Military warrior
1. There is no doubt that the Mongols proved superior to all those whom they met in battle. Quality, not quantity, was the key to the incredible unbroken line of Mongolian military successes. 
Organization
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Genghis Khan introduced and enforced the Mongol principle meritocracy: promotion to leadership positions on the basis of ability alone. This resulted in an unmatched quality of troops from the ordinary soldiers to the top command. This exceedingly high quality ensured the competence and integrity of the commanding leaders. Thus, leaders at every level could always be entrusted with a high degree of independence in the decisions and in the execution of the different moves and operations. 

3. The most superior of all the generals Genghis Khan chose for office was Subedei (pictured left). Subedei mastered of every aspect of warfare. Subedei modeled the best characteristics of the Mongol forces: caution, high intuition, great intelligence and understanding, mobility, alertness, speed and power. 

4. The organization of the army was based on the decimal system. The largest unit was the tjumen, which was made up of 10.000 troops. A large army used to consist of three tjumens. Soldiers elected their lower level commander by majority vote. The Khan personally appointed the upper commanders. This appointment was based on ability, not age or background. 
Mongol War Equipment
5. The Mongol warrior used to wear Chinese silk underwear, if it could be obtained. One would not normally consider underwear to be military equipment, but the fact is that silk is a very tough substance. If arrows are shot from a larger distance, they will not easily penetrate the silk. Even if an arrow penetrates the human skin, the silk may hold, so that the arrow can be drawn out from the wound by pulling the silk around. This would also prevent poison from entering the bloodstream. 
6. Outside the normal clothes, the warrior carried a protective shield of light yet effective leather armor, which was covered with a lacquer-like substance in order to make it more resistant to arrows, swords and knives, and also to protect it against humid weather. Mongol warriors also wore metal helmets. Their legs were often protected by overlapping iron plates resembling fish scales, which were sewn into the boots. 
7. Each warrior carried a battle axe, a curved sword, a lance, and two versions of their most famous weapon: the Mongol bow. One of the bows was light and could be fired rapidly from horseback; the other one was heavier and designed for long-range use from a ground position. This heavy bow had an average draw weight of 166 pounds.
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In addition to the light weaponry described above, soldiers built up a light artillery equipped with javelin-throwers and catapults of different kinds, which might be disassembled and loaded on pack horses or on a two-wheeled wagon. These advanced weapons were the inventions of Chinese engineers who were enlisted in Genghis Khan's service.  Also, the Mongol army used trebuchet-like catapults that could hurl heavy rocks with great impact against a city wall or a fortress. 
9. Independence and self-sufficiency was very important to Mongol warriors. Every warrior was equipped with a full set of tools, spare parts, and even a needle and thread. They then tied all their equipment to the horses and swam together with the animals. For food, the warriors also carried a ration of dried meat, as well as fermented and/or dried milk. When need arose, the riders would open the jugular veins of the horse, and drink the blood. The extensive collection of equipment carried by each soldier proves that the Mongols valued personal self-reliance. 
In the Battlefield:

10. As the enemy drew near, the rest of the light cavalry moved forward through the spaces in the front lines and overwhelmed the enemy with arrows and javelins. When the enemy ranks were thrown into disorder, the rear ranks retired back through the intervals and the front lines charged in for the kill.
11. Mongol battle movements were controlled by signals with the black and white flags of the squadrons during the daylight and by lanterns at night. Thus the troops could be deployed speedily in silence further humiliating the enemy. The Mongols were accompanied war drums carried on camel's backs. Once the drums pierced the silence, the Mongols rushed forward, screaming ferociously. Other tactics included a pretend retreat to lure the enemy into a prepared ambush. When they met a superior force they often sent out riders to stir up the dust behind their horses by using branches tied to their horse's tails. The enemy would think large reinforcements were coming up and would retreat. 

12. It is true that atrocities were committed under the leadership of Genghis Khan, but in the Mongol milieu of his time, they knew no other way of warfare; only the nomad's way. Because they had had no experience with conquered cities, they killed the inhabitants and burned the cities. When they realized they could use cities to consolidate and expand their power, and be a source of future wealth, they were spared. 
13. Discipline was harsh, but Mongol warriors were treated fairly. They received no pay but were given a fair share of the booty. 
Mongol Woman
How did women play a role in Mongol invasions and expansion?
1. In a nomadic society each member of the society was critical to the survival of the group. Therefore, women played a very important role in the economy. Women packed up and moved the yurts. They made their own clothes, rugs, flags, and covering for horses. They processed the milk, cheese and meat which formed the basic Mongolian diet. 
2. Usually each adult woman cared for her own herd of sheep. As a result of women's ability to maintain the Mongolian economy, Mongolian men go to war when the call came. This made the Mongols a frightening fighting force. 
3. Women also played a role in the military. Many women who actually took part in battle were mentioned in Mongol, Chinese, and Persian history. Women were trained for the military. Mongol women had rights and privileges that were not accorded to most East Asian women. Mongol women had the right to own property and to divorce. 
4. Although we don't know about ordinary Mongol women, we do know about prominent Mongol women among the elite. The following are elite Mongol women of importance:
Sorghaghtani Beki
5. Kublai Khan's mother, Genghis Khan's daughter-in-law, was Sorghaghtani Beki. A Middle Eastern doctor wrote that “if I were to see among the race of women another who is so remarkable a woman as this, I would say that the race of women is superior to the race of men.” 
6. Although she herself was illiterate, she recognized that her sons had to be educated if they were to become khans. Each one learned a different language that the Mongols needed in administering the vast domain that they had conquered. Although she was a Nestorian Christian, she recognized that if the Mongols were to successfully rule their large empire, they would have to protect and support each of the religions within the Mongol domains. She supported Muslims, Buddhists, and Confucianists. She introduced her son Kublai to the ideas of Confucian scholars to help him understand and be prepared to rule China. 
7. Beki also recognized it would make no sense for the Mongols to abuse their conquered people. For example, instead of destroying China’s economy, she supported the Chinese peasantry and private farms. She knew a healthy Chinese economy would increase production and increase tax collections. Each of her sons followed her recommendations. 
Chabi

8. Another influential woman was the wife of Kublai Khan, Chabi.  Chabi supported Tibetan monks who began converting the Mongol elite to Tibetan Buddhism. When Kublai conquered southern China, Chabi was influential in preventing revenge. She took measures to maintain the Song imperial family, to provide them with funds and a palace, not to enslave them or kill them. 
Khutulun

9. Khutulun, was the niece of  Kublai Khan. She relished the military life and loved combat. Her parents were a little concerned when she didn't marry by the age of 22 or 23. She said she would only consent to marriage if a prospective suitor defeated her in a contest of physical strength. She agreed to accept any challenge as long as the young man gambled 100 horses for the chance to beat her. Within a short time she accumulated about 10,000 horses. 
10. Finally a very handsome, confident, skillful young prince arrived at the court to challenge her. He was so confident of victory that he gambled a thousand horses rather than just the 100 she demanded. He bet he could beat her in a wrestling match. The night before the contest, Khutulun's parents implored their daughter to let herself be vanquished. But she would have none of that. She said that if she were vanquished in a fair contest, she would gladly be his wife but otherwise she wouldn't do it. 
11. So on the day of the wrestling match, the contestants appeared pretty evenly matched. The combatants grappled for quite a time. Then in a sudden movement, she flipped the prince over and won the contest. The prince took off and left the 1000 horses behind. She actually never did marry. She accompanied her father on all of his campaigns. 
12. Mongol women in the elite were confident, were not about to be ruled by men, and played an important role in Mongol society. There is so much emphasis on women playing military, political, and economic roles in this period that we're fairly sure this stretched beyond the elite woman. It trickled down to the ordinary women as well. Interestingly enough by the 14th century, there are no more Mongol women playing roles as leaders. They become increasingly acculturated. In the next generation after Kublai Khan, the daughters and granddaughter of Kublai Khan are no longer as prominent. They began accepting some of the restraints imposed on Chinese women. In that sense, in that sense alone, the Mongols were very much influenced by China. 

Buddhist Monk

1. The Mongols had a benevolent attitude toward foreign religions, or at least a policy of disinterest. They sought to befriend foreign religious leaders in order to rule newly acquired territories and people. They even offered tax benefits to the religious leaders of Buddhism, Islam, Daoism, and Nestorian Christianity in order to win the support of those religions.
2. Kublai Khan, grandson of Genghis Khan:  "There are prophets who are worshipped and to whom everybody does admire. The Christians say their god was Jesus Christ; the Saracens (Muslims), Mohammed; the Jews, Moses; and the idolaters Buddha, who was the first god to the idolaters]; and I do honor and reverence to all four, that is to him who is the greatest in heaven and more true, and him I pray to help me."
3. “From the rising of the sun to its setting all the lands have been made subject to me. Who could do this contrary to the command of God? If you do not observe God’s command I shall know you as my enemy.’ It is unrecorded how the recipient to this epistle responded, one Pope Innocent IV of Rome, but we may speculate spluttering into communion wine was involved. Loyal Catholics soon referred to Mongolians as a ‘detestable nation of Satan’”

4. During the time of Genghis Khan the Tibetan form of Buddhism gained influence in Mongolia. At first, it appeared to be reserved for those in the upper classes but at the end of the 16th century, Altan Khan met a Tibetan Buddhist leader and gave him the title Dalai Lama. This meeting meant a revival of Buddhism in Mongolia. Later on, the great-grandson of Altan Khan was pointed as an incarnation of the Dalai Lama. This unusual declaration strengthened the ties between Mongolians and Buddhism. From that period on, Buddhism became the predominant religion in the Mongolian territories. And it changed their lives. Many of the bloody sacrifices began to stop and the Mongols found a more peaceful way of living. It slowed their expansionist war strategy as people sought a place of “inner strength” unaware that only in Christ is found abiding Peace. A passive, meditative Buddhism was embraced so tightly that it actually harmed their way of life. In the 1920s there were about 110,000 monks, making up one-third of the male population. Since most of the men went to monasteries, there was a severe drop in the population (monks take a vow of celibacy believing the sexual drive is inherently unspiritual), and in the economy’s growth. Also around that time, the Buddhist clergy controlled about 20% of the country’s wealth as the populace believed they could purchase spiritual favor. This was only 80 years ago! Today, 26% of the population still practice Buddhism. While a huge 50% practice Shamanism.

5. As the Mongolian Empire grew, it soon covered all of Asia. In this continent, is China, one of the largest countries in the world, and a faithful follower of Islam. When Kublai Khan (1215 – 94) became the ruler of China and Mongolia, and the founder of the Yuan dynasty, he became well-known for his tolerance of religion. During his reign, he dappled in many different religious beliefs and gave all his citizens religious freedom. And throughout the whole area the freedom of travel encouraged great crosscurrents of peoples and cultures, which brought an influx into Mongol territory of Muslim merchants, doctors, scholars, astronomers, astrologers, and high-ranking warriors who were attached to the Mongol army as advisors, military aides, and staff officers. Over thirty Muslims were high officials at the royal court in Peking, and the governors of nine provinces were Muslims. 
6. Christianity came to the Mongolian steppes introduced by Nestorian missionaries from Central Asia as early as the 7th century. Christianity would not have even crossed the border if it hadn’t been for Kublai Khan whose mother was a Christian. Kublai concentrated on maintaining peace in his borders. When Marco Polo (1254 - 1323?) journeyed to China, he found evidence of Christian communities and served in the court of Kublai having become the Khan’s trusted friend. Kublai became interested in Christianity and even asked the Polo’s to bring back teachers and missionaries to his land. 
	


7. While most Mongols lived a little changing nomadic lifestyle, the reconversion of Mongolia to Tibetan Buddhism in the sixteenth century resulted in a new kind of centralized political structure in Mongolia, and evolving political relationships with Tibet and China. Beginning in the seventeenth century, Outer Mongolia was officially ruled by a lineage of incarnate Buddhist lamas, the Bogdo Gegens. These high-ranking Buddhist monks ruled from Urga, the historic capital of Outer Mongolia, modern Ulaanbaatar. Like the Dalai Lamas of Tibet, the Bogdo Getgen were simultaneously the religious and political heads of state. The first Bogdo Gegen, Zanabazar (1635-1723), was a direct descendent of Genghis and Kublai Khan. Perhaps unique among world cultures, Zanabazar, a celebrated monk and statesman, was also Mongolia' greatest artist. 

. 
Silk Road Merchant
1. Along with Western missionaries, traders from the West (particularly from Genoa) began to arrive in the Mongol domains, mostly in Persia and eventually farther east. The Mongols were quite receptive to this. This attitude, which facilitated contacts with West Asia and Europe, contributed to the beginning of what we could call a "global history," or at least a Eurasian history. The Mongols always favored trade. Their nomadic way of life caused them to recognize the importance of trade from the very earliest times and, unlike the Chinese, they had a positive attitude toward merchants and commerce.

2. The Confucian Chinese professed to be disdainful of trade and merchants, whom they perceived to be a parasitical group that did not produce anything and were involved only in the exchange of goods. Mongols altered that attitude and in fact sought to facilitate international trade. In China, for example, the Mongols increased the amount of paper money in circulation and guaranteed the value of that paper money in precious metals. They also built many roads — though this was only partly to promote trade — these roads were mainly used to facilitate the Mongols' rule over China. 
3. Under Mongol rule, merchants had a higher status than they had in traditional China. During their travels they could rest and secure supplies through a postal-station system that the Mongols had established. The postal-station system was, of course, originally devised to facilitate the transmission of official mail from one part of the empire to another. Set up approximately every 20 miles along the major trade routes and stocked with supplies of food, horses, and lodging, the stations were an incredible boon to all travelers, whether they were traveling for business or otherwise. Under the Mongols, merchants also had the benefit of not being faced with confiscatory taxation, as was the case during the rule of the traditional Chinese dynasties. Support for trade characterized not only Mongol policy in China but their policy throughout their domains. In Persia the Mongols granted higher tax breaks and benefits to traders in an effort to promote commerce. The Mongols even tried to introduce paper money into Persia — though this would become merely a failed experiment. Nonetheless, the attempt indicates the desire of the Mongols to provide additional assistance to traders.

4. To further support trade and commerce, the Mongols established merchant associations, known as Ortogh, specifically to promote caravan trade over long distances. The Mongols recognized that the caravan trade across Eurasia was extraordinarily expensive for any single merchant. Often there would be as many as 70 to 100 men on each mission, and all had to be fed and paid and provided with supplies (including camels, horses, and so on) over a lengthy period of time. 

5. Quite a number of the caravans simply did not make it, either because of natural disasters of one sort or another or plundering by bandit groups. Travelers, for example, mentioned coming across numerous skeletons, animal and human, on these routes. Because of the expense involved in such a disaster, just one such failed caravan could devastate an individual merchant's holdings. The Mongol solution to these concerns was the establishment of Ortogh — through which merchants could pool their resources to support a single caravan. If a caravan did not make it, no single merchant would be put out of business. The losses would be shared, as would any risks, and of course, profits when the caravans succeeded. The Mongols also provided loans to merchants at relatively low rates of interest, as long as they belonged to an Ortogh. 

6. The Mongols promoted inter-state relations through the so-called "Pax Mongolica" — the Mongolian Peace. Having conquered an enormous territory in Asia, the Mongols were able to guarantee the security and safety of travelers. There were some conflicts among the various Mongol Khanates, but recognition that trade and travel were important for all the Mongol domains meant that traders were generally not in danger during the 100 years or so of Mongol domination and rule over Eurasia.

7. Archaeology confirms that even before the rise of Genghis, towns in Mongolia were actively involved in trade, in which the patterns of relations with China can be traced back to the beginnings of the "Silk Road." The development of the Silk Road commerce under the Mongols was a result both of its direct promotion and the creation of an infrastructure which ensured safe conditions for travel. The direct policies obviously could cut two ways. There is ample evidence that craftsmen were re-settled individually and as one at the whim of the khans. 
8. Competition and conflict could indeed interrupt traditional trade routes, but even in the period when the Mongol Empire was falling apart, we can document the relative safety and speed of travel all the way across Eurasia. To a considerable degree, the explanation lies in the Mongol rulers' development of the postal relay system (yam), which so favorably impressed contemporaries. In the first instance, of course, the system (rather like the pony express in the American West) was designed to speed official communication. 
9. Marco Polo was one of many Europeans who made it all the way to China on diplomatic, religious or commercial missions: 

“The road you travel from Tana [Azov] to Cathay is perfectly safe, whether by day or by night, according to what the merchants say who have used it. Only if the merchant...should die upon the road, everything belonging to him will become the perquisite of the lord of the country in which he dies...And there is another danger: this is when the lord of the country dies, and before the new lord who is to have the lordship is proclaimed; during such intervals there have sometimes been irregularities practised on the Franks and other foreigners..”
Mongol Artisan
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A nomadic people who have for centuries managed to survive in an unforgiving environment, the Mongols are also followers of Tibetan Buddhism who were first converted in the late thirteenth century. 

2. Landlocked and strategically located between Russia, China, and Tibet, Mongolia has played a significant role in Inner Asian history. After the death of Genghis, his grandson Kublai Khan was the first ruler in the Yuan dynasty, a period of Mongol rule of China which lasted nearly one hundred years. Following the Yuan dynasty, various Mongolian khans attempted to recreate Genghis' empire and dreamt of a new Mongolian age. In the sixteenth century, the Buddhist-based relationship between Tibet and Mongolia created by Kublai was reestablished, giving rise to a renaissance in the arts, literature, political and religious structures of Mongolia. 

3. Traditionally, the Chinese prized the products produced by artisans — jades, bronzes, ceramics, porcelains — but did not accord the artisans themselves a high social status. The Mongols, on the other hand, valued crafts and artisanship immensely and implemented many policies that favored artisans. The benefits artisans gained from Mongol rule include freedom from corvée (unpaid) labor, tax remissions, and higher social status. Thus, artisanship reached new heights in the Mongol era. Spectacular textiles and porcelains were produced, and blue and white porcelains, a style generally associated with the Ming dynasty, were actually first developed during the Mongol era.

4. The Mongols did not have their own artisan class in traditional times because they migrated from place to place and could not carry with them the supplies needed by artisans. They were thus dependent upon the sedentary world for crafts, and they prized artisans highly. For example, during Genghis Khan's attack on Samarkand, he instructed his soldiers not to harm any artisans or craftsmen. Craftsmen throughout the Mongol domains were offered tax benefits and were freed from corvée labor (unpaid labor), and their products were highly prized by the Mongol elite.

5. The Mongol's extraordinary construction projects required the services of artisans, architects, and technocrats. When Ögödei, Genghis Khan's third son and heir, directed the building of the capital city at Karakorum, the first Mongol capital, or when Kublai Khan directed the building of Shangdu (also known as "Xanadu"), his summer capital, as well as the building of the city Daidu (the modern city of Beijing), all required tremendous recruitment of foreign craftsmen and artisans. 

6. The Mongols' favorable attitude toward artisans benefited the Mongols themselves, and also ultimately facilitated international contact and cultural exchange. The Mongols recruited artisans from all over the known world to travel to their domains in China and Persia. Three separate weaving communities, for example, were moved from Central Asia and Persia to China because they produced a specific kind of textile — a cloth of gold — which the Mongols cherished. Apparently some Chinese painters — or perhaps their pattern books — were sent to Persia, where they had a tremendous impact on the development of Persian miniature paintings. The dragon and phoenix motifs from China first appear in Persian art during the Mongol era. The representation of clouds, trees, and landscapes in Persian painting also owes a great deal to Chinese art — all due to the cultural transmission supported by the Mongols

7. The Mongols provided artisans with a higher status than was the case in many societies. Traditional Chinese officials, for example, had prized the goods made by craftsmen but accorded the craftsmen themselves a relatively low social status. The Mongols altered this perception of craftsmen and offered them special concessions and privileges. In addition, the Mongols in China established a tremendous array of government offices to supervise the production of craft articles. About one half of the 80 agencies in the Ministry of Works during the Mongol era dealt with the production and collection of textiles. There were also offices for bronzes, and offices of gold and silver utensils. 
Zanabazar 
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The exhibition culminates with the work of Zanabazar (1635-1723), Mongolia's first great artist. Historical sources record that he worked in several media, but it is his bronze sculptures which have earned him the greatest renown. Influenced by artists from Nepal, who had been called to the Khanate of Kublai Khan, Zanabazar created exquisite, sensuous, and refined cast bronze images. During his lifetime he was the greatest Buddhist sculptor in Asia. 
9. Among his masterworks the elegant White Tara, said to be modeled after Zanabazar's beloved wife. Sitasamvara, one of the great patron deities of Tibeto-Mongolian Buddhism, is a miracle of multi-part casting, displaying a delicate sensuality and great sensitivity to physical form. The majestic Vajrasattva, a deity associated with Zanabazar and the Bogdo Gegens, is one of the artist's largest extant works. He holds the dorje and bell, metaphors for wisdom and compassion whose union leads to enlightenment. 
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Chinese Official

1. A strong, stocky, handsome man of medium height with an enormous appetite for food, drink, hunting, women, and colorful display, not to mention warfare, everything about Kublai Khan seemed destined for legend. Although he conquered the Middle Kingdom, he refrained from styling himself as the Conqueror of China. Instead, Kublai Khan attempted to master the minds of its people, preserving the best of China's earlier institutions and trying to correct the harm resulting from generations of warfare. It was no easy task. The Chinese, with an ancient literary tradition, a developed technology, and a fastidious ceremonialism, found many reasons to condemn their conquerors. The Mongols were seen as aliens, foreign invaders with a cultural legacy that clashed with China's ancient customs and traditions. 
2. While Kublai Khan's affinity for the symbols and customs of the country drew him to China's bosom, he remained a true Mongol at heart and never fully embraced the Chinese culture. He had conquered China from the back of his horse, but discovered he could not rule his vast empire from the saddle. He needed an elaborate administration to govern, yet the Mongols had little experience, if any, in administering so vast an empire. The Chinese had an existing bureaucracy and far more government experience than the Mongols, but the Mongols were reluctant to use the Chinese, particular the Southern Song, in their government. Genghis Khan filled lower positions in his government with some Chinese, abolished the civil service exams, kept separate laws for Mongols and for the Chinese, and preferred to employ foreigners rather than Chinese in his bureaucracy as he thought they would be more trustworthy. This legacy of distrust carried over into the reign of Kublai Khan. 

3. By themselves the Mongols were incapable of ruling China, and, though at the lower levels they made use of Chinese civil servants, posts of importance were allotted to foreigners. Of these Marco Polo is a familiar example. Kublai instituted a “nationalities policy” under which the population of China was divided into four categories. At the top were the Mongols, forming a privileged, military caste of a few hundred thousand, exempt from taxation, and living at the expense of the Chinese peasantry who worked the great estates allocated for their upkeep. 

4. The foreign auxiliaries of the Mongols, natives for the most part of Central Asia, formed the second group, the se-mu jen, or persons with special status. This class furnished the higher officialdom, and its members, with their worldwide contacts and their privileged status, also formed a new breed of merchants and speculators. Like the Mongols, they were exempt from taxation and enjoyed preferential use of the official postroads and services. 

5. The bulk of the population belonged to the third and fourth classes, the han-jen, or northern Chinese, and the man-tzu, or southern barbarians, who lived in what had been Sung China. The expenses of state and the support of the privileged bore heavily on these two classes, with Kublai's continuing wars and his extravagant building operations at Ta-tu. Peasants were brought in as labourers, to the neglect of their farms. Food supplies in the north were inadequate for the new labour force and the unproductive Mongols, and large quantities had to be brought by sea and, when the sea routes proved insecure, along the Grand Canal. The repair and extension of this canal also demanded much labour. 

6. Kublai, in common with other Mongol rulers, was much preoccupied with religion. His reign was a time of toleration for rival religions and of economic privilege for the favoured religions. Clerics and their communities were exempted from taxation, and Buddhist temples especially were granted generous donations of land and of peasants for their upkeep. The arrogance of the many Tibetan lamas who enjoyed a special status in China was particularly detested. 

7. Such a discriminatory social policy was eventually bound to arouse strong resentment. Moreover, it was only on the surface that Kublai's China, with its intense commercial activity, was economically strong and wealthy. Trade was mainly carried on in the interests of a privileged, foreign merchant class, not those of the community at large. The common people of China were becoming progressively poorer. The old examination system, which admitted to the civil service only men with a proper knowledge of Confucian philosophy, had lapsed, and customary restraints upon absolutism and arbitrary rule, such as would have been imposed by the censorate (a body that scrutinized the conduct of officials) and a professional public service, were lacking. 

8. The Chinese literati were excluded from public office and responsibility. As a result, adventurers could attain high positions, and even an emperor of Kublai's unique ability remained for years on end in ignorance of, and unable to check, the depredations of his dishonest foreign financial advisers. The extravagant policies that Kublai had countenanced and the financial ineptitude of later Mongol emperors, provoked, in the 14th century, the economically motivated uprisings that brought the dynasty down. 
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Plague Victim

Ring around the rosey

A pocket full of posies

Ashes, ashes

They all fall down

1. This often-sung nursery rhyme, first printed in 1822, has its origins attributed to one of the greatest and most lethal epidemics of all time, the bubonic plague or Black Death of medieval Europe. Tradition has it that the “ring around the rosey” refers to the cutaneous petechiae characteristic of late septic stages of the plague (or rosary beads depending on other interpretations). People would put flowers (“posies”) in their pocket to hide the foul smell of draining buboes. Plague victims were burned (“ashes, ashes”) in an unsuccessful attempt to stop the epidemic. The death rate was staggering, killing 25 million people between 1347 – 1352 (“they all fell down”). 
2. The Black Death, also known as the Black Plague, was a devastating pandemic that first struck Europe in the mid-late-14th century (1347-1351), killing between a third and two-thirds of Europe's population. Almost simultaneous epidemics occurred across large portions of Asia and the Middle East during the same period, indicating that the European outbreak was actually part of a multi-regional pandemic. Including Middle Eastern lands, India and China, the Black Death killed at least 75 million people. 

3. The Black Death had a drastic effect on Europe's population, irrevocably changing Europe's social structure. It was a serious blow to the Roman Catholic Church, Europe's predominant religious institution at the time, and resulted in widespread persecution of minorities such as Jews, Muslims, foreigners, beggars and lepers. The uncertainty of daily survival created a general mood of morbidity influencing people to live for the moment, as illustrated by Giovanni Boccaccio in The Decameron (1353).

4. The initial fourteenth-century European event was called the "Great Mortality" by contemporary writers and, with later outbreaks, became known as the 'Black Death'. It has been popularly thought that the name came from a striking symptom of the disease, called acral necrosis, in which sufferers' skin would blacken due to subdermal haemorrhages. However, the term refers in fact to the figurative sense of "black" (glum, lugubrious or dreadful). Historical records have convinced most scientists that the Black Death was an outbreak of bubonic plague, caused by the bacterium Yersinia pestis and spread by fleas with the help of animals like the black rat (Rattus rattus), however, there are some scientists who question this. 

5. The plague disease, caused by Yersinia pestis, is endemic in populations of ground rodents in central Asia, but it is not entirely clear where the fourteenth-century pandemic started. The most popular theory places the first cases in the steppes of Central Asia, though some speculate that it originated around northern India. From there, supposedly, it was carried east and west by traders and Mongol armies along the Silk Road, and was first exposed to Europe at the trading city of Caffa in the Crimea from which it spread to Sicily and on to the rest of Europe.

6. Whether or not this theory is accurate, it is clear that several pre-existing conditions such as war, famine, and weather contributed to the severity of the Black Death. A devastating civil war in China between the established Chinese population and the Mongol hordes raged between 1205 and 1353. This war disrupted farming and trading patterns, and led to episodes of widespread famine. A so-called "Little Ice Age" had begun at the end of the thirteenth century. The disastrous weather reached a peak in the first half of the fourteenth century with severe results worldwide.

7. The Central Asian scenario agrees with the first reports of outbreaks in China in the early 1330s. The plague struck the Chinese province of Hubei in 1334. During 1353-1354, more widespread disaster occurred. Chinese accounts of this wave of the disease record a spread to eight distinct areas: Hubei, Jiangxi, Shanxi, Hunan, Guangdong, Guangxi, Henan and Suiyuan (a historical Chinese province that now forms part of Hebei and Inner Mongolia), throughout the Mongol and Chinese empires. Historian William McNeill noted that voluminous Chinese records on disease and social disruption survive from this period, but no one has studied these sources in depth.

8. It is probable that the Mongols and merchant caravans inadvertently brought the plague from central Asia to the Middle East and Europe. The plague was reported in the trading cities of Constantinople and Trebizond in 1347. In that same year, the Genoese possession of Caffa, a great trade emporium on the Crimean peninsula, came under siege by an army of Mongol warriors under the command of Janibeg, backed by Venetian forces. After a protracted siege during which the Mongol army was reportedly withering from the disease, they might have decided to use the infected corpses as a biological weapon. The corpses were catapulted over the city walls, infecting the inhabitants. The Genoese traders fled, transferring the plague via their ships into the south of Europe, from whence it rapidly spread. According to accounts, so many died in Caffa that the survivors had little time to bury them and bodies were stacked like cords of firewood against the city walls.
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Citizen of Persia

The Mongol Advance

1. The leader of the westward expansion of the Mongol Empire was Hulagu. He crossed the Oxus River with a huge army in 1256. One of his first orders of business was to destroy the Assassins in Persia, for they had murdered one of Jenghiz Khan's sons. The Mongols did this by methodically reducing castle after castle until there were none left (1257). The Assassin sect never reappeared in Persia.
2. He then proceeded to Baghdad, which tried everything from force to duplicity to try to turn aside the Mongols. To no avail. They took Baghdad in 1258 and destroyed it, slaughtering thousands. Aleppo followed in 1259 and Damascus in 1260. Everywhere they went the Mongols brought terror. Resistance meant utter destruction: many was the town that was simply eliminated, razed to the ground and its citizens killed or sold into slavery. Cooperation meant a permanent loss of political indpendence and a crushing financial burden.
3. It's difficult to say where it all would have ended. Where it did end was with the death of the great Khan, Mongka Khan son of Jenghiz, in 1259. When word reached Hulagu, he took a portion of the great western army and headed back to Mongolia. He left one of his trusted commanders, Kitbuqa (Kerbogha), to finish up in Syria and Egypt. It was Kitbuqa who captured Damascus.
The Conquest of Aleppo and the surrender of Damascus in 1259-1260

4. A chapar [stockade] was assembled around the city, and catapults were installed. For a full week the battle was fought hard by both sides, but in the end, in Dhu'l-Hijja 657 [November 19-December 17, 1259], it was taken from the Iraq Gate and a full week of massacre and pillage ensued, during which many people were killed. For forty days and nights they battled against the defenders in the citadel, and catapult stones and arrows rained from both sides. Amir Qorchan, Achu Siikdrchi, and Sadun Gurji were wounded several times in the face, for which the padishah gave them large rewards, saying, "just as rouge is an adornment to women's faces, red blood is a cosmetic adornment to the faces and beards of men." 
5. In the end the citadel was also conquered. Many artisans were made prisoner, and untold olja [booty] was taken. For a long time they were occupied with a siege of the Harim Fortress, but in the end the defenders asked for quarter. When Fakhruddin, known as "Sagi," swore an oath, they came down under amnesty, but Hulagu Khan was extremely angry with them and ordered them killed at once along with their wives and children. Only an Armenian goldsmith was spared. 
6. The people of Damascus were apprehensive over attack by the Mongol army, and since they knew that everything surrounding Syria was entirely under Hulagu Khan's control, the dignitaries and grandees came to court bearing all sorts of gifts and the keys to the city gates as a show of surrender. 
7. Hulagu Khan ordered Ket Buqa Noyan to go to Damascus and test them. The inhabitants turned out to greet him and asked for amnesty. Ket Buqa sent the nobles and dignitaries to Hulagu Khan, who had mercy on them and granted their requests. The Mongols entered the city without having to lay siege or do battle. A Mongol shahna and three Tajik liege men were assigned. Ala'uddin Hashi, Jamaluddin Qaraqai Qazwini, and Qazi Shamsuddin Qummi were appointed to consolidate Damascus. In brief, in a short time Baghdad, Diyarbekir, Diyar Rabi'a, and Syria were completely conquered and brought under the control of Hulagu Khan's deputies. 

Citizen of Beijing
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1. Early history gave Peking (Beijing) many names; the Chin called the city Yen-king and Yen-chu; Kublai Khan, the Mongolian emperor, was to call it Tai- Tu; the Turks named it Khanbaligh, from which Marco Polo, the Venetian traveler who arrived there in 1266, derived Cambulac and Kanbalu. However labeled, Peking in 1214 was a disheartened place: the Chin court had moved south after an earlier, unsuccessful Mongol encirclement; Chin engineers had joined Genghis Khan and were now directing the Mon-gols in a second siege. Though low in morale, the Chinese were obstinate within their well-fortified city, and the siege was long and pain-ful. A Mongol blockade weakened its defenders, and, with help from Chinese defectors, the walls were finally breached. The Mongols entered to loot palaces and public buildings. Peking's governor committed suicide, and many inhabitants were massacred. The city was only partially destroyed, but contemporary records indicate that it burned for a month. The Mongols established control, and then Genghis Khan took his armies west, leaving the city's Tangut bureaucracy in place.
BBC Video Transcript on Siege of Beijing:

2. With a population of 350,000, 13th Century Beijing was one of the most sophisticated cities on Earth.  It was capital of the northern Chinese empire, famous for its grand palaces, gilded temples and markets overflowing with silks and spices. 
3. In his quest to take these riches for himself, Genghis Khan faced one huge problem.  Standing between him and the conquest of the city was a wall - forty feet high and 30 kilometres long, with nine hundred guard towers. To a nomadic army, used to fighting on the open steppes, these fortifications seemed impregnable. Genghis Khan says, "I’d trained my men to attack with the speed of the wind, now they had to learn the guile of the wolf." His first tactic was straightforward. He waited. The Mongols set up camp outside the city and stopped supplies from getting in. 

4. From Chinese engineers who had defected, his generals learned to build catapults, portable defences and battering rams: the tools of siege warfare.   The Mongols were in no hurry. They feasted on the supplies they captured. Genghis Khan turned Beijing into a prison. Within the walls, thousands starved to death. The survivors resorted to cannibalism.

5. Finally, Genghis Khan’s army was ready to attack. Genghis Khan says, "All who surrender would be spared.  Those who did not surrender, but opposed with struggle and dissention, would be annihilated." 

6. Despite enduring months of starvation, the commander of the Chinese army still controlled a formidable garrison with thousands of men and a powerful array of weapons. Genghis Khan knew that few in the first wave of the attack would survive. So he forced captured enemy prisoners to wheel the siege engines forward into the killing zone. It is said that each of his own warriors was given a silk shirt. If the arrow penetrated the body, it took the silk with it, making it easier to draw the arrow out and minimising the wound. 
7. But despite the Mongols’ attempts to master siege warfare, the Chinese were still much more advanced in their military technology. They responded by filling bombs with crude oil, molten metal, chemicals and excrement. Despite the ferocious bombardment, Genghis Khan ordered his men to advance to the walls. Once again, Chinese prisoners were in the front line. 

8. As the city fell, the Chinese commander had just one option. <suicide of commander>  Genghis Khan was so confident of victory, that he left his army to capture the city. The final command to his generals was to fulfil his prophecy. He ordered total annihilation. For one month his army plundered, burned and raped. A year later, visiting foreign ambassadors described the streets as ‘slippery with human fat’. They also recorded that, beyond the walls, stood an entire mountain of bones. Genghis Khan’s fearsome reputation grew from the destruction and carnage he practiced in Beijing. But what he now created at Karakorum in central Mongolia revealed an entirely different nature.
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Chinese Peasants
1. Relations, often antagonistic, between nomadic Turkic and Mongol peoples of the northern steppes and forests and the settled agriculturalists of the North China Plain go back far into antiquity. Among the northern invaders were the Xiongnu and Xianbei, who were followed in later centuries by the Qidan (Khitan), Jurched, Mongol, Turk, and Manchu (Manju) peoples.  Nomads on the northern steppe depended on trade with the agriculturalists for grain, cloth, metal tools, ceramics, and other items. In turn the agricultural peoples desired promises of peace from raiding parties, and demanded tribute in the form of horses, furs, gems, and other rarities from the steppe and forest nomads. In the course of diplomatic negotiations, Chinese states sometimes sent beautiful brides to far-off “barbarian” rulers on the steppe.

2. After the Mongol invasions of the 13th centuries, China was for the first time under complete foreign control.
3. The public-works projects that the Mongols initiated in China — the building of the capital city in Daidu (Beijing), the construction of a summer capital in Shangdu (Xanadu), the building of roads and a network of postal stations, the extension of the Grand Canal — were all extraordinarily costly.

4. All these projects required vast investments of labor and capital secured through inordinately high taxation upon the peasantry and the merchants. Toward the end of Khubilai Khan's reign, the Mongols resorted to a deliberate inflation of the currency to cover costs. Those who administered these policies — the financial administrators who initiated the additional taxation or inflation of the currency — were mostly foreigners, such as Muslims and Tibetans, that the Mongols had brought in from their other domains.

5. These fiscal problems undermined the economy, and before long the Mongols could no longer maintain even the public-works projects traditionally supported by the native Chinese dynasties, such as the Grand Canal or the irrigation-control projects along the Yellow and Yangtze Rivers. The results were predictable.

6. In the 1340s terrible floods erupted, changing the course of the Yellow River and leaving a large group of people homeless and wandering around the countryside amid much confusion and destruction. Ultimately, some of these bands of unemployed and homeless peasants united into a rebel force, and in the 1350s began the process of ousting the Mongols from China. By the mid-1360s, many of the Mongols had already returned to Mongolia, and the Ming dynasty, a native Chinese dynasty, finally took back control of China in 1368.  

7. After the death of Kublai Khan in 1294, successive weak and incompetent khans made the already hated Mongol rule intolerable. Secret societies became increasingly active, and a movement known as the Red Turbans spread throughout the north during the 1350s. In 1356 a rebel leader named Chu Yuan-chang and his peasant army captured the old capital of Nanjing. Within a decade he had won control of the economically important middle and lower reaches of the Yangtze River, driving the Mongols to the north. In 1368 he declared himself the emperor Hung-wu and established his capital at Nanjing on the lower Yangtze. Later the same year he captured the Yuan capital of Peking. (See Kublai Khan; Mongol Empire)
