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YVO OF NARBONA
The Mongols, 1243

Within a couple of generatiens after 1206, a nomadic tribe of her,
ers from the grasslands of Central Asia created a mounted army.t
conquered an expanse from the Pacific coast of Asia to Eastern
Europe. With the conquest of the tslamic caliphate at Baghdad i
1258 and Song dynasty China by 1276, Mongols ruled about a -
hundred million peaple, having killed about thirty miliion others
They ruled almost a third of the human population and the largest
land empire the world had ever known. Who were they? How did they
manage such a feat? Whart were its costs? i

To help answer some of those questions, we have a selection Frém
a letter written in 1243 from one Yvo of Narbona! {we know nothing
else about him) to the archbishop of Bordeaux, France. Yvo has just:
witnessed the conquest of Hungary by a Mongol army. He describes
what he saw and also relates the account of an Englishman (also
unknown, even by name) who worked for the Mongols as an inter-
preter before he escaped amidst the Mongol withdrawal from -
Hungary. What does this document tell us about the Mongols? What
does it suggest about the reasons for their rapid expansion? What doe
it suggest abour their impace? :

CTHINKING HISTORICALLY

No people before modern times received greater condempnation tha
the Mongols. Their negative reputation originated in the writings -
of their victims almost immediately afrer Genghis Khan expanded:

P Narbena, or Narbonne, was a Mediterranean port city i what is today southern Fr

Seurce: Samuel Purchas, Hakleytus Posthunms or Purchas His Pilgrimes: Contayni
History of the World, in Sea varyages & lande-Trawells, bry Englishmen & athers [resiek
his Pidgrimage or Relations of the world} {London: William Stanley for Henrie Feathersto:
1625-26} 5 vols,, 183-87. Spelling modernized and Americanized, :
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1onge! power into China and Central Asia i the 1210s and 1220s,
The second-generation Mongol onsiaught on Russia and Europe had
similar impact. Here we get an eyewitness account of the Mongol
vasion of Hungary in 1241, Actually, we have two accounts: The
fe of an Englishman who served as interprerer for the Mongols is
ontained within the lecter of Yvo, who was also a witness. Which of
Jese LWO witnesses is more objective, or less moralistic? What
@amples do you see of either witness judging rather than describing?
hat descriptions do nort seemn factually based? What examples
'db_ you see of either withess nterpreting Mongol behavior in a
favorable light?

L

rt of an Epistle written by one Yvo of Narbona unto the Archbishap o
Bordeanx, containing the confession of an Englishman as touching the

rous demeanor of the Tartars,? which had lived long among them,
was drawn along perforce with them in their expedition against
ungary: Recorded by Mathew Paris in the year of our Lord 1243,

e Lord therefore being provoked to indignation, by reason of this and .
er sins committed among us Christians, is become, as it were, a de-
oying enemy, and a dreadful avenger.’ This I may justly affirm to be
e, because a huge nation, and a barbarous and inhumane people,
hose law 15 lawless, whose wrath is furious, even the rod of God's
ger, overruns and urterly wastes infinite countries, cruelly abolishing
| things where they come, with fire and sword. And this present sum-
er, the foresaid nation, being called Tartars, departing out of Hun-
ry,* which they had surprised by treason, laid siege unto the very same
wn, wherein [ myself abode, with many thousands of soldiers: neither
ere there in the said rown on our part above 50 men of war, whom,
ether with 20 crossbows, the captain had left in garrisoen. All these,
tof cerrain high places, beholding the enemies vast army, and abhor-
ig the beastly cruelty of Anri-Christ his accomplices, signified forth-
th unto their governor, the hideous lamentations of his Christian
bjects, who suddenly being surprised in all the province adjoining,
vithout any difference or respect of condition, fortune, sex, or age, were

*The Mongols were misidentified as “Tatars™ fanother central Asian proplel, which then
teame “Tartars,” probably ro suggest people of “Tartarus,” the underground place of punish.
et in Greek mythology, that iz, devils, [Fd.]

I Like the prophers of ancient Israel, Christians interpreted invasions as God's punishment
irtheir sins, {Ed.)

*The Mongols invaded Hungary in 1241 under Bara Khan, the grandsan of Genghis

1an, They withdrew in the spring of 1242 because of the death of Ogadet, the successar to
nghis, to return to Mangolia to choose the next Grear Khan. (Ed.}
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by manifold cruelties, all of them destroyed:® with w
Tartarian chieftains, and thejr brutish and savage e
themselves, as with delicious cakes, left nothing for vulzﬁtégb
bones. And a strange thing it is to consider, that the greedy._an-d :
vultures disdained 1o Prey upon any of the relics, which rapy,
and deformed women they gave, as it were for daily suster,
their Cannibals:5 the beautiful devoured they not, but smoth
lamenting and scratching, with forced and unnatural ravighy,
barbarous miscreants, they quelled virgins unro death, and
their tender paps’ 1o present for dainties unto their magistr
engorged themselves with their bodies.* .
-+« In the meantime crying from the top of 2 high mountain:
of Austria, the King of Bohemia, the Pacriarch of Aquileia, the
Carinthia, and (as some report) the Earl of Baden, with 4 migh
and in battle array, approaching towards them, that accursed cr
diately vanished,’ and al] those Tartarian vagabonds retired ‘the
into the distressed and vanquished land of Hungary; who ‘as 1k
suddenly, so they departed also on the sudden: which thei
caused all men to stand in horror and astonishment of thep;.
said fugitives, the prince of Dalmatia took eight: one of which nupy
Dulke of Austria knew to be an English man, who was perpetual
ished out of the Realm of England, in regard of certq

i notorjons ¢
by him commitred. This fellow, on the behalf of the

MOt tyrannical
of the Tarears, had been twice, as a messenger and Interpreter wir

king of Hungary, menacing and plainly foretelling the mischief whic
terward happened, unless he would submit himself and his kingdom e
the Tartars yoke, Well, being allured by our Princes to confess the

he made such oaths and protestations, as (I think) the devil himsélf w,
have been trusted for, First therefore he reported of himself, that prese
after the time of hjs banishment, namely abour the 30¢h year of his
having lost all thar he had in the city of Acon'! ar dice, even in the'n
of Winter, being compelled by ignominious hunger, wearing nothing 3

" The Mongols normally spared women and children, In o
tives before returing to Mongolia, {(Ed.} :
“The charpe of cannibatism 5 conreseed by modern historians, The A-iongo_?s:
SOMmetimes eat horse meat, mice, lice, and the afterhirth of foals, bue the earing of human'fe

Was a rare ovcurrence, cenfined 1o threars of starvarion, fEd.]
*Breases. fEd.}

*Rape was common among all medieval AIMics, as was the selection of young wome

skaves or harems, bur the charges of cutting off their breass are almast cermaindy fictionslsim
that would make captured women less valuable, [Ed.}

" A classic Mongol meric was a pretended retrear fol]

refer ta the rerurn 1o Mongolia, [Ed ]
Fhpeed. [Ed.)
" Acre, in modern north-coastal lsrael, Caprured by the Crasaders in 104 and ag
1191, Stronghald of Crusader state un) 129 fall to Mamluks, fEd.j :

iis case they killed 2l

owed by an ambush, bur this.im3
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4 shirt of sack, a pair of shoes, and a hair cap only, being shaven

: j'z'and uttering an uncourth noise as if he had been dumb, he took

v,-and so travelling many countries, and finding in divers places

Jivengertainment, he pro onged his life in this manner for a season,

day by rashness of speech, and inconstancy of heart, he en-
1 himself to the devil, At length by reason of extreme travail, and
ual change of air and of meats in Chaldea,™ he fell into a grievous
mSomuch that he was weary of his life. Not being able therefore
rward or backward, and staving there a while to refresh himself,

an (being somewhat learned) ro commend to writing those words
 he heard spoken, and within a short space, so 1pth’ to pronounce,

utzer them himself, that he was reputed for a native member of that
nd by the same dexterity he attained to many langjuag,es This
‘Tartars having mtelh‘gence of by their spies, drew him perforce
eir society: and being admonished by an oracle or vision, to chal-

ominion over the whole earth, they allured him by many rewards
eir faithful service, by reason that they wanted Interprerurs But con-
ng their manners and superstitions, of the disposition and stature of
bodies, of their country and manner of fighting etc., he protested the
jculars following to be true: namely, that they were above all men,
etous, hasty, deceitful, and merciless: notwithstanding, by reason of
rigor and extremity of punishments to be inflicted upon them by their
riors, they are restrained from brawling, and from murual strife and
tention. The ancient founders and fathers of their tribes, they call by
name of gods," and at certain set times they do celebrate solemn feasts
“them, many of them being particular, and but four only general.
ey think that all things are created for themselves alone, They esteem it
offense to exercise cruelty against rebels. They are hardy and strong in
east, lean and pale-faced, rough and hug-shouldered, having flat and
noses, long and sharp chins, their upper jaws are low and declining,
their teeth long and thin, their eye-brows extending from their forcheads
wn to their noses, their eyes inconstant and black, their countenances
ithen and terrible, their extreme joints strong with bones and sinews,
ng thick and great thighs, and short legs, and vet being equal unto us
stature: for that length which is wanting in their legs, is supplied in the
pper parts of the;r bodies. Their country in old time was a land urrerly
esert and waste," situated far beyond Chaldea, from whence they have

xpelled lions, bears, and such like untamed heas&s, with their bows, and

2 Mesoporamia; modern Iraq. [Ed.]
¥ Mighe refer to clements of ancestor worship in wraditional Mongol belicf system of
engriism, which also ineluded elements of shamanism, snimism, and rorenism, but Genglis
han recognized the numerous religions of Centeal Asia (including Christianity, Buddhism,
ad Islam) and so maintained religious olerance. [Ed.]
Y Bordered by desert in the south and forests in the north, the steppe is relarively rrecless
id dry bur with ample grass for grazing. [Ed.]







