he Secret History of the Mongols, c. 1240

his Mongol account records the early years of Mongol expansion
nder Genghis Khan, the founder of the empire. Born TFermujin in
155 or 1167, this son of a minor tribal chieftain atcracted the sup-
ort of Mongol princes in the years between 1187 and 1206 through

ries of decisive military victories over other tribes and competing
ongal claimants to the title of Grear Khan.
The Mongols were illiterate before the time of Genghis Khan, who
dopred the script of the Uighurs,* one of the more literate peoples
the steppe. Thus The Secret History was written in Mongohan with
Uighur letters. The only surviving version is a fourteenth-century

hinese translation. The author is unkrown, but the book provides
detailed accounts of the early years of Temujin and ends with the reign
of his son and successor, Ogodei, in 1228 —only a year after his
athet’s death. o
- Because so much about the Mongols was written by their literate
nemies, The Secret History is an invaluable resource: It is clearly an
‘insider’s” account of the early years of Mongol expansion. Although
tincludes mythic elements —it begins with the gugury of the birch of
blue wolf to introduce Genghis Khan — The Secrer History is, without
oubr, an authentic representation of a Mongal point of view,

fn this selection, you will read the Mongol account of an impaor-
“tant Mongol victory over the Naiman, a neighboring Turkic- or
Mongol-speaking pecple, in 1204, Whar does the account tell you
“about the lives of steppe nomads like the Naiman and Mongols?
What does this selection rell you about the sources of Mongol
mifitary strengeh?

THINKING HISTORICALLY

What moral values does this selection reveal? Do the Mongols think
of themselves as “moral” people? s the author-historian interested in
describing what happened objectively or irl presenting an unbfem-
ished, sanitized view?

- Inwhat ways does this written Mongeot history make you more

- sympatheric to the Mongals? Natice that the sefecrion begins with

* WEE gurs

ource: Adapred by K. Reilly from R P, Lister, Genghis Khan {New York: Barnes & Noble,
293}, 166-76. While this valume is 2 retelling of the almost indecipherable The Secrer
istory of the Mongols i Lister's own words, the selections that follow simplifv without
ontextualizing or explaining the original work. More scholarly editions, rrans. and ed,
rancls Woodman Cleaves {Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1982 and Paul Kahn
an Francisco: North Paine Press, 1984), are less pccessible,
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an “inside” view of the Mongol's enemy, the Naiman, MHow informe
and fair does the Mongol author seem to be roward the Naiman?
you think the Mongol authors described the Naiman maore accuréte]y___
than Chinese or Europeans describad the Mongois? '

Tayang Khan of the Naiman

When the news was brought to [the Naiman] Tayang Khan
someone claiming to be Ong Khan had been slain at the Neikun
tercourse, his mother, Gurbesu, said: “Ong Khan was the great ki
of former days. Bring his head here! If it is really he, we will sacy;
to him.”
She sent a message to Khorisu, commanding him to cur the hea
and bring it in. When it was brought to her, she recognised it as th
Ong Khan. She placed it on a whire cloth, and her daughter-in-law ar
ried out the appropriate rites. . ., A wine-feast was held and stringe,
Instruments were played. Gurbesu, taking up a drinking-bowl, mad aj
offering to the head of Ong Khan. E
When the sacrifice was made to it, the head prinned. :
“He laughs!™ Tayang Khan eried. Overcome by religious av
flung the head on the floor and trampled on it until it was mangleg
beyond recognition. S
The great generat Kokse’u Sabrakh was present at these ceremonies,
and vbserved them without enthusiasm, Ir was he who had been the only
Naiman general to offer resistance to Temujin and Ong Khan on their
expedition against Tayang Khan’s brother Buyiruk. -
“First of all,” he remarked, “you cur off the head of a dead rul
and then you trample it into the dust. Whar kind of behaviour js thi
Listen to the baying of those dogs: It has an evil sound. The Khan your
father, Inancha Bilgei, once said: "My wife is young, and 1, her husbany
am old. Only the power of prayer has enabled me to beget my son, th
same Tayang. But will my son, born a weakling, be able to guard
hold fast my common and evil-minded people?’
“Now the baying of the dogs seems to announce that some disaste
15 at hand. The rule of our queen, Gurbesu, is firm; but you, my Kha
Torlukh Tayang, are weak. It is truly said of you that you have n
thought for anything but the rwo activities of hawking and driving gam
and no capacity for anything but these,” g
Tayang Khan was accustomed to the disrespect of his powerful g
eral, bur he was stung into making a rash decision. :
“There are a few Mongols in the east. From the earljest days this ol
and grear Ong Khan feared them, with their quivers; now they:h
made war on him and driven him to death. No doubt they would lik
be rulers themselves. There are indeed in Heaven two shining lights, th
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-and the moon, and both can exist there; bur how can there be two
ers here on earth? Let us go and gather those Mongols in.”

- His mother Gurbesu said: “Why should we starr making trouble
h:them? The Mongols have a bad smell; they wear black clothes.
ey are far away, our there; ler them stay there. Though it is true,” she

dded, “that we could have the daughters of their chiefrains broughs

ere; when we had washed their hands and feet, they could milk our
and sheep for us.”
~Tayang Khan said: “Whar is there so terrible about them? Let us go
iese Mongols and take away their quivers.”

“What big words you are speaking,” Kokse’u Sabrakh said. “Is Tay-
ig Khan the right man for ir? Let us keep the peace.”

Despite these warnings, Tayang Khan decided to artack the Mongols.
was a justifiable decision; his armies were stronger, but time was on
mujin’s side. Tavang soughr allies, sending a messenger to Alakhn

digichuri of the Onggut, in the south, the guardians of the ramparts

setween Qashin and the Khingan. “I am told rhat there are a few
ongols in the east,” he said. “Be my right hand! I will ride against
em from here, and we will take their quivers away from them,”

Alakhu’s reply was brief: “I cannot be your right hand.” He in his
rn sent a message to Temujin, “Tayang Khan of the Naiman wants to
me and take away your quivers, He sent to me and asked me to be his

right hand. I refused. | make you aware of this, so that when he comes
our quivers will not be taken away.”!

 Vaid

War against the Naiman

When he received Alakhu’s message Temujin, having wintered near
uralgu, was holding one of his immense roundups of game on the
amel-steppes of Tulkinche’ut, in the east. The beasts had been encircled
v the clansmen and warriors; the chieftains were gathered rogether,
bout to begin the great hunt.

“What shall we do now?” some of them said to each other. “Our
orses are lean at this season.”

... The snow had only lately left the steppe; the horses had found
othing to graze on during these recent months. Their ribs stuck out and
ey lacked strengrh.

‘The Khan’s youngest brother, Temuga, spoke up. . . .

“How can that serve as an excuse,” he said, “that the horses are
an? My horses are quite far enough. How can we stay sitting here,
hen we receive a message like that?”

* Temujin, grareful for this warning, seot him five hundred horses and 2 thousand sheep.
s friendship with Alskhu was valuable o him ar a later time.
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Prince Belgutai spoke. . . :
“If a man allows his quivers to be taken away during hjg
what kind of an existence does he haves For a man who is‘ho;
itis a good enough end to be slain by another man, and lje onitl
with his quiver and bow beside him. The Naimar make fine gy
with their many men and their grear kingdom. But suppoge
heard their fine speeches, we ride against them, would it be'so
to take their quivers away from them? We must mount and ride
only thing to do.” e
Temujin was wholly disposed to agree with these sentiments
broke off the hunt, ser the army in motion, and camped near Ora
the Khalkha. Here he paused for a time while he carried our a'sy
organization of the army. A count was held of the people; they v
vided up into thousands, hundreds, and tens, and commanders
units were appointed. Also at this time he chose his person;
guards, the seventy day-guards and eighty night-guards. e
Having reorganised rhe army, he marched away from the MOount;
side of Ornu’u on the Khalkha, and took the way of war aga
Naiman.
The spring of the Year of the Rat [1204] was by now well advan
During this westward march came the Day of the Red Disc, the sixs
day of the first moon of summer., On this day, the moon being at thy
the Khan caused the great yak’s-tail banner to be consecrated, fetr
be sprinkled with fermented mare’s mj [k, with the proper observances
They continued the march up the Kerulen, with Jebe and Khubila
the van. When they came on to the Saari steppes, they met with th
scouts of the Naiman. There were a few skirmishes berween the Naim
and Mongol scouts; in one of these, a Mongol scour was capturey
man riding a grey horse with a worn saddle. The Naiman studie
horse with critical eyves, and thought little of ir, “The Mongols’:
are inordinately lean,” they said to each other,
The Mongol army rode out on to the Saari steppes, and bega
deploy themselves for the forthcoming bartle. . . .- Dodai Cherbi,'n
the newly appointed captains, put a proposal before the Khan. =
“We are short in numbers compared to the enemy; besides this,
are exhausted after the long march, our horses in particular. Ity
be a good idea to sertle in this camp, so that our horses can graze o
steppe, until they have had as much to ear as they need. Meanwhil
we can deceive the enemy by making puppers and lighting innumeral
fires. For every man, we will make at least one puppet, and we will:
fires in five places. It is said that the Naiman people are very numer
but it is rumored also that their king is a weakling, who has never left his
tents. If we keep them in a srate of uncertainty about our numbers,

our puppets and our fires, our geldings can scuff themselves il ¢
are fat,” :
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he suggestion pleased Temujin, who had the order passed on to the
rs 1o light fires immediately. Puppets were constructed and placed
ver the steppe, some sitting or lying by the fires, some of them even
d on horses.
At night, the watchers of the Naiman saw, from the flanks of the
ntain, fires twinkling all over the steppe. They said to each other:
| they not say that the Mongols were very few? Yet they have more
than there are stars in Heaven.”
Having previously sent to Tayang Khan news of the lean grey horse
the shabby saddle, they now sent him the message: “The warriors
the Mongols are camped out all over the Saari steppes. They seem to

-more numerous every day; their fires outnumber the stars.”
When this news was brought to him from the scouts, Tayang Khan

at the watercourse of Khachir. He sent a message to his son
uluk.
Tam told that the geldings of the Mongols are lean, but the Mongols
t seems, numerous. Once we start fighting them, it will be difficult
raw back. They are such hard warriors that when several men at
- come up against one of them, he does not move an eyelid; even if
wounded, so thar the black blood flows out, he does not flinch. T do
now whether it is a good thing to come up against such men.
“I suggest that we should assemble our people and lead them back
he west, across the Altai; and ali the time, during this retreat, we will
off the Mongols as dogs do, by running in on them from either side
hey advance. Our geldings are too fat; in this march we shall make
em lean and fit. But the Mongols’ lean geldings will be brought to such
ate of exhaustion they will vomir in the Mongols’ faces.”
On receiving this message, Guchuluk Khan, who was more warlike
an his father, said: “That woman Tayang has lost all his courage, to
eak such words, Where does this great multitude of Mongols come
om? Most of the Mongols are with Jamukha, who is here with us, Tay-
g speaks like this because fear has overcome him. He has never been
1er from his tent than his pregnant wife goes to urinate. He has never
dared to go so far as the inner pastures where the knee-high calves are
pt.” So he expressed himself on the subject of his father, in the most
rious and wounding terms.
When he heard these words, Tayang Khan said: “I hope the pride of
powerful Guchuluk will not weaken on the day when the clash of
ms is heard and the slaughter begins. Because once we are committed
battle against the foe, it will be hard to disengage again.”

Khorisu Beki, a general who commanded under Tayang Khan, said:
our father, Inancha Bilgei, never showed the back of a man or the
haunch of a horse to opponents who were just as worthy as these. How
N you lose your courage so early in the day? We would have done bet-
0 summon your mother Gurbesu to command over us. It is a pity
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thar Kokse'u Sabrakh has grown too old to lead us. Our arm
pline has become lax. For the Mongols, their hour has co ne. |
ished! Tayang, you have failed us.” He belred on his quiver and

off.

Tayang Khan grew angry. “All men must die,” he said, “Tha
ies must suffer. It js the same for all men. Let ug fight, then.”

50, having created doubt and dismay, and lost the SUppo;
of his best leaders, he decided to give barttle. He broke away fr
watercourse of Khachir, marched down the Tamir, crossed the O
and skirted the eastern flanks of the mountain Nakhuy. When'they

to Chakirma’ut, Tem ujin’s scouts caughrt sight of them and brough
the message: “The Naiman are coming!” =

The Battle of Chakirmaus

When the news was brought to Temujin he said: “So
men are just as big a handicap as too few.” :
Then he issued his general battle orders. “We wil] march in'th
‘thick grass,’ take up positions in the ‘lake’ bartle order, and figh
manner called ‘gimler.’”? He gave Kasar the command of the main ar
and appointed Prince Otchigin to the command of the reserve hor
special formation of grear importance in Mongol warfare.
The Naiman, having advanced as far as Chakirma’ur, drew the
selves up in a defensjve position on the foothiils of N '
mountain behind them. . . . The Mongols forced their sc _
the forward lines, and then their forward lines back on to the
army, and drove tightly knir formations of horsemen again and agaip
into the Naiman ranks, The Naiman, pressed back on themselve.
do nothing bur retreat gradually up the mountain, Many of theirm
hardly had the chance 1o fight at all, bur were cur down in an immob
mass of men as soon as the Mongols reached them. S
Tayang Khan, with his advisers, also rerreared up the mount
the day advanced. From the successive spurs to which they climbe

one higher than the fast, they could see the whole of this dreadful di
ter as it took place below then. '

Jamukha was with Tayang Khan. . . .

“Who are those people over there,” Tayang KI
throw my warriors back as if they were s
come huddling back ro the sheepfoldz”

Jamukha said: “My anda? Temujin has four hounds whom
brought up on human flesh, and kept in chains. They have brows
copper, snouts like chisels, tongues fike bradawls, hearts of iron

MEtimes 10 m

or

1an asked him,
heep frightened by a wol

“These were the names of various tactical disa

plisies in which he had drilled H_ﬁ&_a
*Sworn brother, blond brather, declared ally, o
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arcut like swords. They can live on dew, and ride like the wind.
se day of bartle they eat the flesh of men. You see how, being set
they come forward slavering for joy. Those two are Jebe and
ai; those two are Jelmei and Subetai. That is who those four
deare.”. ..
Who is it coming up there in the rear,” Tayang Khan asked him,
woops down on our troops like a ravening falcon?”
That is my anda Ternujin. His entire body is made of sounding cop-
here is no gap through which even a bodkin could penetrate. There
ou see him? He advances like an eagle about to seize his prey. You
srmerly that if you once set eyes on the Mongols vou would not
so much of them as the skin of a lamb’s foor. Whar do vou think
e now?”
By this time the chieftains were standing on a high spur. Below them,
reat army of the Naiman, Jamukha’s men with them, were retreat-
in.confusion, fighting desperately as the Mongols hemmed them in.
o is that other chieftain,” Tayang asked Jamukha, “who draws
arer us, in a dense crowd of men?”
Mother Hoelun brought up one of her own sons on human flesh.
s nine feet tall; he eats a three-year-old cow every day. If he swallows
rmed man whole, it makes no difference to his appetite. When he is
ed to anger, and lets fly with one of his anggu’a [forked] arrows, it
ll.go through ten or twenty men. His normal range is & thousand
rds; when he draws his bow to its fullest extent, he shoots over eigh-
‘hundred yards. He is mortal, buc he is not like other mortals; he is
ethan a match for the serpents of Guralgu. He is called Kasar.”
They were climbing high up the mountain now, to regroup below its
mit. Tayang Khan saw a new Agure among the Mongols.
*Who is that coming up from the rear?” he asked Jamukha.
‘That is the youngest son of Mother Hoelun. He is called Otchigin
deigin] the Phlegmatic. He is one of those people who go to bed early
get up late. But when he is behind the army, with the reserves, he
‘not linger; he never comes too late to the bartle lines.”
We will climb 1o the peak of the mountain,” Tayang Khan said.
amukha, seeing that the battle was lost, slipped away to the rear
descended the mountain, with a small body of men. One of these he
to Temujin with a message. “Say this to my anda. Tavang Khan,
ified by what I have told him, has completely lost his senses. He has
ed up the mountain as far as he can. He could be killed by one
sh word. Let my anda take note of this: They have climbed to the top
the mountain, and are in no state to defend themselves any more.
yself have left the Naiman.”
‘Since the evening was drawing on, Temujin commanded his troops in
forefront of the arrack o draw back, Bodies of men were sent forward
the wings, east and west, to encircle the summit of Mount Nakhu.




Source: Edward G, Browne, 4 Literary Histary of Pe
Press, 1902}, Vol. IT, 427-31.
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There they stood to arms during the night, During the nighe, the N,
army tried to break our of the encircling ring. Bodies of horsemen
down the mountainside in desperate charges; many fell and were 'ty
to death, the others were slain. In the firse light they were seen lying
the mountain in droves, like fallen trees. Few were left defending 1

they put up little resistance to the force sent up against them, .

T {Cambh’dge: Cambridge Univers




