis again prepared for
battle and set out to make war against the land of the Uighurs.
These people, who are Christians of the Nestorian sect, he also

1 Omyl, i.e. Imil on the river of the same name, in Tarbagatai.

2 Northern China or Cathay was at this time ruled by an alien dynasty, the
Chin, who originated in eastern Manchuria and had driven out their predecessors,
the Kh1tan, a century earlier. Southern China or Manjs still maintained its in-

dependence under the Later Sung dynasty, while western China was part of
the Tangut kingdom, ruled by the Hsia. All three were later absorbed in the

Mongol empire.
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defeated in battle, and the Mongols took their alphabet, for
formerly they had no written characters;! now however they call
it the Mongol alphabet. Chingis then proceeded to make Wwar on
the land of Sari-Uigurs, the land of the Karanites, the land of the
Voyrat and the land of Kanana, all of which countries he overcame
in battle.

After that he returned to his own country and, after a short
rest, he summoned all his men and they set out together to
make war on the Kitayans. When they had fought for a long time
against them, they conquered a large part of the territory of the
Kitayans; they also hemmed in their Emperor in their largest
town, which they besieged for such a long time that the army’s
supplies completely ran out. When they had nothing at all left
to eat, Chingis Chan ordered that out of every ten men they should
give one to be eaten. The men in the city, however, fought man-
fully against them with engines and arrows; and when they ran
out of stones they threw silver instead, and especially melted-down
silver, for this city contained much wealth. When they had fought
for a long time and were unable to conquer it, the Mongols made
a big subterranean passage from the army to the middle of the city
and, suddenly making an opening in the ground—the inhabitants
being all unawares—they leapt out into the middle of the city and
fought with the men of the place. Those who were outside like-
wise attacked them and, breaking down the gates, they entered
the city and, having killed the Emperor and many of the men, they
took possession of it and carried off gold and silver and all its
wealth; and when they had put some of their own men in command
of the land of the Kitayans, they returned home. Then, once the
Emperor of the Kitayans was defeated, Chingis Chan became
Emperor. Part of the territory of the Kitayans, however, they have
up to the present in no wise been able to conquer, for it is situated
in the sea.

The Kitayans,? of whom we have just spoken, are pagans, and

1 What John says of the derivation of the Mongol alphabet from Uighur is
perfectly correct. . .

2 This is the first Western account of the Chinese. At this period Buddhism
was the dominant religion in China, especially in the Northern kingdom, but it
had become so syncretistic and receptive to foreign influences that John of
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they have their own special writing; it is said that they also have
an Old and New Testament; and they have lives of Fathers and
hermits and buildings made like churches, in which they pray at
stated times; and they say they have some saints. They worship
one God, they honour Our Lord Jesus Christ, and they believe
in eternal life, but they are not baptised. They show honour and
respect to our Scriptures, they love Christians and give much in
alms. They seem to be most affable and kindly men. They have
no beard and their physiognomy is much like that of the Mongols,
though they are not so broad in the face. They have their own
language. Better artificers are not to be found in the whole
world in all the trades in which men are wont to be engaged.
Their land is very rich in corn, wine, gold and silk and in all the
things which usually support human life.

When Chingis had rested for a short time, he divided his
armies. One of his sons, Tossuc! by name, who was also called
Chan, that is, Emperor, he sent with an army against the Comans,
and after much fighting Tossuc defeated them. When he had
conquered them he returned home.

Chingis sent another son with an army to attack the Indians,
and he conquered Lesser India. These black people are Saracens,
and are called Ethiopians. This army advanced to make war on
the Christians in Greater India. Hearing this, the king of that
country, commonly called Prester John, assembled an army and
went to meet them; and he made figures of men out of copper and
set them in saddles on horses, putting fire inside them; and he
placed men with bellows on the horses behind the copper figures,
and with many such figures and horses fitted up like this they
advanced to fight the Tartars. When they reached the battle-
ground, they sent forward these horses, one next the other, while
the men behind put I know not what on to the fire in the figures
and blew hard with the bellows. As a result horses and men were

Plano Carpini’s description is not unreasonable. Cf. Wieger, Histoire des
Croyances religieuses en Chine, pp. 542—3 and 559.
The two Testaments are no doubt the Hinayana and Mahayana scriptures.
!'This is Juchi, the eldest son of Chingis and the fatHer of Batu. From
this point the account of the Mongol campaigns becomes almost legendary,
owing no doubt to John’s reliance on the * Russian clerics .
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burned up by Greek fire, and the air was black with smoke. They
then shot arrows at the Tartars which wounded and killed many
of them, and thus they cast them out of their territory in confusion
and we have never heard that they went back again later.

On their return journey through the desert they came to a land
where—so we were definitely told at the Emperor’s court by
Russian clerics and others who had been living among them for
a long time—they found monsters who had the likeness of women.
When they asked them by means of many interpreters where the
men-folk of that country were, they replied that every female
born there had a human form, but every male had the shape of a
dog. Whilst they were prolonging their stay in this land, the dogs
collected together in another part of the river and, in the severe
winter weather, they plunged into the water; immediately after
this they rolled in the dust, and the dust thus mixed with the
water froze on them. When they had done this many times, they
were covered with a thick coating of ice, and with a great rush they
joined battle with the Tartars. But when the latter shot at them
with their arrows, the arrows rebounded as if they had shot at
stones; nor were their other arms able to injure them in any way.
The dogs, however, springing upon the Tartars, bit them, wound-
ing and killing many of them, and in this way they cast them out
of their country. This gave rise to a saying which is still current
among the Tartars: “Your father or brother was killed by the
dogs”. The women they captured they took to their country and
they were there until they died.

While this army, that is to say the army of the Mongols, was
returning, they came to the land of Burithabet!, which they
conquered in battle. The inhabitants are pagans; they have an
incredible or rather discreditable custom, for when anyone’s
father pays the debt of human nature they collect all the family
together and eat him; we were told this for a fact. They do not
grow beards, indeed they carry in their hands, as we saw, an iron
instrument, with which they always pluck their beards if any hair
happens to grow there, and they are exceedingly misshapen.
From there the army returned home.

1 Possibly Tibet.
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At the same time that he was dividing the other armies, Chingis
Chan also went with an expedition towards the west through the
land of the Kergis, whom he did not conquer, and, so we were told
there, he reached as far as the Caspian Mountains. The mountains
in that part towards which they were directing their course are of
loadstone; consequently they attracted their arrows and iron
weapons. The inhabitants hemmed in by the Caspian Mountains
hearing, it is believed, the noise of the army, began to break
through a mountain, and when the Tartars came back that way
on another occasion ten years later, they found the mountain
broken in pieces. When the Tartars, however, tried to get at
them, they could not, for a cloud lay ahead of them, beyond
which they could in no way progress, for as soon as they reached
it they lost all power of sight. Those on the opposite side, how-
ever, believing that the Tartars were afraid of attacking them,
rushed towards them, but as soon as they reached the cloud they
could go no further, for the reason already given. Before reaching
the aforesaid mountains the Tartars travelled for more than a
month through a vast wilderness.

Going on from there still westwards, they journeyed for more
than a month through a large desert, and they came to a land where
—so we were told with absolute certainty—they saw beaten
tracks, but were unable to find any people; however, they made a
thorough search throughout the land, with the result that they
came across one man with his wife and these were brought before
Chingis Chan. When he asked them where were the inhabitants
of that country, they replied that they dwelt in the earth under the
mountains. Chingis Chan, keeping the woman, sent the husband
to tell those men to come at his command. He went to them and
repeated all Chingis Chan’s messages to them. They replied
saying that on such and such a day they would come to him to do
his bidding. In the meantime, however, they assembied by secret,
underground routes and coming to fight against the Tartars, they
suddenly rushed upon them and killed many of them. They, that
is to say Chingis Chan and his followers, realised that they could
gain nothing but rather would lose men, and in addition to this,
they could not bear the sound of the sun—indeed at the time when
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the sun was rising they were obliged to place one ear on the
ground and stop up the other completely so as not to hear that
. terrible noise, and yet even by taking these measures they were
unable to prevent many of them from meeting their death on
account of it—so they took to flight and left the country. However,
they carried off those people with them, that is to say the man and
his wife, and they remained in the land of the Tartars until their
death. When questioned as to why they dwelt underground they
said that at one season of the year when the sun rises the noise is so
great that men cannot on any account stand it, as we have already
told was the case with the Tartars. Indeed at that time they
even used to strike musical instruments and beat drums and other
things in order not to hear the noise.

While Chingis Chan was on the way back from that country,
they ran short of food and suffered great hunger. Then they
happened to come across the fresh entrails of an animal; they took
them and, putting aside only the dung, they cooked them and
brought them before Chingis Chan, who ate them with his men.
As a result of this Chingis decreed that neither the blood nor the
entrails nor any part of an animal that can be eaten, with the
exception of the dung, is to be thrown away.

He then returned to his own country and there made many
laws and statutes, which are observed inviolably by the Tartars.!
We will give only two of these. One is that if anyone, puffed up by
pride, wishes to be Emperor on his own authority without an
election by the princes, he shall be put to death without any
mercy. Hence before Cuyuc Chan’s election, in accordance with
this law one of the princes, a nephew of Chingis Chan, paid the
death penalty, for he wanted to rule without an election. Another
decree is that they are to bring the whole world into subjection to
them, nor are they to make peace with any nation unless they first
submit to them, until the time for their own slaughter shall come.

They have fought now for forty-two years and they are due to

1 From this point John’s narrative once more becomes authentic and based
on reliable information. The “ laws and statutes >—the Yase—are famous in
Mongol history, and the Persian historian Juwaini says that a copy was kept in
the treasury of all Chingis Khan’s descendants. There is a full discussion of
the subject in G. Vernadsky, The Mongols and Russia, pp. 99-1I0.
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rule for another eighteen years. After that, so they say, they are
to be conquered by another nation, though they do not know
which; this has been foretold them. Those who escape with their
lives, they say, are to keep the same law which is kept by those
who defeat them in battle. Chingis also decreed that their armies
should be organised into groups under captains of a thousand, a
hundred, and ten, and ““darkness”’—that is, ten thousand!. He
also decreed many other things which it would be tedious to tell
of, and in any case I do not know what they are. After this he was
killed by a thunderbolt, having completed his decrees and
statutes.

Chingis had four sons. One was called Occodai, the second
Tossuc Chan, another Chiaaday and the name of the fourth I do
not know. All the Mongol chiefs are descended from these four.
The first, namely Occodai Chan, had the following soms: the
eldest is Cuyuc, who is the present Emperor, and Cocten and
Chirenum, and I do not know if he had any more sons. The sons
of Tossuc Chan are: Bati, who is the richest and most powerful
after the Emperor, Ordu, who is the eldest of all the chiefs, Siban,
Bora, Berca, Thaube. I do not know the names of Tossuc Chan’s
other sons. The sons of Chiaaday are Burim and Cadan. I do not
know the names of the rest of his children. The sons of Chingis
Chan’s other son, whose name I do not know, are as follows:
one is called Mongu; his mother is Sorocan, and among the
Tartars this lady is the most renowned, with the exception of the
Emperor’s mother, and more powerful than anyone else except
Bati; another son is called Bichac; he had a number of other sons,
but I do not know their names.?

1% Tuman ”, John of Plano Carpini wrote  tenebras”, ¢ darkness”’,
owing to a confusion between * tuman *—the word for 10,000—and “ duman »,
d_s;ﬁki:ﬁess. William of Rubruck (infra, p. 171) gives the word its proper
significance.

2 This is the most complete and accurate account of the dynasty of Chingis
Khan to be found in any Western writer. See the genealogical table, pp. x1~xli.

Almost the only errors are that Chirenen (or Shiramun) was not the son of
Ugedey but of Mutugen son of Jagatay (Chiaaday) and that Cadan was not the
son of the last-named but of Ugedey, and is probably the same as the one
whom John of Plano Carpini names Cocten.

In the list of chiefs Hubilai is Kubilay, the brother and successor of Mongka.
Sibedei is Subuday or Subutay, the greatest of the Mongol generals, and his
title of Knight (Miles) represents the Mongol Bagatur (Turk. Bahadur), which
signifies both a hero and a commander.
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The names of the chiefs are as follows: Ordu—he was in
Poland and Hungary; Bati, Birin, Syban, Dinget, all of whom
were in Hungary; Cirpodan who is still beyond the sea fighting
against certain Sultans of the land of the Saracens, and others who
are beyond the sea. The following have stayed in their own
country: Mengu, Sirenen, Hubilai, Sirenum, Sinocur, Chuacenur,
Caragai, Sibedei, an old man who is known among them as “the
knight”, Bora, Berca, Mauci, Corenza; this last named, however,
is the least of them all. There are many other chiefs, but I do not
know their names.

The Emperor of the Tartars has a remarkable power over
everyone. No one dare stay anywhere except in the place he has
assigned to them. It is he who appoints where the chiefs are to be,
but the chiefs fix the positions of the captains of a thousand, the
captains of a thousand those of the captains of a hundred, and the
captains of a hundred those of the captains of ten. Moreover,
whatever command he gives them, whatever the time, whatever
the place, be it to battle, to life or to death, they obey without a
word of objection. Even if he asks for an unmarried daughter or
sister, they give her to him without a murmur. Indeed, each year
or every few years he collects young girls from all parts of the
land of the Tartars, and if he wants to keep any for himself he
keeps them; the others he gives to his men just as it seems good
to him to arrange.

Whatever envoys he despatches, to whatever place and wherever
it may be, they are bound to give them without delay pack-
horses and provisions. Also from whatever quarter envoys come
to him bearing tribute, they have likewise to be provided with
horses, carts and supplies. Envoys who come for any other reason,
however, are in a most unhappy position as regards both food and
clothing, for poor and inadequate provision is made for them;
and particularly when they come to the princes and have to prolong
their stay there, for then such a small quantity is given to ten men
that two could scarcely live on it. Even in the princes’ ordas and
on the journey they are given nothing to eat except once a day, and
that little enough. Moreover, if they suffer any injury they cannot
easily make any complaint and so are obliged to bear it patiently.
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In addition, they are asked for many presents both by the princes
and others of high and lower rank and if these are not forthcoming
they despise them, indeed they consider them of no account; if
they have been sent by men of importance, the Tartars are un-
willing to receive a small gift from them, saying “You come from
an important man and you give so little”. And they refuse to
accept it and, if the envoys wish for success in their undertaking,
they are bound to give larger gifts. On that account we had no
choice but to bestow in gifts a great part of the things given to us
by the faithful for our expenses.

This also ought to be known, that all things are in the hands of
the Emperor to such an extent that no one dare say this is mine
or his, but everything is the Emperor’s; that is to say goods, men
and animals. On this point indeed a decree of the Emperor was
recently issued. The chiefs have like dominion over their men
in all matters, for all the Tartars are divided into groups under
chiefs. Both the Emperor’s men and all others are bound, without
raising any objection, to provide envoys of the chiefs—whatever
the destination to which they are being despatched—with pack-
horses and provisions and men to look after the horses and to
serve the envoys. The chiefs as well as the others are obliged to
give mares to the Emperor as rent, so that he can have the milk for
a year, or for two or three years as it pleases him; and the men
under the chiefs are bound to do the same for their lords, for not a
man among them is free. In short, whatever the Emperor and the
chiefs desire, and however much they desire, that they receive
from their subjects’ property; and their persons they dispose of
in all respects according to their own good pleasure.

After the death of the Emperor, as has been said above, the
chiefs assembled and elected in his stead Occodai, a son of the said
Chingis Chan. Occodai held a council of his princes and then
divided up his armies. Bati, who ranked second to him, he sent
against the country of the Great Sultan and the land of the
Bisermins.? These latter were Saracens but spoke the Coman

1 John’s account of the campaign of Ugedey is somewhat confused. The
conquest of the “ great Sultan » of Korezm and “ the land of the Bisermins
was the work of Chingis Khan and his sons in 1219-23, and it was followed up
by a minor campaign by Chormagan-Noyan (John’s “ Cirpodan ”, p. 3I) in
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language. Entering their territory, Bati fought with them and
overcame them in battle. A certain city called Barchin held out a
long time against him, for they dug a great number of pits around
the town and covered them over, and when the Tartars were
nearing the city they fell into the pits, and so were unable to take
it until they had filled them in.

The inhabitants of another city called Sakint, hearing of this,
came out to meet the Tartars and of their own accord surrendered
to them. In consequence their city was not destroyed, but many
men were killed and others transported. The Tartars plundered
the city and filled it with fresh inhabitants; they then proceeded
to attack the city of Ornas. This city was densely populated, for
there were many Christians there, namely Gazarians, Ruthenians,
Alans and others, and there were also Saracens there. The govern-
ment of the city was in the hands of the Saracens. This city was
moreover filled with great wealth for it is situated on a river which
flows through Iankint and the land of the Bisermins and runs
into the sea, which makes it as it were a port, and other Saracens
used to carry on extensive trading with that place. The Tartars,
unable to conquer the city by any other means, threw a dam across
the river, which ran through the town, and submerged it with its
inhabitants and property. Having accomplished this, the Tartars
then entered the land of the Turks, who are pagans.

Subduing this country, they attacked Russia, where they made
great havoc, destroying cities and fortresses and slaughtering men;
and they laid siege to Kiev, the capital of Russia; after they had
besieged the city for a long time, they took it and put the inhabi-
tants to death. When we were journeying through that land
we came across countless skulls and bones of dead men lying about
on the ground. Kiev had been a very large and thickly populated

1230 and the following years in North Persia, Armenia and Georgia. But the
great event of Ugedey’s reign was the conquest of Russia and the invasion of
Central Europe by Batu and Subutay. This was the campaign which was the
turning point in Russian history and which determined the fate of Eastern
Europe for the next two centuries. The Mongol attack came, not from the
Caucasus as John suggests, but from the northern steppes. It began in 12367
with the conquest of the Cumans and the Bulgars on the Middle Volga, which
John puts after the invasion of Europe. In fact the conquest of north-east
Russia took place in the following year (1238), while the destruction of Kiev,
and the invasion of Hungary and Poland, followed in 1240 to 1242.
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town, but now it has been reduced almost to nothing, for there
are at the present time scarce two hundred houses there and
the inhabitants are kept in complete slavery. Going on from
there, fighting as they went, the Tartars destroyed the whole
of Russia.

Proceeding from Russia and Comania, the afore-mentioned
chiefs made war on the Hungarians and Poles. A great number of
the Tartars were killed in Poland and Hungary, and if the
Hungarians had not taken flight and had resisted manfully, the
Tartars would have left their country, for they were filled with such
fear that they all tried to run away. Bati, however, drawing his
sword, withstood them to the face saying: “Do not flee, for if you
do, not one will escape, and if we are to die, let us all die, for that
is about to happen which Chingis Chan foretold when he said
we should be put to death: if the time has now come let us endure
it.” And so fresh heart was put into them and they stayed and
destroyed Hungary.

Then on their way back they came to the land of the Mord-
vinians,! who are pagans, and they conquered them in battle.
They next proceeded against the Billeri, that is to say Great
Bulgaria,? and destroyed it completely. Going further north they
attacked Baschart,? that is Great Hungary, and also defeated them.

Leaving that country they went still further north and came
to the Parossites. These people have small stomachs and tiny
mouths, so we were told, and they cook meat but do not eat it;
when it is cooked they lean over the pot and inhale the steam and
this is their only refreshment. Ifindeed they do eat anything, it is
extremely little.

The Tartars continuing in their way came to the Samoyedes.
Now these men, so it is said, live entirely off their hunting; even
the tents and clothes they have are made of nothing but animal
skins. Pressing on, the Tartars reached a land bordering on the

1 The Finno-Ugrian people who still exist as an autonomous Republic of the
U.S.S.R.

? Great Bulgaria was a Moslem State on the Middle Volga and was a very
important centre of trade between Europe and Asia during the early Middle
Ages.

3 The modern Bashkirs who have given their name to the Soviet Autonomous
Republic of Bashkiria in south-east Russia.
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ocean, where they came across monsters, who, we were told for
a fact, had a human shape in every respect except that the
extremities of their feet were like the hooves of oxen and, although
they had human heads, they had the faces of dogs. They would
speak two words like human beings and the third they would
bark like a dog, and they broke into barking in this way at intervals;
however, they always came back to the matter in hand, so it was
possible to understand what they were talking about. From there
the Tartars returned to Comania and some of them have stayed
there even until now.

At the same time Occodai Chan sent Cirpodan with an army
to the south against the Kergis! and he defeated them in battle.
These men are pagans and have no beards; they have a custom
that when a man loses his father by death, out of grief he removes
from his face a strip of skin from one ear to the other as a sign of
mourning.

Having conquered the Kergis, Cirpodan proceeded south
against the Armenians. When the Tartars were crossing a desert,
they came upon certain monsters, so we were told as a certain
truth, who had a human shape, but only one arm with a hand,
in the middle of the breast, and one foot, and two of them shot
with one bow; and they ran at such a rate that horses could not
keep on their track, for they ran by hopping on their one foot and,
when they grew tired with this method of progress, then they got
along on the hand and foot turning cart-wheels. (Isidore called
them Cyclopedes.) When this had exhausted them, they ran
again in their former fashion. The Tartars managed to kill some
of them, and we were told by the Russian clerics who live in the
orda with the Emperor that in the legation at the Emperor’s court
several of the envoys of whom we made mention above came from
them to make peace with him.

Moving on from there, the Tartars reached Armenia, which they
conquered in battle; they also defeated part of Georgia, and the
rest of the country came to do their bidding, and they gave them
forty thousand yperpera each year as tribute and still do the

same,
1 The Circassians or Cherkess.
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Continuing their march, the Tartars came to the land of the
Sultan of Rum?, a man of considerable might and power; and they
fought against him and defeated him. They pushed on further,
subduing and conquering, as far as the country of the Sultan of
Aleppo, of which they are at the present moment taking posses-
sion, and it is their intention to attack other countries beyond this.
Never up to the present day have they returned to their own
country. The same army attacked the territory of the Caliph of
Baghdad, which it also subdued. Every day they pay them as
tribute four hundred besants, in addition to brocades and other
gifts. Every year the Tartars send envoys telling the Caliph to
come to them, and every year he sends magnificent presents with
the tribute, begging them to release him from this obligation. The
Emperor accepts the presents, nevertheless he sends for him to
come.

CHAPTER VI

OF WaR, THEIR BATTLE ARRAY, ARMS, THEIR CUNNING IN

ENGAGEMENTS, CRUELTY TO CAPTIVES, ASSAULT ON FORTIFICA-

TIONS, THEIR BAD FAITH WITH THOSE WHO SURRENDER TO
THEM, ETC.

HavING spoken of their empire, we will now deal with war in
the following manner: first we will tell of their battle array,
second of their arms, thirdly of their cunning in engagements,
fourthly of the cruelty they show to captives, fifthly of how they
make assaults on forts and cities, and sixthly of the bad faith they
show to those who surrender to them.

Chingis Chan ordained that the army should be organised in
such a way that over ten men should be set one man and he is
what we call a captain of ten; over ten of these should be placed
one, named a captain of a hundred; at the head of ten captains of
a hundred is placed a soldier known as a captain of a thousand,
and over ten captains of a thousand is one man, and the word they

1 The Seljuk Sultanate of Iconium, conquered by the Mongols in 1243—4.
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use for this number means “darkness.”* Two or three chiefs are
in command of the whole army, yet in such a way that one holds
the supreme command.

When they are in battle, if one or two or three or even more
out of a group of ten run away, all are put to death; and if a
whole group of ten flees, the rest of the group of a hundred are all
put to death, if they do not flee too. In a word, unless they
retreat in a body, all who take flight are put to death. Likewise
if one or two or more go forward boldly to the fight, then the rest
of the ten are put to death if they do not follow and, if one or
more of the ten are captured, their companions are put to death if
they do not rescue them.

They all have to possess the following arms at least: two or three
bows, or at least one good one, three large quivers full of arrows, an
axe and ropes for hauling engines of war. As for the wealthy,
they have swords pointed at the end but sharp only on one side
and somewhat curved, and they have a horse with armour;
their legs also are covered and they have helmets and cuirasses.
Some have cuirasses, and protection for their horses, fashioned
out of leather in the following manner: they take strips of ox-hide,
or of the skin of another animal, a hand’s breadth wide and cover
three or four together with pitch, and they fasten them with
leather thongs or cord; in the upper strip they put the lace at one
end, in the next they put it in the middle and so on to the end;
consequently, when they bend, the lower strips come up over the
upper ones and thus there is a double or triple thickness over the
body.

They make the coveéring for their horses in five sections, one
on one side of the horse and one on the other, and these stretch
from the tail to the head and are fastened to the saddle and behind
the saddle on its back and also on the neck; another section they
put over its hindquarters where the ties of the two parts are
fastened and in this last-named piece they make a hole for the tail

1 ¢ PDarkness : see note on p. 26 above. John has confused ‘duman >
(darkness) with “ tuman *°, which means 10,000. Apart from this mistake, the
whole of this chapter with its minute details of Mongol armaments and tactics
is extremely accurate and well informed, as is also the following chapter with
its account of the * Tartar Yoke > in Russia during its earliest and most
‘¢ totalitarian ** phase.
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to come through; covering the breast there is another section. All
these pieces reach down as far as the knees or joints of the leg.
On its forehead they put an iron plate which is tied to the afore-
mentioned sections on each side of the neck.

The cuirass is made in four parts. One piece stretches from the
thigh to the neck, but is shaped to fit the human figure, being
narrow across the chest and curved round the body from the arms
downwards ; behind, over the loins, they have another piece which
reaches from the neck and meets the first piece encircling the body;
these two sections, namely the front one and the back, are fastened
with clasps to two iron plates, one on each shoulder; also on each
arm they have a piece stretching from the shoulder to the hand
and open at the bottom, and on each leg another piece. All these
sections are fastened together by clasps.

The upper part of the helmet is of iron or steel, but the part
affording protection to the neck and throat is of leather. All these
leather sections are made in the manner described above.

Some of the Tartars have all the things we have mentioned made
of iron in the following fashion: they make a number of thin plates
of the metal, a finger’s breadth wide and a hand’s breadth in length,
piercing eight little holes in each plate; as a foundation they put
three strong narrow straps; they then place the plates one on top
of the other so that they overlap, and they tie them to the straps
by narrow thongs which they thread through the afore-mentioned
holes; at the top they attach a thong, so that the metal plates hold
together firmly and well. They make a strap out of these plates
and then join them together to make sections of armour as has
been described above. They make these into armour for horses
as well as men and they make them shine so brightly that one can
see one’s reflection in them.

Some of them have lances which have a hook in the iron neck,
and with this, if they can, they will drag a man from his saddle.
The length of their arrows is two feet, one palm and two digits.
Since feet are not all the same,! we will give the measurement of
a geometrical foot; the length of a digit is two grains of barley,
and sixteen digits make a geometrical foot. The heads of the

1 This is the old Greek foot, consisting of four palms and sixteen digits.
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arrows are very sharp and cut on both sides like a two-edged sword
—the Tartars always carry files at the side of their quiver for
sharpening their arrows. The iron heads have a pointed tail, a
digit’s breadth in length and this they stick into the shaft.

They have a shield made of wicker or twigs, but I do not think
they carry it except in camp and when guarding the Emperor and
the princes, and this only at night. They also have other arrows
for shooting birds and animals and unarmed men ; these are three
digits wide; in addition they have various other kinds of arrows
for shooting birds and animals.

When they are going to make war, they send ahead an advance
guard and these carry nothing with them but their tents, horses
and arms. They seize no plunder, burn no houses and slaughter
no animals ; they only wound and kill men or, if they can do nothing
else, put them to flight. They much prefer, however, to kill than
to put to flight. The army follows after them, taking everything
they come across, and they take prisoner or kill any inhabitants
who are to be found. Not content with this, the chiefs of the army
next send plunderers in all directions to find men and animals,
and they are most ingenious at searching them out.

When they come to a river, they cross it in the following manner,
even if it is wide. The nobles have a circular piece of light leather,
round the edge of which they make numerous loops, through
which they thread a rope; they draw this up so that it makes a
pouch, which they fill with their clothes and other things, press-
ing them down very tightly together; on top of these, in the
middle, they put their saddles and other hard things. The men
also sit in the middle and they tie the boat they have made in
this way to the tail of a horse. They make one man swim in front
with the horse to guide it, or sometimes they have a couple of oars
with which they row to the other side of the water and so cross the
river. The horses, however, they drive into the water, and a man
swims by the side of one horse, which he guides, and the others
all follow it; in this way they cross both narrow and wide rivers.
The poorer men have a leather bag securely sewn—everybody is
expected to possess one of these—and into this bag or satchel
they put their clothes and all their belongings; having tied the
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sack tightly at the top, they hang it on to a horse’s tail and cross in
the manner described above.

It should be known that when they come in sight of the enemy
they attack at once, each one shooting three or four arrows at
their adversaries ; if they see that they are not going to be able to
defeat them, they retire, going back to their own line. They do
this as a blind to make the enemy follow them as far as the places
where they have prepared ambushes. If the enemy pursues them
to these ambushes, they surround and wound and kill them.
Similarly if they see that they are opposed by a large army, they
sometimes turn aside and, putting a day’s or two days’ journey
between them, they attack and pillage another part of the country
and they kill men and destroy and lay waste the land. If they
perceive that they cannot even do this, then they retreat for some
ten or twelve days and stay in a safe place until the army of the
enemy has disbanded, whereupon they come secretly and ravage
the whole land, They are indeed the most cunning in war, for
they have now been fighting against other nations for forty years
and more.

When however they are going to join battle, they draw up all
the battle lines just as they are to fight. The chiefs or princes of
the army do not take part in the fighting but take up their stand
some distance away facing the enemy, and they have beside them
their children on horseback and their womenfolk and horses; and
sometimes they make figures of men and set them on horses.
They do this to give the impression that a great crowd of fighting-
men is assembled there. They send a detachment of captives and
men of other nationalities who are fighting with them to meet the
enemy head-on, and some Tartars may perhaps accompany them.
Other columns of stronger men they dispatch far off to the right
and the left so that they are not seen by the enemy and in this way
they surround them and close in and so the fighting begins from
all sides. Sometimes when they are few in number they are
thought by the enemy, who are surrounded, to be many, especially
when the latter catch sight of the children, women, horses and
dummy figures described above, which are with the chief or
prince of the army and which they think are combatants; and
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alarmed by this they are thrown into disorder. If it happens that
the enemy fight well, the Tartars make a way of escape for them;
then as soon as they begin to take flight and are separated from
each other they fall upon them and more are slaughtered in flight
than could be killed in battle. However, it should be known that,
if they can avoid it, the Tartars do not like to fight hand to hand
but they wound and kill men and horses with their arrows; they
only come to close quarters when men and horses have been
weakened by arrows.

They reduce fortresses in the following manner. If the position
of the fortress allows it, they surround it, sometimes even fencing
it round so that no one can enter or leave. They make a strong
attack with engines and arrows and they do not leave off fighting
by day or night, so that those inside the fortress get no sleep; the
Tartars however have some rest, for they divide up their forces
and they take it in turns to fight so that they do not get too tired.
If they cannot capture it in this way they throw Greek fire; some-
times they even take the fat of the people they kill and, melting
it, throw it on to the houses, and wherever the fire falls on this
fat it is almost inextinguishable. It can however be put out, so
they say, if wine or ale is poured on it. If it falls on flesh, it can
be put out by being rubbed with the palm of the hand.

If they are still unsuccessful and the city or fort has a river,
they dam it or alter its course and submerge the fortress if possible.
Should they not be able to do this, they undermine the city and
armed men enter it from underground; once inside, some of them
start fires to burn the fortress while the rest fight the inhabitants.
If however they are not able to conquer it even in this way, they
establish a fort or fortification of their own facing the city, so as
not to suffer any injury from the missiles of the enemy; and
they stay for a long time over agaiast the city, unless by chance
it has outside help from an army which fights against the Tartars
and removes them by force. While they are pitched before the
fortification they speak enticing words to the inhabitants making
them many promises to induce them to surrender into their hands.
If they do surrender to them, they say: “ Come out, so that we may
count you according to our custom,” and when they come out to
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them they seek out the artificers among them and keep these, but
the others, with the exception of those they wish to have as slaves,
they kill with the axe. If they do spare any others they never
spare the noble and illustrious men, so we are told, and if by
chance the unexpected happens and some nobles are kept, they can
never afterwards escape from captivity either by entreaty or by
bribe.

All those they take prisoner in battle they put to death unless
they happen to want to keep some as slaves. They divide those
who are to be killed among the captains of a hundred to be
executed by them with a battle-axe; they in their turn divide them
among the captives, giving each slave to kill ten or more or less
as the officers think fit.

CHAPTER VII

How THEY MAKE PEACE, THE NAMES OF THE COUNTRIES THEY

HAVE CONQUERED, THE TYRANNY THEY EXERCISE OVER THE

INHABITANTS, AND THE COUNTRIES WHICH HAVE MANFULLY
REs1STED THEM

HAvING described how the Tartars fight, I have now to tell of
the countries they have brought under their sway and I will write
of this in the following manner: first I will tell how they make peace,
secondly I will give the names of the countries they have sub-
jected, thirdly I will tell of the tyranny they exercise over them
and fourthly of the countries which have manfully resisted them.

It should be known that the Tartars never make peace except
with those who submit to them, for, as has been said above, they
have Chingis Chan’s command to bring all nations into sub-
jection if possible. They make the following demands of them,
first that, when the Tartars so wish, they shall proceed with them
in their army against any nation, and secondly that they shall hand
over a tenth part of everything, men as well as possessions. They
count ten boys and take one of them, and they do the same with
girls, and, taking them away to their own country, they keep them
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as slaves; the rest they number and dispose of according to their
custom.

When they have complete dominion over them, if they make
them any promises, they do not keep them; rather do they find
reasons for making all possible extraordinary demands on them
whenever they can. For example, when we were in Russia, a
Saracen was sent there, on behalf, so they said, of Cuyuc Chan
and Bati and we were told later that from every man who had
three boys this official took one; he also took away all the un-
married men and he did the same with the women who had not
got legitimate husbands; and the poor, even those who procured
their daily bread by begging, he deported in like manner; the rest
he numbered according to their custom and issued the command
that everyone, great and small, even children but a day old, rich
or poor, should pay the following tribute: that is, they should give
the skin of a white bear, a black beaver, a black sable, a black fox
and the black pelt of a certain animal, which has its burrow in the
ground and the name of which I do not know how to translate into
Latin, but the Poles and Ruthenians call it dorcori. Whoever does
not produce these things is to be led off to the Tartars and reduced
to slavery among them.

They also send for the rulers of countries, bidding them come
to them without delay. When they come they do not receive the
honour which is their due but are treated like other low-born
people and are obliged to give substantial presents both to the
chiefs and their wives and to the captains of a thousand and the
captains of a hundred; indeed it is the general rule for all, even the
very slaves, to pester them with requests for gifts, and this applies
not only to rulers but also to the envoys sent to the Tartars by
powerful princes.

Against some they trump up reasons for putting them to death,
as has been told of Michael and others; some however they allow
to return in order to entice others; some they murder by means of
potions and poison, for it is the Tartars’ intention that they alone
shall rule the world. Of those whom they allow to return they
demand sons or brothers and they never afterwards give these
their liberty; this is how they have treated the son of Jerozlaus
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and a chief of the Alans and many others. If the father or brother
dies without an heir they never set free the son or brother, nay
rather they themselves take over the rule completely, as we saw
done in the case of a chief of the Solangi.

The Tartars place bastaki! or prefects of their own in the
countries of those whom they allow to return and the rulers as well
as the others are obliged to obey their commands. If the men of
any city or country do not do what these bastak: wish, the latter
accuse them of being unfaithful to the Tartars, and consequently
that city or country is destroyed and the inhabitants put to death
by a strong force of Tartars who, summoned by the governor to
whom the land is subject, arrive, unknown to the inhabitants, and
suddenly rush upon them; this happened recently when we were
in the land of the Tartars to a certain town of Ruthenians which
the Tartars themselves had established in the land of the Comans.
And not only the Tartar prince who had usurped the government
of the land, or the prefect, but any noble Tartar passing through
that city or country acts as if he were its ruler, especially if he is
one of the more important Tartars.

Moreover they demand and receive without any gainsaying gold
and silver and other things they want, when they please and as
much as they please. Also if the rulers who have surrendered to
them have any disputes among themselves, then they have to go
to the Emperor of the Tartars to plead their case, as happened
lately in the affair of the two sons of the King of Georgia. One of
them was legitimate and the other born out of wedlock; the latter
was called David, while the name of the legitimate son was Melic.
Now the father had left part of the land to the son of the con~
cubine; the other, who was younger, seeing that the said David
had set out on the journey to the Emperor of the Tartars, also
started to come to him accompanied by his mother. Melic’s
mother, that is to say the Queen of Georgia, died on the way;
it was through her that her husband held the royal power, for that

1 These are the baskaks or tax-inspectors who were responsible for the Mongol
tax census and for the levying of taxes and recruits. There is an interesting
account in the Nowgorod Chronicle of the disturbances that occurred there in
1259 when “the accursed ones began to ride through the streets, numbering
the Christian houses (op. cit., pp. 96-7).
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throne could be held through wives. When the two sons reached
the Emperor, they gave him magnificent presents, especially the
legitimate son who was claiming back the land which his father
had left to his son David, on the grounds that the latter ought not
to hold it, being the son of a mistress. To this David gave reply:
“Granted I am the son of a concubine, nevertheless I ask that I
be shown justice in accordance with the custom of the Tartars,
who make no difference between the sons of a wife and those of a
concubine”. Consequently judgment was given against the
legitimate son and he was to be subordinate to David, who was
older than he and who was to govern the land which his father
had given him in peace and harmony. Thus Melic lost both the
gifts he had given and the case he had against his brother.

The Tartars take tribute from and deal leniently with nations a
long distance away from them which border on countries not
subject to the Tartars and somewhat feared by them; they do
this so that these neighbouring countries will not bring an army
against them or be afraid to surrender to them; they have dealt in
this way with the Obesi or Georgians, from whom they receive as
tribute forty thousand yperperas or bezants. Otherwise at the
moment they allow them to live in peace but, according to my
information, the Georgians intend rebelling against them.

The names of the countries [and races] they have conquered
are as follows: Kitay, the Naimans, the Solangi, the Karakitayans
or black Kitay, Comania, Cumae, Voyrat, Karanites, Uigurs,
Su-Mongols, Merkits, Mecrits, Sari-Uigurs, Bascart that is
Great Hungary, Kergis, Cosmir, the Saracens, the Bisermins,
the Turcomans, Byleri that is Great Bulgaria, Catora, Tomiti, Buri-
thabet, Parossites, Cassi, the Alans or Assi, Obesi or Georgians,
Nestorians, Armenians, Kangit, Comans, Brutachi who are Jews,
the Mordvinians, the Turks, the Gazars, the Samoyedes, the
Persians, the Tarci, Lesser India or Ethiopia, the Circassians,
Ruthenians, Baghdad, and the Sarti. There are many other
countries, but I do not know their names. We saw men and
women from almost all the countries just mentioned.

Now follow the names of those countries which have manfully
resisted the Tartars and are at the present time not subject to
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them: Great India, part of the Alans, part of the Kitayans and
the Saxil. When we were there we were told that the Tartars
besieged a certain city of these Saxi and tried to subdue it. The
inhabitants however made engines to match those of the Tartars,
all of which they broke, and the Tartars were not able to get near
the city to fight owing to these engines and missiles. At last they
made an underground passage and bursting forth into the city
they tried to set fire to it, while others fought, but the inhabitants
posted a group to put out the fire, and the rest fought valiantly
with those who had penetrated into the city and, killing many of
them and wounding others, they forced them to retire to their
own army. The Tartars, realising that they could do nothing
against them and that many of their men were dying, withdrew
from the city.

In the land of the Saracens and other nations the Tartars, who
live among them as their lords and masters, take all the best
craftsmen and employ them in their own service, while the rest
of the artificers pay tribute out of their work. They store all their
crops in the barns of their masters, who however allow them seed
and as much as will furnish them with a reasonable living. In
the case of others they give to each a very small quantity of bread
every day and nothing else, except the small amount of meat with
which they provide them three times a week, and this they do only
for those artificers who live in the towns. Moreover, when it
pleases the masters they take all the young men with their wives
and children and compel them to follow them with all their house-
hold; from henceforth they are counted as Tartars, or rather as
captives, for although they are numbered among the Tartars, they
are never shown the respect that these enjoy but are treated as
slaves and are sent into every kind of danger like other prisoners;
they are first in battle and if a swamp or dangerous river has to be
crossed, they have to try the passage first. They are also obliged
to do all the work that has to be done and if they offend in any
matter or do not obey a command they are flogged like donkeys.

1 According to Benedict the Pole (infra, p. 80), the Saxi were the Goths
who still survived in the Crimea at this period, but the list of peoples given in
The Secret History of the Mongols (section 262) suggests that they were the
Chechen of the Caucasus (Sas or Sasoun).
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In short, it is little that they eat and little that they drink,
and they are wretchedly clad, unless it happen that they can earn
something as do the goldsmiths and other skilled craftsmen. Some
however have such wicked masters that they allow them nothing
and, on account of the great number of tasks which have to be
carried out for their masters, they have no time to work for them-
selves unless they steal it from the hours when they ought to be
resting or sleeping—they can do this if they have wives and their
own dwelling. But the others who are kept in their master’s house
as slaves are in a most unhappy condition. I saw them very often
wearing leather trousers with the rest of the body naked in the
extreme heat of the sun, and in winter they suffer from the in-
tense cold. I saw some of the men who had lost toes and fingers
owing to the great cold and I heard that some had died or had lost
the use of all their members from the same cause.

CHAPTER VIII

How TO WAGE WAR AGAINST THE TARTARS; THE INTENTIONS
OF THE TARTARS; ARMS AND ARMY ORGANISATIONS, How TO
MEET THEIR CUNNING IN BATTLE, THE FORTIFICATION OF CAMPS
AND CITIES, AND WHAT SHOULD BE DONE WITH TARTAR PRISONERS

HAVING spoken of the countries subject to the Tartars, I must
now add a description of how to wage war against them, and it
seems to me it should be dealt with in the following manner: first
as to their plans, secondly, as to arms and army organisation,
thirdly how to meet their cunning in engagements, fourthly of the
fortification of camps and cities, fifthly of what ought to be done
with prisoners.

It is the intention of the Tartars to bring the whole world into
subjection if they can and, as has been mentioned above, on this
point they have received a command from Chingis Chan. It is
for this reason that their Emperor writes in his letters: “The
strength of God, the Emperor of all men” and this is the in-
scription on his seal: “God in heaven and Cuyuc Chan on earth,
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the strength of God, the seal of the Emperor of all men”. This
also accounts for their refusing to make peace with any nation
unless, as has been told, they surrender into their hands. Since
there is no country on earth which they fear with the exception
of Christendom, they are preparing to make war on us. Where-
fore be it known unto everyone that, while we were in the land of
the Tartars, we attended a solemn court, which had been an-
nounced several years back and at which, in our presence, they
chose Cuyuc as Emperor, or Chan as it is in their language. The
said Cuyuc Chan, together with all the princes, raised the standard
to proceed against the Church of God and the Roman Empire,
and against all Christian kingdoms and nations of the West,
unless they carry out the instructions he is sending to the Lord
Pope, the rulers and the Christian peoples of the West.

In my opinion, these instructions ought on no account to be
observed, first because of the extreme, nay intolerable, hitherto
unheard-of servitude to which they reduce all nations they conquer
and which we have seen with our own eyes; then because they are
not trustworthy and no nation can rely on their word—they
break any promises they make as soon as they see that the tide is
turned in their favour, and they are full of deceit in all their deeds
and assurances; it is their object to wipe off the face of the earth
all princes, nobles, knights and men of gentle birth, as has already
been told, and they do this to those in their power in a sly and
crafty manner: then because it is unfitting that Christians should
be subject to them in view of the abominations they practise and
seeing that the worship of God is brought to nought, souls are
perishing and bodies are afflicted beyond belief in many ways; it
is true at first they speak fair words, but afterwards they sting and
hurt like a scorpion; and lastly because they are fewer in number
and weaker in body than the Christian peoples.

At the aforementioned court the fighting-men and chiefs of the
army were given their appointments. Out of ten men they are
sending three with their servants from every country under their
sway. One army is to penetrate by way of Hungary, and a second
by way of Poland, so we were told. They will come prepared to
fight without a break for eighteen years, and they have been
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assigned their time for setting out. Last March we came upon an
army which had been called up from among all the Turtars
through whose territory we travelled after leaving Russia. In
three or four years’ time they will reach Comania. From there
they will make an attack on the countries mentioned above; I do
not know however whether they will come immediately after the
third winter is over, or wait some time longer so that they have a
better chance of coming unexpectédly.

All these things are sure and certain, unless God, in His mercy,
places some hindrance in their way as He did when they went into
Hungary and Poland. It was their plan to continue fighting
for thirty years, but their Emperor was killed by poison and
consequently they have rested from battle until the present time.
But now, since an Emperor has been newly appointed, they are
beginning to prepare for the fight once again. It should be known
that the Emperor said with his own lips that he wanted to send
an army into Livonia and Prussia. Since it is their object to over-
throw the whole world and reduce it to slavery—a slavery, as has
already been said, unbearable for men of our race—they must
therefore be met in battle.

If one province is not prepared to help another, then the
country the Tartars are attacking will be vanquished and they will
fight against another country with the prisoners they take and
these will be placed in the front line. If they fight badly the
Tartars kill them, but if they fight well, then they keep them
by means of promises and flattery, and to prevent them from
running away they go so far as to promise to make them mighty
lords. But after this, when they can feel sure that they will not
leave them, they turn them into most wretched slaves and they do
the same with the women they wish to keep as servants and con-
cubines. And so, with the inhabitants of the district they have
conquered, they destroy another country and, in my opinion,
there is no province able to resist them by itself unless God fight
on its side for, as has already been said, men are collected together
from every country to fight under their dominion. Therefore if
Christians wish to save themselves, their country and Christendom,
then ought kings, princes, barons and rulers of countries to
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assemble together and by common consent send men to fight against
the Tartars before they begin to spread over the land, for once
they begin to be scattered throughout a country it is impossible
for anyone to give any effective help to another, for troops of
Tartars search out the inhabitants everywhere and slaughter
them. If the latter shut themselves up in fortresses, the Tartars
station three or four thousand or more men round the fort or city
to besiege it, at the same time continuing to spread all over the
country killing men.

Whoever wishes to fight against the Tartars ought to have the
following arms: good strong bows, crossbows, of which they are
much afraid, a good supply of arrows, a serviceable axe of strong
iron or a battle-axe with a long handle; the heads of the arrows for
both bows and cross-bows ought to be tempered after the Tartar
fashion, in salt water when they are hot, to make them hard enough
to pierce the Tartar armour. They should also have swords and
lances with a hook to drag the Tartars from their saddle, for they
fall off very easily; knives, and cuirasses of a double thickness,
for the Tartar arrows do not easily pierce such; a helmet and
armour and other things to protect the body and the horses from
their weapons and arrows. If there are any men not as well armed
as we have described, they ought to do as the Tartars and go behind
the others and shoot at the enemy with their bows and crossbows.
There ought to be no stinting of money when purchasing weapons
for the defence of souls and bodies and liberty and other pos-
sessions.

The army should be organised in the same way as the Tartar
army, under captains of a thousand, captains of a hundred, cap-
tains of ten and the chiefs of the army. The last named ought on
no account to take part in the battle, just as the Tartar chiefs take
no part, but they should watch the army and direct it. They
should make a law that all advance together either to battle or else-
where in the order appointed. Severe punishment ought to be
meted out to anyone who deserts another either going into battle or
fighting, or takes flight when they are not retreating as a body, for if
this happens a section of the Tartar force follows those fleeing and
kills them with arrows while the rest fight with those who have
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remained on the field, and so both those who stay and those who
run away are thrown into confusion and killed. Similarly anyone
who turns aside to take plunder before the army of the enemy has
been completely vanquished ought to be punished with a very
heavy sentence; among the Tartars such a one is put to death
without any mercy. The chiefs of the army should choose their
battle ground, if possible a flat plain, every part of which they can
watch, and if they can they should have a large forest behind them
or on their flank, so situated however that the Tartars cannot
come between them and the wood. The army ought not to as-
semble into one body, but many lines should be formed, separated
from each other, only not too far apart. One line ought to be sent
to meet the first line of Tartars to approach; if the Tartars feign
flight they ought not to pursue them very far, certainly not
further than they can see, in case the Tartars lead them into
ambushes they have prepared, which is what they usually do.
And let another line be in readiness to help the first if occasion
require it.

Moreover they ought to have scouts in every direction, behind,
to the right and to the left, to see when the other lines of Tartars
are coming, and one line ought always to be sent to meet
each Tartar line, for the Tartars always strive to surround their
enemies; the greatest precautions ought to be taken to prevent
their doing this, for in this way an army is easily vanquished.
Each line should take care not to pursue them for long, on account
of the ambushes they are wont to prepare, for they fight with
deceit rather than courage.

The leaders of the army ought always to be ready to send help
to those who are fighting if they need it. Another reason for
avoiding too long a pursuit after the Tartars is so as not to tire
the horses, for we have not the great quantity which they have.
The horses the Tartars ride on one day they do not mount again
for the next three or four days, consequently they do not mind if
they tire them out seeing they have such a great number of
animals. Even if the Tartars retreat our men ought not to
separate from each other or be split up, for the Tartars pretend to
withdraw in order to divide the army, so that afterwards they can
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come without any let or hindrance and destroy the whole land.
The Christians should also beware of their usual tendency of
over-expenditure, lest they be obliged to go home on account of
lack of money and the Tartars destroy the whole earth and the
name of God be blasphemed on account of their extravagance.
They should take care to see that if it come to pass that some
fighting men return home, others take their place.

Our leaders ought also to arrange that our army is guarded day
and night, so that the Tartars do not make a sudden and un-
expected attack upon them for, like the devils, they devise many
ways of doing harm. Indeed our men ought to be on the alert as
much during the night as in the daytime, they should never un-
dress to lie down, nor sit at table enjoying themselves, so that
they cannot be taken unawares, for the Tartars are always on the
watch to see how they can inflict some damage. The inhabitants
of a country who are apprehensive and fear that the Tartars are
coming to attack them should have secret pits in which they should
put their corn as well as other things, and this for two reasons:
namely so that the Tartars cannot get hold of them and also that,
if God shows them His favour, they themselves will be able to
find them afterwards. If they have to flee from their country,
they ought to burn the hay and straw or hide it away in a safe place
so that the horses of the Tartars will find less to eat.

If they wish to fortify cities or fortresses, let them first examine
them from the point of view of position, for fortified places ought
to be so situated that they cannot be reduced by engines and
arrows ; they should have a good supply of water and wood and, if
possible, it should be impossible to deprive them of an entrance and
exit, and they should have sufficient inhabitants for them to take
it in turns in fighting. They ought to keep a careful watch to
prevent the Tartars from taking the fortress by stealth, by means
of cunning. They should have sufficient supplies to last for many
years, and let them keep them carefully and eat them in moderation,
for they do not know how long they will have to be shut up inside
their fortress. When the Tartars once begin, they lay siege to a
fortress for many years, for example at the present time in the
land of the Alans they have been besieging a hill for the past
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twelve years, the inhabitants of which have manfully resisted and
killed many Tartars and nobles.

Other fortresses and cities which have not the situation de-
scribed above ought to be strongly protected by means of deep,
walled ditches and well-built walls and they should have a good
supply of bows and arrows and slings and stones. They must take
great care not to allow the Tartars to place their engines in position,
but they should drive them off with their own engines. If it
happen that the Tartars by some device or cunning erect their
engines, then the inhabitants ought to destroy them with theirs
if they can; they should also use cross-bows, slings and engines
against them to prevent them from drawing near to the city. In
other respects they ought to be prepared as has already been
described. As for fortresses and cities situated on rivers, they
should be careful to see that they cannot be flooded out. More-
over, in regard to this point it should be known that the Tartars
much prefer men to shut themselves into their cities and fortresses
rather than fight with them in the open, for then they say they
have got their little pigs shut in their sty, and so they place men to
look after them as I have told above.

If any Tartars are thrown from their horse during the battle,
they ought to be taken prisoner immediately, for when they are
on the ground they shoot vigorously with their arrows, wounding
and killing men and horses. If they are kept they can be the means
of obtaining uninterrupted peace or a large sum of money would
be given for them, for they have great love for each other. As to
how Tartars may be recognised, it has been told above in the place
where a description is given of their appearance. When they are
taken prisoner, a strict guard must be kept over them if they are to
be prevented from escaping. There are men of many other nations
with them and these can be distinguished from them by means of
the description set down above. It is important to know that there
are many men in the Tartar army who, if they saw their op-
portunity and could rely on our men not to kill them, would fight
against the Tartars in every part of the army, as they themselves
told us, and they would do them worse harm than those who are
their declared enemies.
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These things which have been written above we have reported
merely as men who have seen and heard, not in order to instruct
prudent men who, by their experience of the fight, are acquainted
with the cunning devices of war; for we believe that those who are
practised and well-versed in these matters will think of and carry
out better and more useful ideas. Nevertheless the things we have
told above will stimulate them and provide them with material for
thought, for it is written: “A wise man shall hear and be wiser;
and he that understandeth shall possess governments™ [Prov. i. 5].

CHAPTER IX

THE COUNTRIES THROUGH WHICH WE PASSED, THEIR POSITION,
THE WITNESSES WE CAME ACROSS, AND THE COURT OF THE EMPEROR
OF THE TARTARS AND HIS PRINCES

HAVING described how to make war against the Tartars, to
finish we will speak of the journey we made, of the countries
through which we passed, the arrangement of the court of the
Emperor and his princes and the witnesses who came our way in
the land of the Tartars.

When we had planned, as has already been told in another
chapter, to set out for the Tartars, we first came to the King of the
Bohemians®. As this lord was a friend of ours from of old we
sought his advice concerning the best route to follow, and he
replied that it seemed to him it would be best to go through
Poland and Russia, for he had relations in Poland by whose aid
we would be able to enter Russia. He gave us a letter and safe-
conduct for the journey so that we could cross Poland and he also
arranged for victuals to be supplied to us throughout his country
and cities, until we should reach his nephew Boleslaus?, Duke of

1King Wenceslas, 1240~53. He was a great supporter of the Franciscans,
and his sister, the Blessed Agnes of Bohemia, whom St. Clare called her * other
self ”, was the first to introduce the Poor Clares north of the Alps at Prague
in 1230.

2 Boleslaus. Boleslav V the Chaste, the Duke not of Silesia but of Cracow
and Little Poland, where he had been temporarily supplanted by his uncle
Conrad of Mazovia, “ Conrad Duke of Lenczy *, who invited the Teutonic
Kanights to Prussia.
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Silesia, who was also a friend and acquaintance of ours. The
latter likewise gave us a letter, safe-conduct and supplies in his
towns and cities until we should come to Conrad, Duke of Lenczy.
We were favoured by the grace of God, for at that time the Lord
Vasilko?, Duke of Russia, was there and from him we did in fact
learn a good deal about the Tartars, for he had sent envoys to
them and they had returned to him and his brother Daniel,
bringing a safe-conduct for the Lord Daniel to go to Bati. He
told us that if we wished to go to them we ought to have valuable
gifts to present to them, for they asked for such things with the
most pressing importunity, and if they were not given them (as
is indeed true) an envoy could not properly fulfil his mission, nay
rather he would be held of no account.

We did not wish the business of the Lord Pope and the Church
to be hindered on that score, so out of the money which had been
given to us as alms to help us on our way so that we should not be
in want, we bought some beaver pelts and also the skins of various
other animals. Duke Conrad, the Duchess of Cracow, certain
knights and the Bishop of Cracow, learning of this, also pre-
sented us with a number of skins of this kind. Duke Conrad and
his son and the Bishop of Cracow most earnestly begged the afore-
mentioned Duke Vasilko to do all in his power to help us make
the journey to the Tartars, and he replied that he would gladly do
this. And so he took us with him to his own country, and after
he had kept us for some days as his guests so that we could rest a
little, at our request he summoned his Bishops to meet us and we
read to them the Lord Pope’s letter in which he admonished
them that they should return to the unity of Holy Mother Church.
We gave them the same counsel and also led them round as well
as we could to this point of view, both the Duke and the Bishops
and all who had assembled. But since at the same time that the
Duke had come to Poland his brother Daniel had gone to Bati and
was consequently not present, they were unable to give a definite
reply; for a complete answer his return would have to be
awaited.

1 Vasilko, Prince of Volhynia, the brother of Daniel of Galich, the most
powerful of the Russian princes who survived the Mongol invasion.
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After this the Duke sent a servant with us as far as Kiev; how-
ever, in spite of this we went in continual danger of death on
account of the Ruthenians?, who made frequent and secret raids
as often as they could upon Russian territory, especially in those
parts through which we had to pass. And since the majority of
the men-folk of Russia had either been killed or taken into cap-
tivity by the Tartars, they were unable to offer any effective
resistance. However, thanks to the said servant we were safe
from the Ruthenians. And so, the grace of God favouring us and
rescuing us from the enemies of the cross of Christ, we reached
Kiev, the capital of Russia.

On arrival there we talked over our journey with the captain
of a thousand, and other nobles in that place. They told us that if
we were to take to the Tartars the horses which we had they would
all die, for the snow was deep and they would not know how to
dig up the grass from under the snow like the Tartar horses, nor
would we be able to find anything else for them to eat since the
Tartars have neither straw nor hay nor fodder. After this dis-
cussion we decided to leave the horses there with two servants
to look after them. We had to give the captain presents, so as to
make him disposed to give us pack-horses and an escort. Before
we got as far as Kiev, however, I was desperately ill in Danilone?;
nevertheless I had myself carried in a vehicle through the snow
in the bitter cold. In order not to hinder the affairs of Christen-
dom, we settled our business in Kiev and set out from there for
the barbarian nations with the captain’s horses and the escort the
day after the feast of the Purification of Qur Lady [February 3rd,
1246].

We reached a town which was directly under the Tartars and
is called Kaniev. The prefect of the town gave us horses and an
escort as far as another town. Here the prefect was a certain Alan,
called Micheas, who was filled with all malice and iniquity, for he
had sent some of his retinue to us in Kiev who lyingly told us, as

1Vincent of Beauvais’ version in Book XXXI of the Speculum Historiale
reads “Lithuanians® here. This makes more sense than “Ruthenians >, since it
was at this time that the heathen Lithuanians began raiding southwards into
Volhynia until they eventually conquered the whole of Western Russia.

2 Danilone—position doubtful: possibly Lvov.
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from Corenza, that since we were envoys we were to go to him.
He did this, although it was not true, in order to be able to extort
presents from us. When however we did reach him, he made
himself most difficult to please and was unwilling to be of service
to us in any way, unless we promised him presents. We, seeing
that otherwise we would not be able to proceed any further,
promised to make some offering. When we gave him what
seemed good to us he would not accept it unless we gave more;
and so we had to increase it in accordance with his desire,
and other things he took from us by cunning, stealth and
knavery.

We then left with him on the Monday of Quinquagesima and he
took us as far as the first Tartar camp. On the first Friday after Ash
Wednesday we were putting up for the night as the sun was setting
when some armed Tartars rushed upon us in a horrible manner,
wanting to know what kind of men we were. When we replied
that we were envoys of the Lord Pope, they accepted some of our
food and went away immediately.

When day came we set off and when we had proceeded for a
short distance the chief men from the camp came to meet us,
asking why we were journeying to them and what was our business.
We answered them saying that we were envoys of the Lord Pope,
the lord and father of Christians, who was sending us both to the
King and Princes and all the Tartars because it was his desire
that all Christians should be friends of the Tartars and be at peace
with them; moreover he desired that they should be great before
God in heaven. For this reason the Lord Pope urged them, both
through us and by his letter, to become Christians and to receive
the faith of OQur Lord Jesus Christ, for otherwise they could not be
saved; moreover he told them that he was amazed at the great
slaughter of men carried out by the Tartars, especially of Christians
and above all of Hungarians, Moravians and Poles, who are his
subjects, seeing that they had done the Tartars no harm nor even
attempted to do so; and since the Lord God was grievously
offended by this, he urged them to avoid such things for the future
and to do penance for their past deeds. We added that the
Lord Pope asked them to write back to him what they wished to
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do in the future and what was their intention and to give him an
answer in their letter to all the above points.

Having heard our reasons and understood what we have noted
above, they replied that on the strength of what we had said they
were willing to provide us with pack-horses and an escort as far as
Corenza, and immediately they asked for gifts, which they
received from us, for we needs must comply with their wishes.
And so having given the presents and received the pack-horses,
from which they themselves dismounted, we set out with an
escort of them on the journey to Corenza. However, they sent
ahead a messenger riding swiftly, who took with him to the chief
the message we had given them. This chief is lord of all those
who are placed as a guard against all the peoples of the West, to
prevent them from making a sudden and unexpected attack on the
Tartars. He has under him, so we heard, six thousand armed men.

When we reached Corenza he had tents pitched for us a long
way from him and he sent to us his servants who were stewards to
enquire of us with what we wished to bow to him, in other words
what gifts did we wish to give him. We replied that the Lord
Pope had not sent any presents, not being sure that we would be
able to get to them. Moreover our journey had led us through
districts most dangerous on account of the Ruthenian terrorl,
for they frequently make raids on the roads from Poland to within
a short distance of the Tartars we had passed on the way. Never-
theless from among those things which by the grace of God and
our Lord the Pope we had with us for our daily needs we would
honour him as well as we could. When we had given him a number
of things he was not satisfied with them but must ask for more,
promising that if we granted his request he would have us con-
ducted with honour; we were obliged to do this if we wanted to
live and carry through the Lord Pope’s command to a successful
conclusion.

After they had received the gifts they led us to his orda or tent
and we were instructed to genuflect three times on the left knee
before the door of the dwelling and to pay great heed not to step
on the threshold of the door; we were most careful about this for

1¢The Ruthenian terror > : see note to p. 52 above.
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the sentence of death is on those who knowingly tread on the
threshold of the dwelling of any chief. After we had entered we
had to repeat on bended knees, in the presence of the chief and all
the other nobles who had been specially summoned for this
purpose, the things we had previously said. We handed him the
Lord Pope’s letter, but since our paid interpreter whom we had
brought from Kiev was not competent to translate the letter, and
there was no one else at hand capable of doing it, it could not be
translated. After this we were given horses and three Tartars;
two of these were captains of ten while the third belonged to Bati,
to whom they were to take us with great speed. This Bati is the
most powerful of all the princes of the Tartars, with the exception
of the Emperor whom he is bound to obey.

We set out on the journey to him on the Monday after the first
Sunday in Lent [February 26th]. We rode as fast as the horses
could trot, for we had fresh horses three or four times almost every
day and we rode from morn till night, even very often during the
night, yet we were not able to reach him before the Wednesday
of Holy Week [April 4th].

We travelled right across the land of the Comans, which is
flat and contains four large rivers. The first is called the Dnieper;
along the Russian side of this Corenza roams and on the other
side, over the plains, Mauci, who is mightier than Corenza;
the second is the Don, along which roams a prince, Carbon by
name, who has as wife a sister of Bati; the third is the Volga, a very
large river, along which Bati goes; the fourth is called the Yaik and
along this go two captains of a thousand, the one on one side of the
river, the other on the other. All these men go south in the winter
towards the sea, and in the summer they go up north along the
banks of the same rivers to the mountains. The sea is the Great
Sea, from which juts out the arm of St. George! which goes to
Constantinople. For many days we went along the Dnieper on
the ice. These rivers are large, and very full of fish, especially
the Volga. They flow into the sea of Greece, which is called the

1 The “ arm of St. George ’ is the Bosphorus. John’s error as to the Volga
and the Yaik or Ural flowing into the Black Sea is found in other early writers.
William of Rubruck, on the other hand, distinguishes the Caspian and the
Black Seas very clearly.
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Great Sea, on the shores of which we were in considerable danger
for many days on account of the ice in a number of places, for it
freezes round the shores for a good three leagues out.

Before we reached Bat two of our Tartars went on ahead to
inform him of everything we had said to Corenza. When we got
to Bati, on the borders of the land of the Comans, we were stationed
a league away from his tents. When the time came for us to be
taken to his court, we were told that we would have to pass between
two fires, a thing we were on no account willing to do. But they
said to us: “Go without any fear, for we are making you pass
between two fires for no other reason than this that, if you are
planning to do any evil to our lord or if you happen to be carrying
poison, the fire may remove all that is harmful.” To this we
replied: “That being the reason, we will go through so as not to
be suspected of such things.”

When we arrived at the orda, his steward, who is called Eldegai,
asked us with what we wished to bow, that is to say what gifts we
were ready to give. I gave the same answer as I had given to
Corenza, namely that the Lord Pope had not sent any presents,
but we wished to honour him as well as we could from among those
things which, by the grace of God and the Lord Pope, we had with
us for our needs. The gifts offered and accepted, the steward
Eldegai enquired of us the purpose of our coming and we gave him
the same reasons we had given earlier to Corenza.

Having heard this they led us into the dwelling after we had first
made a bow and received the warning about not treading on the
threshold, as has been described. Entering we said what we had to
say on our knees; that done we delivered the letter and asked to be
given interpreters capable of translating it. We were given them
on Good Friday, and carefully translated the letter with them into
Ruthenian, Saracenic! and Tartar characters. This translation
was presented to Bati, who read it and noted it carefully. At last
we were led back to our tent, but they gave us no food, except once
when they gave us a little millet in a bowl the first night we
arrived.

L]
14 Saracenic ” probably denotes “ Persian , and ““ Tartar >’ means “ Uighur ”,
since these were the languages used in the Mongol chancery.


















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































