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IBN AL-ATHIR
The Mongols, c. 1231

The great Muslim historian Ibn al-Athir (1160-1233), whose history
of the First Crusade we excerpted in the previous chapter, actually
lived through the early period of the Mongol invasion. Like many of
his contemporaries he saw these events in biblical terms. In this
selection he refers to the Mongols as Tatars, a common word at the
time for the Turkic-speaking people subjugated by the Mongols and a
word that evoked classical Tartarus, a realm of Hades, or Hell.

If you peel away the biblical allusions, what did the Mongols
actually do, according to the author? How would you compare their
conquests to those of the Vikings or others you have read about?

THINKING HISTORICALLY

How might Ibn al-Athir’s use of biblical language be unfair to the
Mongols? Does it make his writing less objective? Can you point to
places in the text where he is too moralistic or judgmental regarding
the Mongols?

For some years I continued averse from mentioning this event, deeming
it so horrible that I shrank from recording it and ever withdrawing one
foot as I advanced the other. To whom, indeed, can it be easy to write the
announcement of the death-blow of Islam and the Muslims, or who is he
on whom the remembrance thereof can weigh lightly? O would that my
mother had not born me or that I had died and become a forgotten thing
ere this befell! Yet, withal a number of my friends urged me to set it

Source: Edward G. Browne, A Literary History of Persia (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1902), Vol. I, 427-31.

w—_

al-Athir / The Mongols = 437

down in writing, and I hesitated long, but at last came to the conclusion
that to omit this matter could serve no useful purpose.

I'say, therefore, that this thing involves the description of the great-
est catastrophe and the most dire calamity (of the like of which days and
nights are innocent) which befell all men generally, and the Muslims in
particular; so that, should one say that the world, since God Almighty
created Adam until now, has not been afflicted with the like thereof, he
would but speak the truth. For indeed history does not contain anything
which approaches or comes near unto it. For of the most grievous ca-
lamities recorded was what Nebuchadnezzar inflicted on the children of
Israel by his slaughter of them and his destruction of Jerusalem; and
what was Jerusalem in comparison to the countries which these accursed
miscreants destroyed, each city of which was double the size of Jerusa-
lem? Or what were the children of Israel compared to those whom these
slew? For verily those whom they massacred in a single city exceeded all
the children of Israel. Nay, it is unlikely that mankind will see the like of
this calamity, until the world comes to an end and perishes, except the
final outbreak of Gog and Magog.

For even Antichrist will spare such as follow him, though he destroy
those who oppose him, but these Tatars spared none, slaying women and
men and children, ripping open pregnant women and killing unborn
babes. Verily to God do we belong, and unto Him do we return, and
there is no strength and no power save in God, the High, the Almighty, in
face of this catastrophe, whereof the sparks flew far and wide, and the
hurt was universal; and which passed over the lands like clouds driven by
the wind. For these were a people who emerged from the confines of
China, and attacked the cities of Turkestan, like Kashghar and Balasag-
hun, and thence advanced on the cities of Transoxiana, such as Samar-
qand, Bukhara and the like, taking possession of them, and treating their
inhabitants in such wise as we shall mention; and of them one division
then passed on into Khurasan, until they had made an end of taking pos-
session, and destroying, and slaying, and plundering, and thence passing
on to Ray, Hamadan and the Highlands, and the cities contained therein,
even to the limits of Iraq, whence they marched on the towns of Adhar-
bayjan and Arraniyya, destroying them and slaying most of their inhabit-
ants, of whom none escaped save a small remnant; and all this in less
than a year; this is a thing whereof the like has not been heard. And when
they had finished with Adharbayjan and Arraniyya, they passed on to
Darband-i-Shirwan, and occupied its cities, none of which escaped save
the fortress wherein was their King; wherefore they passed by it to the
countries of the Lan and the Lakiz and the various nationalities which
dwell in that region, and plundered, slew, and destroyed them to the full.
And thence they made their way to the lands of Qipchaq, who are the

"From Book of Ezekiel associated with idea of apocalypse.
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most numerous of the Turks, and slew all such as withstood them, while
the survivors fled to the fords and mountain-tops, and abandoned their
country, which these Tatars overran. All this they did in the briefest space
of time, remaining only for so long as their march required and no more.

Another division, distinct from that mentioned above, marched on
Ghazna and its dependencies, and those parts of India, Sistan and Kirman
which border thereon, and wrought therein deeds like unto the other, nay,
yet more grievous. Now this is a thing the like of which ear has not heard;
for Alexander, concerning whom historians agree that he conquered the
world, did not do so with such swiftness, but only in the space of about
ten years; neither did he slay, but was satisfied that men should be subject
to him. But these Tatars conquered most of the habitable globe, and the
best, the most flourishing and most populous part thereof, and that
whereof the inhabitants were the most advanced in character and con-
duct, in about a year; nor did any country escape their devastations which
did not fearfully expect them and dread their arrival.

Moreover they need no commissariat, nor the conveyance of sup-
plies, for they have with them sheep, cows, horses, and the like quadru-
peds, the flesh of which they eat, naught else. As for their beasts which
they ride, these dig into the earth with their hoofs and eat the roots of
plants, knowing naught of barley. And so, when they alight anywhere,
they have need of nothing from without. As for their religion, they wor-
ship the sun when it rises, and regard nothing as unlawful, for they eat
all beasts, even dogs, pigs, and the like; nor do they recognize the
marriage-tie, for several men are in marital relations with one woman,
and if a child is born, it knows not who is its father.

Therefore Islam and the Muslims have been afflicted during this
period with calamities wherewith no people hath been visited. These
Tatars (may God confound them!) came from the East, and wrought
deeds which horrify all who hear of them, and which you shall, please
God, see set forth in full detail in their proper connection. And of these
was the invasion of Syria by the Franks (may God curse them!) out of the
West, and their attack on Egypt, and occupation of the port of Damietta
therein, so that Egypt and Syria were like to be conquered by them, but
for the grace of God and the help which He vouchsafed us against them,
as we have mentioned under the year 614 (A.D. 1217-1218). Of these,
moreover, was that the sword was drawn between those who escaped
from these two foes, and strife was rampant, as we have also mentioned:
and verily unto God do we belong and unto Him do we return! We ask
God to vouchsafe victory to Islam and the Muslims, for there is none
other to aid, help, or defend the True Faith. But if God intends evil to
any people, naught can avert it, nor have they any ruler save Him. As for
these Tatars, their achievements were only rendered possible by the
absence of any effective obstacle; and the cause of this absence was
that Muhammad Khwarazmshah had overrun the lands, slaying and
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destroying their Kings, so that he remained alone ruling over all these
countries; wherefore, when he was defeated by the Tatars, none was left
in the lands to check those or protect these, that so God might accom-
plish a thing which was to be done.

It is now time for us to describe how they first burst forth into the
lands. Stories have been related to me, which the hearer can scarcely
credit, as to the terror of the Tatars, which God Almighty cast into men’s
hearts; so that it is said that a single one of them would enter a village or
a quarter wherein were many people, and would continue to slay them
one after another, none daring to stretch forth his hand against this
horseman. And I have heard that one of them took a man captive, but
had not with him any weapon wherewith to kill him; and he said to his
prisoner, “Lay your head on the ground and do not move,” and he did
so, and the Tatar went and fetched his sword and slew him therewith.
Another man related to me as follows: “I was going,” said he, “with
seventeen others along a road, and there met us a Tatar horseman, and
bade us bind one another’s arms. My companions began to do as he
bade them, but I said to them, ‘He is but one man; wherefore, then,
should we not kill him and flee?” They replied, “We are afraid.” I said,
“This man intends to kill you immediately; let us therefore rather kill
him, that perhaps God may deliver us.” But I swear by God that not one
of them dared to do this, so I took a knife and slew him, and we fled and
escaped.” And such occurrences were many.

8
JOHN OF PLANO CARPINI
History of the Mongols, 1245-1250

Genghis Khan united the tribes of the steppe and conquered northern
China, capturing Peking by 1215. He then turned his armies against
the West, conquering the tribes of Turkestan and the Khorezmian
Empire, the great Muslim power of Central Asia, by 1222 and
sending an army around the Caspian Sea into Russia. In 1226, he
turned again to the East, subduing and destroying the kingdom of
Tibet before he died in 1227.
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European fears intensified in 1237 asthe principal Mongol armies —

under Batu Khan systematically destroyed one Russian city after
another. In April 1241, one Mongol army destroyed a combined force
of Polish and German armies, while another defeated the Hungarian
army and threatened Austria. In 1245, desperate to learn as much as
possible about Mongol intentions, Pope Innocent IV sent a mission
to the Mongols. For this important task, he sent two Franciscan
monks —one of whom was John of Plano Carpini—with two letters
addressed to the Emperor of the Tartars (a compounded error that
changed the Tatars, the Mongols’ enemy, into the denizens of
Tartarus, or Hell).

In May, the barefoot sixty-five-year-old Friar John reached Batu’s
camp on the Volga River, from which he was relayed to Mongolia by
five fresh horses a day in order to reach the capital at Karakorum
in time for the installation of the third Great Khan, Guyuk
(r. 1246-1248) in July and August.

In this selection from his History of the Mongols, John writes of his
arrival in Mongolia for the installation of Guyuk (here written as
Cuyuc). In what ways does John’s account change or expand your
understanding of the Mongols? Was John a good observer? How
does he compensate for his ignorance (as an outside observer) of
Mongol society and culture? In what ways does he remain a victim
of his outsider status?

How was Mongol society similar to, and different from, Viking
society? Compare the role of women in Mongol and Viking societies.

THINKING HISTORICALLY

How would you characterize John’s moral stance toward the
Mongols? How is his judgment of the Mongols different from that
of Yvo of Narbona, and what might account for that difference?
Consider your own moral judgment, if any, of the Mongols. How is it
related to your historical understanding?

"From Christopher Dawson, ed., Mission to Asia, p. xil.
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... On our arrival Cuyuc had us given a tent and provisions, such as
it is the custom for the Tartars to give, but they treated us better than
other envoys. Nevertheless we were not invited to visit him for he had
not yet been elected, nor did he yet concern himself with the govern-
ment. The translation of the Lord Pope’s letter, however, and the things
I had said had been sent to him by Bari. After we had stayed there for
five or six days he sent us to his mother where the solemn court was
assembling. By the time we got there a large pavilion had already been
put up made of white velvet, and in my opinion it was so big that more
than two thousand men could have got into it. Around it had been
erected a wooden palisade, on which various designs were painted. On
the second or third day we went with the Tartars who had been ap-
pointed to look after us and there all the chiefs were assembled and
each one was riding with his followers among the hills and over the
plains round about.

On the first day they were all clothed in white velvet, on the second
in red—that day Cuyuc came to the tent—on the third day they were
all in blue velvet, and on the fourth in the finest brocade. In the palisade
round the pavilion were two large gates, through one of which the Em-
peror alone had the right to enter and there were no guards placed at it
although it was open, for no one dare enter or leave by it; through the
other gate all those who were granted admittance entered and there were
guards there with swords and bows and arrows. . . . The chiefs went
about everywhere armed and accompanied by a number of their men,
but none, unless their group of ten was complete, could go as far as the
horses; indeed those who attempted to do so were severely beaten. There
were many of them who had, as far as I could judge, about twenty
marks’ worth of gold on their bits, breastplates, saddles, and cruppers.
The chiefs held their conference inside the tent and, so I believe, con-
ducted the election. All the other people however were a long way away
outside the aforementioned palisade. There they remained until almost
midday and then they began to drink mare’s milk and they drank until
the evening, so much that it was amazing to see. We were invited inside
and they gave us mead as we would not take mare’s milk. They did this
to show us great honour, but they kept on plying us with drinks to such
an extent that we could not possibly stand it, not being used to it, so we
gave them to understand that it was disagreeable to us and they left off
pressing us.

Outside were Duke Jerozlaus of Susdal in Russia and several chiefs
of the Kitayans and Solangi, also two sons of the King of Georgia, the
ambassador of the Caliph of Baghdad, who was a Sultan, and more than
ten other Sultans of the Saracens, so [ believe and so we were told by the
stewards. There were more than four thousand envoys there, counting




et

442 = 11/ Raiders of Steppe and Sea: Vikings and Mongols

those who were carrying tribute, those who were bringing gifts, the Sul-
tans and other chiefs who were coming to submit to them, those sum-
moned by the Tartars and the governors of territories. All these were put
together outside the palisade and they were given drinks at the same
time, but when we were outside with them we and Duke Jerozlaus were
always given the best places. 1 think, if I remember rightly, that we had
been there a good four weeks when, as I believe, the election took place;
the result however was not made public at that time; the chief ground
for my supposition was that whenever Cuyuc left the tent they sang be-
fore him and as long as he remained outside they dipped to him beautiful
rods on the top of which was scarlet wool, which they did not do for any
of the other chiefs. They call this court the Sira Orda.

Leaving there we rode all together for three or four leagues to an-
other place, where on a pleasant plain near a river among the mountains
another tent had been set up, which is called by them the Golden Orda,
it was here that Cuyuc was to be enthroned on the feast of the Assump-
tion of Our Lady. . ..

At that place we were summoned into the presence of the Emperor,
and Chingay the protonotary wrote down our names and the names of
those who had sent us, also the names of the chief of the Solangi and of
others, and then calling out in a loud voice he recited them before the
Emperor and all the chiefs. When this was finished each one of us genu-
flected four times on the left knee and they warned us not to touch the
lower part of the threshold. After we had been most thoroughly searched
for knives and they had found nothing at all, we entered by a door on
the east side, for no one dare enter from the west with the sole exception
of the Emperor or, if it is a chief’s tent, the chief; those of lower rank do
not pay much attention to such things. This was the first time since
Cuyuc had been made Emperor that we had entered his tent in his pres-
ence. He also received all the envoys in that place, but very few entered
his tent.

So many gifts were bestowed by the envoys there that it was marvel-
lous to behold—gifts of silk, samite, velvet, brocade, girdles of silk
threaded with gold, choice furs, and other presents. The Emperor was
also given a sunshade or little awning such as is carried over his head,
and it was all decorated with precious stones. . . .

Leaving there we went to another place where a wonderful tent had
been set up all of red velvet, and this had been given by the Kitayans;
there also we were taken inside. Whenever we went in we were given

mead and wine to drink, and cooked meat was offered us if we wished
to have it. A lofty platform of boards had been erected, on which the
Emperor’s throne was placed. The throne, which was of ivory, was won-
derfully carved and there was also gold on it, and precious stones, if 1
remember rightly, and pearls. Steps led up to it and it was rounded be-
hind. Benches were also placed round the throne, and here the ladies sat
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in their seats on the left; nobody, however, sat on the right, but the chiefs
were on benches in the middle and the rest of the people sat beyond
them. Every day a great crowd of ladies came. (

Finally, after some time, John was to be brought again before the
Emperor. When he heard from them that we had come to him he ordered
us to go back to his mother, the reason being that he wished on the fol-
lowing day to raise his banner against the whole of the Western
world—we were told this definitely by men who knew . . .—and he
wanted us to be kept in ignorance of this. On our return we stayed for a
few days, then we went back to him again and remained with him for a
good month, enduring such hunger and thirst that we could scarcely
keep alive, for the food provided for four was barely sutficient for oné,
moreover, we were unable to find anything to buy, for the marker was a
very long way off. If the Lord had not sent us a certain Russian, by name
Cosmas, a goldsmith and a great favourite of the Emperor, who sup-
ported us to some extent, we would, I believe, have died, unless the Lord
had helped us in some other way. . . .

After this the Emperor sent for us, and through Chingay his proto-
notary told us to write down what we had to say and our bilsiness, and
give it to him. We did this and wrote out for him all that we said earlier
to Bati. . . . A few days passed by; then he had us summoned again and
told us through Kadac, the procurator of the whole empire, in the pres-
ence of Bala and Chingay his protonotaries and many other scribes, to
say all we had to say: We did this willingly and gladly. Our interpréter
on this as on the previous occasion was Temer, a knight of Jerozlaus™
and there were also present a cleric who was with him and another cleric
who was with the Emperor. On this occasion we were asked if there
were any people with the Lord Pope who understood the writing of the
Russians or Saracens or even of the Tartars. We gave answer that we
used neither the Ruthenian nor Saracen writing; there were however
Saracens in the country but they were a long way from the Lord Pope;
but we said that it seemed to us that the most expedient course would bé
for them to write in Tartar and translate it for us, and we would write it
down carefully in our own script and we would take both the letter and
the translation to the Lord Pope. Thereupon they left us to go to the
Emperor.

On St. Martin’s day we were again summoned, and Kadac, Chingay
and Bala, the aforementioned secretaries, came to us and translated thé
letter for us word by word. When we had written it in Latin, they had it
translated so that they might hear a phrase at a time, for they wanted to
knqw if we had made a mistake in any word. When both letters were
written, they made us read it once and a second time in case we had left
out anything. . . .

_It is the custom for the Emperor of the Tartars never to speak to a
foreigner, however important he may be, except through an intermediary,
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and he listens and gives his answer, also through the intermediary. When-
ever his subjects have any business to bring before Kadac, or while they
are listening to the Emperor’s reply, they stay on their knees until the end
of the conversation, however important they may be. It is not possible
nor indeed is it the custom for anyone to say anything about any matter
after the Emperor has declared his decision. This Emperor not only has
a procurator and protonotaries and secretaries, but all officials for deal-
ing with both public and private matters, except that he has no advo-
cates, for everything is settled according to the decision of the Emperor
without the turmoil of legal trials. The other princes of the Tartars do
the same in those matters concerning them.

The present Emperor may be forty or forty-five years old or more; he
is of medium height, very intelligent, and extremely shrewd, and most se-
rious and grave in his manner. He is never seen to laugh for a slight cause
nor to indulge in any frivolity, so we were told by the Christians who are
constantly with him. The Christians of his household also told us that they
firmly believed he was about to become a Christian, and they have clear
evidence of this, for he maintains Christian clerics and provides them with
supplies of Christian things; in addition he always has a chapel before his
chief tent and they sing openly and in public and beat the board for ser-
vices after the Greek fashion like other Christians, however big a crowd of
Tartars or other men be there. The other chiefs do not behave like this.

... on the feast of St. Brice [November 13th], they gave us a permit
to depart and a letter sealed with the Emperor’s seal, and sent us to the
Emperor’s mother. She gave each of us a fox-skin cloak, which had the
fur outside and was lined inside, and a length of velvet; our Tartars
stole a good yard from each of the pieces of velvet and from the piece
given to our servant they stole more than half. This did not escape our
notice, but we preferred not to make a fuss abour it.

We then set out on the return journey.




