








  Storm from the Steppe

  E.B Cohen

  2026

  © 2026 E.B Cohen. All rights reserved.



Storm from the Steppe
	Storm from the Steppe
	Chapter 1 — The Felt-Walled World
	Chapter 2 — Horse, Bow, and Herd
	Chapter 3 — Tribes of the Grass
	Chapter 4 — Tengri and the Shaman
	Chapter 5 — The Settled Neighbors
	Chapter 6 — The Clot of Blood
	Chapter 7 — The Poisoning of Yesügei
	Chapter 8 — The Killing of Begter
	Chapter 9 — Captive of the Tayichiud
	Chapter 10 — The Anda and the Patron
	Chapter 11 — Börte and the Merkit Raid
	Chapter 12 — The First Khan
	Chapter 13 — The Break with Jamukha
	Chapter 14 — The Fall of the Keraites
	Chapter 15 — The Last of the Naimans
	Chapter 16 — The Death of Jamukha
	Chapter 17 — 1206: The Kurultai on the Onon
	Chapter 18 — The Decimal Nation
	Chapter 19 — The Yassa
	Chapter 20 — The Keshig and the Rise of Low-Born Men
	Chapter 21 — The Word on the Steppe
	Chapter 22 — The Mandate of Tengri
	Chapter 23 — The Tangut War
	Chapter 24 — Beyond the Wall: War on the Jin
	Chapter 25 — The Fall of Zhongdu
	Chapter 26 — Learning to Take Cities
	Chapter 27 — Jebe and the Fall of Qara Khitai
	Chapter 28 — The Caravan at Otrar
	Chapter 29 — The Shah’s Folly
	Chapter 30 — The Fall of Bukhara
	Chapter 31 — Samarkand
	Chapter 32 — The Drowning of Urgench
	Chapter 33 — The Cities of Khorasan, and the Problem of the Numbers
	Chapter 34 — Jalal al-Din at the Indus
	Chapter 35 — The Raid Around the Sea: Kalka River, 1223
	Chapter 36 — The Last Campaign
	Chapter 37 — The Death of Genghis Khan
	Chapter 38 — The Secret Grave
	Chapter 39 — What Manner of Man
	Chapter 40 — Tolui’s Regency
	Chapter 41 — Ögedei the Generous
	Chapter 42 — Karakorum
	Chapter 43 — The Four Sons and the Inheritance
	Chapter 44 — Batu and Subutai Ride West
	Chapter 45 — Legnica: The Devil’s Horsemen in Poland
	Chapter 46 — Mohi: The Ruin of Hungary
	Chapter 47 — The Withdrawal: Why Europe Survived
	Chapter 48 — Töregene’s Regency
	Chapter 49 — Güyük and the Envoys
	Chapter 50 — Sorghaghtani Beki
	Chapter 51 — Möngke and the Toluid Triumph
	Chapter 52 — Hülegü Marches West
	Chapter 53 — The Sack of Baghdad, 1258
	Chapter 54 — Ain Jalut: The Limit, 1260
	Chapter 55 — The Toluid Civil War
	Chapter 56 — Kublai Khan
	Chapter 57 — The Conquest of the Song
	Chapter 58 — The Divine Wind
	Chapter 59 — The Four Khanates
	Chapter 60 — The Pax Mongolica
	Chapter 61 — Faiths Under the Khans
	Chapter 62 — Travelers Across a Joined World
	Chapter 63 — The Plague and the Roads
	Chapter 64 — The Fall of the Yuan
	Chapter 65 — The Long Afterlife
	Epilogue — The Shadow of the Horseman
	Timeline of the Mongol Empire
	Who’s Who in the Mongol Empire
	Glossary
	Bibliography & Further Reading
	A Note on Sources, Names, and Numbers
	About the Author
	Appendix: The Mongol War Machine
	Appendix: The Empire in Numbers
	Appendix: Myths and Misconceptions
	Back Cover



  
    	
      Title Page
    

    	
      Cover
    

    	
      Table of Contents
    

  




Storm from the Steppe


Genghis Khan and the Rise and Fall of the Mongol Empire

E.B Cohen



Copyright © 2026 by E.B Cohen

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

First edition, 2026.

This is a work of popular history. It is built on the surviving sources — the Secret History of the Mongols, the Persian chroniclers Juvaini and Rashid al-Din, the Chinese annals, and the reports of European and Muslim travelers — and on modern scholarship. It does not invent events or put speeches into mouths that the record does not support. Where the evidence is thin, contested, or frankly legendary, the text says so. The Mongols left us a world made vivid by their enemies’ pens, and the careful reader should remember that much of what we “know” was first written down by men who had every reason to magnify either the terror or the glory.



For the ones who looked east and saw the dust rising, and for the ones who rode in it.





A Note on Names, Dates, and Numbers

Mongol and Central Asian names reach English through Mongolian, Persian, Chinese, Turkic, and Russian, and they arrive in a dozen spellings. This book uses the forms most familiar to English readers. The founder is Genghis Khan — the spelling generations of readers know — though scholars increasingly prefer Chinggis Khan, closer to the Mongolian; his birth name was Temüjin. His grandson is Kublai, not Khubilai; the great strategist is Subutai; the capital is Karakorum. Where an alternative spelling is the one a reader is likely to meet elsewhere, the text notes it.

All dates are AD. Many early dates in Temüjin’s life are approximate: the sources disagree even about the year of his birth, which is given variously as 1155, 1162, and 1167. This book follows the most commonly cited date, about 1162, and flags the uncertainty where it matters.

A word, at the outset, about numbers. The medieval chroniclers recorded the dead of the Mongol conquests in the millions — a million and a half here, two million there, whole cities erased to the last cat and dog. Modern historians treat these figures as expressions of catastrophe rather than as counts; no one in a burning thirteenth-century city was keeping a ledger. Where this book gives a casualty figure, it gives it as the sources gave it and tells you who was counting. The truth is that the Mongol wars killed on a scale the world had rarely seen — and that the exact scale is, and will remain, unknown.





A Map in Words

Picture the heart of Asia. In the center, north of China and west of Manchuria, lies the Mongolian plateau — a vast sea of grass, ringed by forest to the north and desert to the south, threaded by the Onon, Kherlen, and Tuul rivers and watched over by the sacred mountain Burkhan Khaldun. This is the cradle. To the southeast lie the rich, walled kingdoms of China: the Jin in the north, the Song in the south, the Tangut state of Western Xia to the west. Beyond the Tian Shan and the deserts of Central Asia spread the cities of Transoxiana and Khorasan — Bukhara, Samarkand, Merv, Nishapur — and the wealthy Khwarazmian Empire. Farther west still lie Baghdad and the lands of Islam, the Christian Rus’ principalities of the forest and river country, and, at the very rim of the known world, the kingdoms of Europe. From the felt tents of the Onon, within a single lifetime and the two that followed, Mongol horsemen would ride to every one of these places.







Chapter 1 — The Felt-Walled World

Before dawn on the high plateau, the cold has weight. It presses down on the felt roof of the tent, settles in the dew on the horses’ backs, and seeps through the layered wool of a sleeping family until the first woman of the camp rises in the dark to wake the fire. She feeds it dried dung, the only fuel the treeless grassland offers, and the small flame throws her shadow huge against the curved wall. Outside, the herds stir — sheep packed against the cold, goats, the patient oxen, and beyond them the horses, hundreds of them, breathing steam into a sky still hard with stars. When the sun finally clears the eastern grass it does not warm so much as reveal: a world that runs flat and unbroken to every horizon, a sea of grass under a sky so large it seems to curve.

The cold is not a poetic exaggeration. The Mongolian plateau sits at the mercy of one of the most brutal continental climates on earth, a place where the same ground that bakes above thirty degrees Celsius in the short summer plunges below minus thirty in winter — a swing of more than sixty degrees across the turning of a single year. There is no ocean nearby to soften the extremes, no forest to break the wind. The plateau lies more than a thousand meters above the sea, high and dry and exposed, ringed by the mountains and deserts that wall it off from the moist air of the coasts. Ulaanbaatar, the modern capital that grew up on this same ground, is the coldest national capital on earth. A family’s survival hung on a thin margin of felt and fire and animal warmth, and the margin could vanish overnight.

This was the world that made the Mongols, and it is the first thing to understand about them. They were not a nation in any sense a settled people would recognize — not a kingdom, not a city, not even, for most of their history, a single people with a single name. They were the human population of the steppe: scattered clans of herders moving with their animals across one of the harshest inhabited landscapes on earth, where winter temperatures fall far below zero, where a single bad storm — a dzud — could kill the herds and starve a family in a week, and where wealth was measured not in land, which belonged to no one, but in animals, which had to be guarded, moved, watered, and defended every day of every year.

The dzud deserves a closer look, because it is the great terror that shaped every calculation a herding family made. Contrary to a common assumption, it is not simply a blizzard. A classic dzud is a two-part disaster: a dry summer that stunts the grass and leaves the animals thin going into the cold, followed by a winter so severe that the weakened herds cannot dig through ice and snow to the sparse feed beneath. Animals that entered autumn with too little fat on them starved by the thousand. The Mongolian language, tellingly, distinguishes several kinds — a “white dzud” of impassable snow, a “black dzud” of drought with no snow to melt for water, an “iron dzud” where a thaw and refreeze seals the grass under a lid of ice. A people who need that many words for a catastrophe are a people who have met it many times. Even in modern Mongolia, a single dzud can wipe out millions of head of livestock in a season; the winters at the turn of the twenty-first century killed animals in the millions and drove ruined herders off the grass and into the cities. For a twelfth-century family whose entire net worth walked on four legs, such a winter was not a hardship but an extinction. The threat also explains a fact that puzzles outsiders: why a people would keep five kinds of animal — sheep, goats, cattle, horses, and camels — rather than specialize in the most profitable. Each species eats and endures differently, and a mixed herd is a hedge against ruin, so that no single disaster can take everything at once.

The home of this world was the ger, the round felt tent that Western writers later called by its Turkic name, the yurt. It was a marvel of nomadic engineering: a collapsible lattice of wooden poles, a domed roof radiating from a central smoke-ring, the whole thing wrapped in heavy felt made by beating and rolling wet wool until the fibers locked. The felt itself was the quiet genius of the design — a material with no grain and no weave, insulating in winter and, because the sides could be rolled up, breathable in summer, and thickened or thinned season by season as the family added or stripped layers. A ger could be taken down or raised again by a few adults in an hour or two, loaded onto a cart, and pitched at the next pasture. Inside, the geography was fixed and sacred. The hearth sat at the center, under the smoke-hole that was also a clock and a calendar; researchers have shown that the slant of light falling through the roof-ring across the tent’s ribs let a family read the hour of the day and the season of the year, so that the ger doubled as a sundial the household lived inside. The back of the tent, opposite the door, was the place of honor and of the household gods. The west side, the right hand as you faced out, belonged to the men; the east side to the women. A child learned the moral order of the universe by learning where to sit. There is a reason the ger has survived essentially unchanged for the better part of a thousand years and still shelters a large share of Mongolia’s population today: no one has improved on it.

Everything in this life moved. The Mongols practiced what scholars call pastoral nomadism, but the word “nomad” misleads if it suggests aimless wandering. This is the first great misconception worth correcting. Their movement was not random drift; it was a tight seasonal circuit between known pastures — summer grazing in the high country, winter shelter in the valleys — repeated year after year, generation after generation, along routes a family held by custom and would fight to keep. The technical word is transhumance, the same disciplined back-and-forth that Alpine herders practice with their cattle, only stretched across hundreds of miles of open grass. A herder was less a wanderer than a rancher on a schedule, and his schedule was written by grass and weather. To survive, he needed an encyclopedic knowledge of grass and water and weather, of which slope held snow longest and which stream ran sweet, of how to read the sky and the behavior of the animals. It was a life of relentless labor and narrow margins, and it bred people who were tough, mobile, self-reliant, and intimately comfortable with hardship, cold, hunger, and the saddle.

Above all, with the horse. The Mongol pony was small, shaggy, and unlovely by the standards of the Arab or the European warhorse — standing barely thirteen or fourteen hands, closer to what a Westerner would call a large pony than a horse — but it was almost indestructible: it could forage for itself under snow, endure brutal weather, and cover enormous distances on poor feed where a stabled, grain-fed charger would starve. Its hooves were so hard and dense that it needed no shoes to cross rocky ground, and it rarely suffered the foot troubles that plagued Western cavalry. A Mongol man might own a string of them and ride them in rotation, changing mounts as they tired so that he himself need never stop. Children were tied into the saddle before they could walk; by the age of three or four they rode; by adolescence they could shoot from the back of a galloping horse. To be Mongol was to be, in a sense no settled people could match, fused with the animal. The best modern analogy is not to a modern soldier but to a long-haul trucker who was born behind the wheel and never gets out — except that the truck breeds more trucks, feeds itself, and can be eaten in an emergency. An army of such men could move at a speed that seemed to their victims supernatural — appearing where no army should be able to appear, having crossed in days a distance that should have taken weeks.

Their food came from the herds. They drank milk in every form the animals gave — mare’s milk fermented into the mildly alcoholic airag (the Turkic kumis), milk dried into hard curds that could be carried for months and softened in water on the march. A herding family milked its mares several times a day through the short growing season, and turned that thin, faintly sour milk into the national drink; a good store of dried curd was a kind of portable savings account against the hungry months. They ate meat, and in lean times they were said to open a vein in a horse’s neck, drink the blood, and close the wound, keeping the animal alive. They wasted nothing: hides became leather and tent-walls, sinew became thread and bowstring, bone became tools, dung became fuel, and the wool went to felt. This was a closed and ingenious economy in which a few hundred animals could keep a family alive indefinitely — so long as nothing went wrong.

But things went wrong. A hard winter, a dry summer, a raid by a neighboring clan that swept off the herds — any of these could push a family to the edge in days. And so the steppe was also a world of chronic, low-level violence: of cattle-raiding and counter-raiding, of feuds carried across generations, of the constant testing of strength between clans. A man’s first loyalty was to his kin, then to his clan, then, loosely and unreliably, to his tribe. Beyond that lay strangers, and strangers were potential prey. To survive, a leader needed warriors; to keep warriors, he needed booty to distribute; to get booty, he raided; and raiding bred the feuds that made the next raid necessary. It was a machine that ran on motion and never stopped, and it had a cruel internal logic: because animals could be carried off in a single night but grass and water could not, the way to grow rich on the steppe was not to farm but to take. Wealth had legs, and legs could be stolen.

The settled peoples to the south looked on this world with a mixture of contempt and dread. To the Chinese chroniclers behind their Great Wall, the steppe nomads were the barbarians — uncivilized, treacherous, filthy, a recurring plague to be bought off, divided, or repelled. For more than a thousand years the empires of China had managed the steppe by these means, playing one confederation against another, paying tribute disguised as gifts, and occasionally launching ruinous campaigns into the grass. They knew the pattern: every few generations a charismatic leader would weld the quarreling clans into a confederation and come storming over the frontier — the Xiongnu, the Turks, the Khitans, the Jurchens. The empire would shudder, pay, fight, and wait for the confederation to fall apart, as it always did, into the squabbling clans from which it had come. The Great Wall itself, in its long history, is best understood not as a line that kept the nomads out but as a monument to how badly, and how repeatedly, the settled world feared them.

This was the deep rhythm of Inner Asian history, and there was no obvious reason to think the twelfth century would break it. The peoples of the Mongolian plateau were as divided as ever: a patchwork of confederations — Tatars, Keraites, Naimans, Merkits, and the loose grouping who called themselves Mongols — who hated one another with the particular intensity of close neighbors. No one of them dominated. No one of them seemed likely to. The settled empires watched the grass with their usual wary indifference, confident that whatever rose there would, in time, sink back.

They were wrong. Somewhere in the valley of the Onon, around the year 1162, into one of those quarreling clans, a boy was born with a clot of blood clenched in his small fist — or so the story would later be told. He would grow up in the felt-walled world, learn its hunger and its violence in their cruelest forms, and then do the thing the settled empires believed impossible: not merely unite the steppe, but forge from it a weapon that would shatter their walls and ride to the edge of the world.

And the felt-walled world has not entirely vanished. Drive across Mongolia today and you will still see the white domes of gers scattered across the grass, wired now for solar panels and satellite dishes but built on the same lattice and covered in the same wool; herders still move their animals on the old seasonal circuits; and every summer the Naadam festival still crowns the champions of the “three manly games” — wrestling, horse racing, and archery — the very skills the grassland once demanded of everyone. The dzud, too, still comes, still counted in the millions of animals lost, a reminder that the thin margin Temüjin was born into was never really about the twelfth century — it was about the land itself, which has not changed its mind. To understand how a boy from this world remade the map of Eurasia, we must first understand the tools that world placed in his hands — the horse, the bow, and the herd.




Chapter 2 — Horse, Bow, and Herd

A boy on the steppe learned to shoot before he learned almost anything else. The bow he was given was a scaled-down version of the weapon that would define his adult life and, in time, terrify half the world: the composite recurve bow, one of the deadliest pieces of technology any pre-industrial society ever produced. It was not carved from a single stave of wood like the English longbow. It was built — laminated, over many months, from layers of wood or bamboo, horn, and sinew, glued together with adhesives boiled from fish and hide and left to cure for a year or more. Horn on the belly of the bow, facing the archer, resisted compression; sinew on the back resisted stretching; the wooden core held them together. The result was a short weapon, typically between four and a half and five feet strung, easy to handle from horseback, that stored and released energy far out of proportion to its size.

Consider what that year of curing meant in practice. A bowyer might begin a weapon in the damp of autumn, glue and set its layers over the winter, and not finish it until the following year — which is why a good war bow was heirloom property, handed down and repaired rather than casually made. It also explains a hidden vulnerability of the whole design: the animal glue that held the laminations together was dissolved by water and softened by heat, so that the humid air of a Chinese or Persian summer, or a hard rain on the march, could ruin a bow outright. The Mongols wrapped their bows in waterproof birch bark for protection and learned to campaign around the wet seasons, and one reason their conquests slowed in the steaming forests of southern China and Southeast Asia was that the climate itself was an enemy of their signature weapon. The genius of the design lay in the recurve. Unstrung, the bow bent backward against its working curvature, so that stringing it forced the limbs to reverse their natural shape and load them with tension before the archer ever drew an arrow; the stiff, curving tips at the ends, the siyahs, acted as levers that made the pull smoother and the release faster.

The numbers are worth pausing on, because they are the whole reason the Mongols could do what they did. A modern hunting bow you might buy in a sporting-goods store draws perhaps forty to fifty pounds. A serious Mongol war bow drew somewhere between one hundred and one hundred and sixty pounds, and the historian George Vernadsky put the old average as high as a hundred and sixty-six — three to four times the pull most modern recreational archers ever handle. To draw such a weapon is not a matter of finger strength but of the whole back and shoulder; imagine hauling a full sack of cement up off the floor with two fingers, holding it steady while a galloping horse throws you up and down, and releasing it at exactly the right instant. That is the motion a Mongol repeated thousands of times a year from childhood. To bear the enormous string tension, he did not draw with the fingertips as European archers did, but hooked the string behind his thumb and locked it there with a ring of horn, bone, jade, or metal — the thumb draw, still used by traditional archers across Asia, which let him hold and loose a far heavier bow than fingers alone could manage. The arrows such a bow launched — birch shafts a yard long, fletched with crane or eagle feathers — could pierce armor at short range, kill a man reliably at two hundred yards, and, in a high, arcing volley, reach three hundred and fifty yards or more. He carried different arrows for different work: heavy armor-piercing heads, lighter long-range shafts, wide crescent broadheads for unarmored men and horses, blunt or bone points for small game, and hollow whistling arrows that shrieked in flight — used both to startle prey in the hunt and to signal commands across a battlefield too vast for a shouted order. He could loose them with appalling speed, and — this was the crucial thing — he could do it all at the gallop.

Riding and shooting together is harder than either alone, and it is the foundation of everything the Mongols became. A galloping horse is a violently unstable platform; the animal can run flat out at some thirty-seven miles an hour, and to shoot accurately from it, the archer must time his release to the rhythm of the hooves, loosing in the instant of suspension when all four feet are off the ground and the body is momentarily still. The Mongols solved this through a lifetime of practice, through learning to guide the horse with the knees alone so that both hands stayed free for the bow, and through a piece of equipment the settled world was slow to fully exploit: the rigid stirrup, often of iron or steel, which gave the rider a stable base, let him rise and stand in the saddle to use his legs as shock absorbers, and freed him to turn and shoot in any direction — including backward over the horse’s rump, the famous “Parthian shot,” loosed at pursuers during a feigned retreat. It is worth correcting a popular overstatement here: the Mongols did not invent horse archery, which is far older than they are — the Scythians and the Parthians had terrorized their neighbors with it a thousand years before — nor did they single-handedly invent the stirrup. What they did was combine and perfect these inherited tools with a discipline no one had matched, so that a Mongol cavalryman became a self-contained weapons system: mobile, ranged, and lethal in every direction at once.

He was also astonishingly self-sufficient. A warrior on campaign carried much of what he needed on his own horses — several of them, ridden in rotation. He carried dried meat and dried milk-curds that could sustain him for days; he could, if pressed, live off the blood and milk of his mounts without slaughtering them. He carried his bows (often two, a longer one for range and a shorter for the saddle), quivers of arrows, a curved sword or saber, sometimes a lance with a hook for pulling men from saddles, a lasso, files for sharpening arrowheads, needle and thread, a cooking pot, and a waterproof leather bag that could be stuffed with his gear and inflated to float him across a river. He often wore, under his armor or coat, a shirt of tightly woven raw silk — not for warmth but for defense: an arrowhead striking the silk tended to carry the unbroken fabric into the wound, so that the shaft could be drawn out by pulling gently on the silk, easing extraction and reducing infection. Everything was light, portable, and designed for a man who might be in the saddle for weeks.

The composite bow was only half of the partnership; the horse was the other. The Mongol pony that carried the archer was itself a marvel bred by the land rather than by design. Standing only twelve to fourteen hands and weighing perhaps five or six hundred pounds, it looked, beside a Persian charger, like a shaggy pit pony next to a racehorse — and it was worth ten of him on campaign. It carried no shoes, because its hooves were dense and hard enough to gallop over stony ground unshod; it grew a thick winter coat and could survive the open steppe in weather that would kill a stabled horse; and it needed no grain, foraging for itself by pawing through snow to reach the frozen grass beneath, so that an army of them could keep moving through a winter that would have starved any settled cavalry. A Mongol warrior led a string of these animals — commonly three, five, or more — and rode them in rotation so that no single horse was ever ridden to exhaustion, which is the plainest secret of the Mongols’ terrifying speed: they changed horses, not riders, and so could cover ground day after day at a rate that seemed to their enemies like sorcery. The mares among the string gave milk on the march, and any of the animals could, in extremity, give blood or be eaten. It was, in the fullest sense, a self-refueling, self-repairing, edible vehicle — and there were, by some counts, more horses on the thirteenth-century steppe than there were people to ride them, several to a man, a reservoir of mobility no settled state could match. Some of these same hardy horses still run half-wild across Mongolia today, and the truly wild takhi, Przewalski’s horse, once extinct in the wild and now reintroduced to the steppe, is a living cousin of the animal that carried the Mongol bow across a continent.

Compare this with the army he would face. A European knight was a magnificent shock weapon — a man and horse encased in metal, capable of a charge that could shatter any line that stood to receive it. But he was also slow, heavy, dependent on a long tail of squires, grooms, and supply wagons, and useless once unhorsed or outmaneuvered. A Chinese or Persian field army was a complex machine of infantry, cavalry, and engines that moved at the pace of its slowest wagon and ate through the countryside as it went. Against such forces the Mongols brought a revolution not of weapons but of mobility. They did not need to outfight their enemies in the brutal arithmetic of the melee. They could outrun them, encircle them, exhaust them, and shoot them to pieces from a distance before closing in for the kill. It was, in effect, the difference between a boxer and a swarm of hornets: the knight could hit devastatingly hard if he could land a blow, but he had to catch his enemy first, and the Mongols made sure he never could.

Their training came disguised as their way of life. The great communal hunt, the nerge, was the steppe’s school of war. Tens of thousands of men would form an enormous ring, sometimes scores of miles across, and over days or weeks they would ride inward in disciplined concert, driving every animal in the enclosed land — deer, wolves, gazelles, boar — toward a shrinking center. The hunt demanded everything an army demanded: coordination across vast distances, communication by flag and horn and rider, the holding of a line under strain, the timing of the final closing, and absolute obedience to the plan. A man who let an animal slip through his section of the ring was punished as a soldier who broke formation would be punished. When the ring finally closed, custom held that a khan or great noble took the first kills, and only when the ranking men had had their sport was the surviving game released or the slaughter thrown open — a ritual as much about hierarchy and self-control as about meat. The Mongols would later encircle human armies — at the Kalka, on the Hungarian plain — using the exact techniques of the nerge. They were hunting men the way they had always hunted game.

Underpinning all of it was the herd. The animals were the steppe’s wealth, its food, its clothing, its shelter, its transport, and its strategic reserve. An army that traveled with its own remounts and its own walking, milk-giving, blood-giving food supply was an army that could go where granaries and supply lines could not follow. The horses grazed as they marched, needing no fodder trains; the sheep and goats walked along as a mobile larder. The herds dictated the rhythm of war: campaigns timed to the seasons of grass, advances that could pause to let the horses recover, withdrawals into the deep steppe where no settled army could pursue without starving. The Mongols carried their commissariat on four legs, and it grazed for free — which meant that the arithmetic of supply that limited every other army on earth, the iron rule that troops outrun their food, simply did not bind them in the same way.

There was a price for all this, and it shaped the Mongol character as surely as the bow shaped the arm. The life was pitilessly hard. It bred endurance, discipline, and a matter-of-fact acquaintance with death — of animals, of enemies, of one’s own children to cold and disease. It also bred a clear and unsentimental calculus of survival. On the steppe, mercy was a luxury and loyalty was life-or-death; a man who could not be trusted, or who threatened the herd, was a danger to be removed. These were not cruel people by their own lights, but they were people for whom the line between living and dying was thin and visible every day, and who had learned to act on the right side of it without flinching.

All of this — the horse, the bow, the herd, the hunt, the hardness — existed before Temüjin was born and would have existed had he never lived. The steppe had been producing superb horse-archers for a thousand years. What it had never produced was a man who could take these scattered, quarreling masters of mobile warfare and weld them into a single instrument, governed by law and loyalty rather than by feud and chance. The raw material of world conquest was lying all over the Mongolian plateau, in every felt tent and every boy’s small bow.

Something of that inheritance survives, and not only in museums. Every summer at Mongolia’s national Naadam festival, the “three manly games” — wrestling, horse racing, and archery — draw competitors by the thousand, and children still race horses bareback across open country as their ancestors did before they could walk. Modern horse-archery clubs from Hungary to the American West have revived the old techniques, and a handful of enthusiasts still draw bows in the traditional weight range and wear the thumb ring to feel, for a moment, what a Mongol felt on the loose. The tools of world conquest turned out to be, at bottom, the tools of a way of life, and the way of life proved harder to kill than any empire. That raw material needed only to be gathered. And to understand why that had never happened — and how, finally, it did — we must look at the human landscape into which Temüjin was born: the tribes of the grass, and the hatreds that kept them apart.




Chapter 3 — Tribes of the Grass

In the middle of the twelfth century, no one ruled the Mongolian plateau. Power lay scattered among a handful of tribal confederations, each a shifting coalition of clans, each jealous of the others, none strong enough to dominate the rest. Historians usually count five great blocs sharing the grass in an uneasy standoff — Tatars, Keraites, Naimans, Merkits, and the loose grouping of the Mongols themselves — locked in a permanent, low-grade struggle for a supremacy none of them could quite reach. To follow the rise of Genghis Khan, a reader needs a rough map of these peoples — not because their names are easy (they are not) but because the whole drama of his early life is the story of how he fought, absorbed, betrayed, or destroyed every one of them. It helps to picture the plateau as a rough clock face: the Mongols in the northeast, the Tatars to their southeast near the Chinese frontier, the Keraites in the center, the Naimans away to the west toward the Altai, and the Merkits to the north around Lake Baikal — five powers pressed together on one sea of grass, close enough to raid and intermarry, too close ever to leave one another in peace.

Start with his own people, the Mongols, in the twelfth century one of the weaker players. They were not yet a great confederation but a loose grouping of clans in the northeastern grasslands, along the Onon and Kherlen rivers, sometimes called by scholars the Khamag Mongol, the “all Mongol” union. The leading clan was the Borjigin, and within it the Kiyad, from which Temüjin came. The Mongols traced a half-legendary descent from a blue-grey wolf, Börte Chino, and a fallow doe, Gua Maral, and they preserved long genealogies linking the living to this origin — a lineage recited aloud so that a man could place himself, generation by generation, in the line that ran back to the wolf. They had briefly produced a khan a generation or two earlier — Temüjin’s great-grandfather Khabul Khan had held a fragile leadership, and even, according to legend, once grabbed the beard of a Jin emperor at a feast and got away with it — but the leadership had collapsed, and by the time of Temüjin’s birth the Mongols were a quarreling, second-rank people, prey as often as predator.

Their bitterest enemies were the Tatars, who lived to the southeast, nearer the Chinese frontier and under heavier Chinese influence. The Tatars were powerful, and they were the favored instrument of the Jin dynasty’s frontier policy: the Chinese paid and armed them to keep the other steppe peoples weak and divided. The Mongols and the Tatars hated each other across generations of raid and reprisal. It was Tatars who would poison Temüjin’s father; it was against the Tatars that Temüjin would wage some of his most pitiless campaigns. Here lies one of history’s great ironies, and a misconception worth correcting at the outset: the name “Tatar” — later “Tartar” in European mouths, darkened by association with Tartarus, the classical hell — became the West’s blanket word for all the steppe horsemen, including the very Mongols who annihilated the real Tatars. Medieval Europeans who trembled at “the Tartars” were often speaking of Mongols who had wiped the actual Tatars from the map. The conquered gave their name to the conquerors, and the mistake stuck so firmly that “Tatar” survives to this day as the name of peoples along the Volga and in the Crimea who have little to do with the tribe Temüjin destroyed.

To the west and center lived the Keraites (or Kereyid), one of the strongest and most sophisticated confederations of all. Many Keraites were Christians — not of the Roman or Greek churches but of the Church of the East, the so-called Nestorian Christianity that had spread along the trade roads of Asia centuries before. Their conversion is dated by tradition to the early eleventh century, when, the story goes, a Keraite khan lost in a snowstorm was saved by a vision of a saint and asked to be baptized, requesting priests from the far-off metropolitan of Merv. It is a fact that startles most readers: in the heart of pagan Inner Asia, generations before any European crusader reached these lands, there were steppe lords who wore the cross, kept Syriac priests, and were baptized. Their ruler in Temüjin’s youth was Toghrul, who in 1196 would receive from the Jin court the Chinese title Ong Khan — “Wang Khan,” or “Prince Khan” — and who had been a sworn brother (anda) and ally of Temüjin’s father, Yesügei. This relationship — inherited, then cultivated, then strained, then shattered — would be the single most important alliance of Temüjin’s rise. Toghrul was his patron, his protector, his model of a great khan, and, in the end, his victim; the old man would die a fugitive, cut down by Naiman soldiers who did not even recognize the famous khan they had killed.

Farther west, toward the Altai mountains, lived the Naimans, whose very name means “eight” in Mongolian, probably from an original league of eight clans — a large and, by steppe standards, relatively centralized confederation with strong Turkic elements and, like the Keraites, a significant Christian presence. The Naimans were among the most “advanced” steppe peoples: they had a ruling dynasty and used a written script, borrowed from the Uyghurs, for keeping records — a script the Mongols themselves would later adopt, and which survives as the ancestor of the traditional vertical Mongolian writing still seen on the streets and banknotes of Mongolia today. The Naimans would be the last great confederation Temüjin defeated before his proclamation as Genghis Khan, and from their captured scribes — including an Uyghur named Tatatunga, taken with the royal seal still in hand — he would acquire the beginnings of a literate administration, learning that a conqueror who cannot write cannot rule at a distance.

To the north, in the forests and around the southern shores of Lake Baikal, lived the Merkits, fierce and proud, who would earn a permanent place in Temüjin’s story by raiding his camp and carrying off his young wife, Börte. The injury was personal and unforgettable, and the war it triggered helped launch his career. There were others — the Tayichiud, a Mongol clan that abandoned Temüjin’s family and later held the boy captive; the Onggirat, the clan of Börte and a steady source of Mongol wives; the Jurkin and the Tangut and a dozen lesser groups — but the four great names to fix in mind are Mongol, Tatar, Keraite, and Naiman, with the Merkits as the catalyst of the founding war.

It is worth dwelling for a moment on how thoroughly the steppe blurred the tidy ethnic labels that later historians hung on these peoples. Modern readers instinctively picture the Tatars, Keraites, Naimans, and Mongols as separate nations, the way we picture the French and the Germans. That is largely an illusion of hindsight. The confederations were political coalitions, not races; a Keraite was a Keraite because he followed the Keraite khan, and if that khan was beaten, his people might be Mongols by the next spring. Some spoke Mongolic languages, some Turkic, and many were bilingual; they married across the lines constantly, so that a chief might have a Tatar grandmother and a Merkit wife and Naiman cousins. The boundaries were drawn in loyalty, not in blood, which is precisely why Temüjin would later be able to melt them down and recast them — if identity was a matter of whom you followed, then a man who could command a following could, in principle, absorb every people on the plateau into one. The rigidity was in the feuds, not in the peoples.

These peoples were not separated by deserts or mountains so much as by the logic of the feud. They grazed overlapping country, spoke related languages, shared the same religion of sky and ancestor-spirits, and intermarried across tribal lines. What divided them was history: the long ledger of raids and killings, abductions and revenges, that every clan kept against every other. A man’s identity was a stack of loyalties — to his immediate kin first, then his clan, then, weakly and conditionally, his tribe — and his enemies were defined the same way. There was no concept of a Mongol “nation” that might transcend these loyalties. There was no shared institution above the clan except the occasional, fragile confederation built by a strong leader and dissolved the moment he weakened. The alliance that held two clans together this year might dissolve the next, sealed and unsealed by marriages, blood-brotherhoods, and the ever-shifting calculation of advantage — a politics closer to the shifting coalitions of rival mafia families than to anything a subject of a settled kingdom would recognize.

Into this the settled empires reached with a cold and deliberate hand. The Jin dynasty — itself founded by the Jurchens, a semi-nomadic people from the Manchurian forests who had overrun northern China — understood the steppe from the inside and managed it with a surgeon’s cynicism. When the Tatars grew too strong, the Jin turned on them; when the Mongols stirred, the Jin armed the Tatars against them; they granted titles like Ong Khan to keep an ambitious lord obligated, married off the occasional princess, and above all made sure that no single power ever consolidated the grass. There is a grim story that the Jin, when they captured Mongol chiefs, would nail them to wooden donkeys — a punishment remembered on the steppe as a standing grievance. This was not incidental cruelty but settled statecraft: bribe the strong, arm the weak, sponsor the rivalries, and let the nomads spend their strength on one another. The plateau’s own feuds did the empire’s work for it, and did it so cheaply that for a thousand years the Chinese had needed little else.

There was a further mechanism the settled empires understood and exploited: the steppe’s chronic shortage of one thing it could not raise for itself. The grassland gave the nomads meat, milk, wool, and horses in abundance, but it gave them no grain, no silk, no tea, no iron in quantity, no manufactured luxuries. These had to come from the south, by trade when the frontier markets were open and by raid when they were closed — and the Chinese court knew that the surest way to provoke or to pacify a steppe confederation was to open or shut those markets. A dynasty that wanted the nomads quiet let them trade; a dynasty that wanted to punish them cut the trade off and watched them starve for iron and cloth until they either submitted or attacked. This dependence was a leash, and the Jin held the other end of it. It is one of the deep structural reasons the steppe and the sown were locked together in a relationship of need and violence for two thousand years: they were, economically, two halves of a single system, and neither could quite live without the other or quite live in peace with it.

This was the central problem of steppe politics, and it explains why the grasslands, for all their military potential, had so rarely threatened the settled world for long. A confederation could be built; it could even, for a generation, terrorize China. But it was built on the personal authority of one man and the distribution of his plunder, and it had no machinery to survive him. When the leader died, his sons and brothers fought over the inheritance, the subject clans peeled away to follow their own interests, and the confederation came apart into the quarreling pieces from which it had been assembled. For a thousand years the pattern had held; the Xiongnu, the Turks, the Uyghurs had all risen, blazed, and fallen back into the grass, and there was no reason to expect the twelfth century would be different.

The breaking of this pattern — the creation, for the first time, of a steppe polity that could outlive its founder and govern rather than merely raid — is the true achievement of Genghis Khan, greater even than his conquests. The conquests were spectacular, but other steppe leaders had conquered. What no one before him had done was to dismantle the old order of clan and feud at its root and replace it with something new: an army and a society organized by loyalty to the khan and the law rather than by blood, in which a man’s tribe of origin ceased to matter and his place was earned by service. That was the revolution. The empire was its by-product.

The echo of these tribal names still reaches us, scrambled and repurposed. The Tatars who were destroyed lent their name to the Tatar peoples of the Volga and Crimea who thrive today; the Keraites’ Nestorian faith fed the medieval European legend of Prester John, a mythical Christian king in the East whom crusading Europe hoped would ride to its rescue against Islam — a legend built, in part, on garbled rumors of real Christian steppe lords like Toghrul, so that the pope and the kings of Europe waited for a savior who was, in truth, a dying nomad chieftain half a world away. But all that lay decades ahead, and it grew from the most unpromising soil imaginable. The man who would abolish the tyranny of the clan began life as the cast-off member of one — a boy whose own people left him to die. Before we can see the revolution, we have to descend into the world that produced the revolutionary: a world of spirits and sky, of omens and shamans, that gave the steppe its meaning and would one day give Temüjin his warrant to rule the earth.




Chapter 4 — Tengri and the Shaman

When a Mongol wanted to swear the most binding oath, or beg the most desperate favor, he climbed a hill, took off his hat and belt — the marks of his status as a man — hung the belt around his neck in a gesture of submission, and turned his face to the sky. The sky was Tengri: the Eternal Blue Heaven, the supreme power of the steppe world. It was not a god in the personal, anthropomorphic sense of the deities of the settled religions. Tengri did not take human form, did not father children, did not deliver commandments. Tengri was the sky itself — vast, eternal, all-seeing, the source of fate and fortune and the ultimate judge of right and wrong. It is easy to see how such a faith grew where it did: to a people who lived their whole lives out of doors under an immense, cloudless dome of blue, with no forest canopy and no city wall to break the view, the sky was the one constant presence, the thing that was always there and always watching. Beneath it lay Etügen (also called Umay, the Earth Mother), and between sky and earth moved a host of lesser spirits: the spirits of mountains and rivers, of ancestors, of fire and threshold and hearth. The Tengrist cosmos was layered into three worlds — an upper realm of the sky-spirits, the middle world where human beings live, and a lower world below — and the whole of it was imagined as bound together in a single living order in which the sky was father and the earth was mother and mankind lived, quite literally, between them.

This was a religion without temples, scriptures, or a professional priesthood in the settled sense. It was woven into the rhythm of daily life. A Mongol poured a libation of milk to the sky and the four directions before drinking; he kept the hearth-fire sacred and never let blade or filth defile it, never cut meat over it or threw refuse into it; he honored the spirits of place wherever he traveled, leaving offerings at the cairns of stones, the ovoo, that marked sacred summits and passes. He revered his ancestors and feared their displeasure. The dead, especially the powerful dead, remained present and potent, and a great man’s spirit could become a protective force or a vengeful one. This is not a dead antiquity: the ovoo still crown the passes of Mongolia today, and a traveler is still expected to circle them three times sunwise, adding a stone or a blue prayer-scarf, exactly as a herdsman did eight hundred years ago.

The specialist in dealing with this unseen world was the shaman — in Mongolian, the böö, with a shamaness called an udgan. The word “shaman” itself, so familiar now that it appears in self-help books and video games, came into English from precisely this Inner Asian and Siberian world, imported by Russian travelers who met such practitioners on the Siberian frontier; the Tungus and Mongol steppes gave the modern world its very vocabulary for the ecstatic religious specialist. The shaman was not a priest interpreting a fixed doctrine but a technician of the spirit world: a man or woman who could, through drumming, chanting, dancing, and trance, send his soul out of his body to travel among the spirits, to learn the future, to find the cause of an illness or a misfortune, to recover a lost or stolen soul, to intercede with Tengri. Shamans read omens — the cracks in a burned sheep’s shoulder-blade, a practice called scapulimancy, so common that a Mongol commander might scorch a shoulder-blade over the fire and study the fracture lines before deciding whether to give battle, reading the direction of a crack the way a modern general reads a map. They watched the flight of birds, the behavior of animals, the patterns of the stars. They named auspicious days for journeys and battles. They healed and they cursed.

And here we should correct a misconception that the title of this chapter itself can encourage. Tengrism and shamanism are not two competing religions, one of which Genghis Khan “chose” over the other; they were two aspects of a single steppe worldview — Tengri the object of reverence, the shaman the technician who dealt with the spirit world beneath him. The famous tension of steppe politics was never sky-worship against shamanism, but rather the very human rivalry between a warlord and a shaman who claimed to speak for heaven. A successful shaman could wield enormous influence, and Temüjin would learn this at close and dangerous range. The most powerful shaman of his court was Kököchü, better known by his title Teb Tengri, “the Wholly Heavenly,” a man credited with feats that awed his contemporaries — it was said he could ride naked into the winter steppe and return unharmed, and that he mounted a grey horse into the sky to consult heaven directly. It was Teb Tengri who had helped proclaim Temüjin as Genghis Khan by announcing that Eternal Heaven itself had granted him dominion over the earth. But a man who can hand a mandate from heaven can also threaten to withdraw it. When Teb Tengri began humiliating and beating the khan’s own brothers and gathering a following of his own, drawing away the people who ought to have answered to the khan, Genghis Khan let his brothers seize the shaman and break his back — killed, pointedly, without the shedding of blood and without a mark on him, so that his sky-favored spirit would have no wound to avenge. The lesson was unmistakable: heaven might speak through a shaman, but the shaman served the khan, not the reverse.

The killing of Teb Tengri is worth lingering on, because it shows how carefully the Mongols could reason about the invisible world even while they killed for it. To spill the blood of so holy a man, or to leave a wound on his body, would have been to risk his spirit’s revenge; the Mongols believed the soul lingered near the corpse and that a violent death left a violent ghost. So Teb Tengri was killed by having his back broken inside a closed tent, with no blade drawn and no blood shed, and his body was left untouched — a bloodless execution reserved, for the same reason, for members of the royal house, so that no drop of the sacred lineage should fall upon the earth. To a modern reader this looks like squeamish superstition dressed up as mercy. To a Mongol it was the opposite: a precise piece of spiritual engineering, killing the man while denying his ghost the grievance that would let it strike back. The same logic would later spare condemned princes the sword and give them the bowstring or the carpet instead. It is a small window onto a mind that took the unseen world entirely seriously and dealt with it as practically as it dealt with horses and grass.

Two features of this religion matter enormously for the history that follows. The first is its sense of heaven-sent fortune and destiny. The steppe peoples believed that success — in the hunt, in war, in the building of power — was a sign of heaven’s favor, and that a man who rose was a man whom Tengri had chosen. This was not a passive fatalism but an active, almost militant conviction: the favored man was meant to rise, and to resist him was to resist heaven. Genghis Khan absorbed this so completely that he credited every victory not to his own genius but to the grace of the Eternal Sky, and made the idea the ideological engine of his empire. He came to believe — and to persuade others — that Tengri had granted him a mandate to rule not just the steppe but the entire earth, that all the peoples of the world were destined to submit to him, and that those who refused were rebels against the order of heaven itself. This was a theology of conquest. It turned aggression into a sacred duty and made the Mongols, in their own eyes, not raiders but the agents of a cosmic plan. The terrifying confidence with which they demanded the submission of distant kings — the letters that began, in effect, “By the strength of Eternal Heaven, submit or be destroyed,” and which framed resistance itself as the crime — flowed directly from this belief. To this day, in Mongolian folk religion, Genghis Khan himself is remembered as an embodiment of the will of Tengri, a man through whom heaven acted, and shrines are still kept in his honor as a kind of national ancestor-spirit.

The second crucial feature is tolerance. Because Tengrism was not a doctrinal religion with a body of revealed truth to defend, it had no concept of heresy and little impulse to persecute. The Mongols approached the religions of others not as rivals to be crushed but as additional sources of spiritual power to be tapped. If the Buddhists had effective rituals, the Christians effective prayers, the Muslims effective holy men, then it was simply prudent to have all of them praying for the khan and the empire — an attitude closer to a gambler covering every bet than to a believer defending one truth. A khan might keep Christian, Buddhist, Muslim, and shamanist advisers at his court simultaneously and see no contradiction. The royal women, in particular, often held to the Christianity of the Keraites; Buddhist monks, Daoist sages, and Muslim scholars all found patrons among the Mongol elite. Genghis Khan himself, near the end of his life, summoned the Daoist master Changchun on a journey of thousands of miles from northern China to his camp in the mountains beyond the Hindu Kush, simply to ask whether the sage possessed a medicine for immortality — and, when told honestly that no such medicine existed, only sound advice for a long life, rewarded the old man anyway and exempted his order from taxes.

This pragmatic openness, rooted in the structure of steppe belief, became one of the most distinctive — and, to contemporaries, most surprising — features of the Mongol Empire. At a time when Christian Europe was launching crusades and burning heretics, and the Islamic world fought its own sectarian wars, the Mongols granted broad freedom of worship across their domains, exempted clergy of many faiths from taxes and military service, and staged debates between religions at their court for the entertainment and instruction of the khan. The Franciscan friar William of Rubruck would attend one such debate at Karakorum in 1254, arguing theology before an umpire and a jury of Mongol notables against Muslims and Buddhists — a formal interfaith contest, complete with rules against mockery and interruption, held in the heart of the empire of the most feared conquerors in history. Rubruck reported that as the evening wore on, the debate dissolved, as such things do, into drink and song rather than conversion. It is one of the strange and humane footnotes of a violent age that such a state was, in matters of belief, among the most tolerant of its time.

We should not romanticize this. Mongol tolerance was a tool of rule, not a principle of conscience; it cost them nothing and bought them the cooperation of conquered clergy and the goodwill of subject populations. A khan who found a particular religion politically useful would favor it, and later khans who converted — the Ilkhans to Islam, the Yuan emperors to Tibetan Buddhism — could be as partisan as any settled ruler. But the underlying disposition was real, and it flowed from the open, non-dogmatic character of the sky-religion of the steppe. The Mongols did not care, fundamentally, which god you prayed to, so long as you prayed for them and obeyed. Something of that old ecumenism survives in the modern habit of listing the Mongol Empire among history’s earliest large-scale examples of state-guaranteed freedom of worship — a claim that flatters the Mongols a little, but not entirely without cause.

It is tempting, from a modern distance, to see this tolerance as high-minded pluralism, an early charter of human rights sprung up on the steppe. That flatters it. The Mongols were not indifferent to whether their gods were served; they were indifferent to which gods, because they treated all of them as potential allies to be enlisted rather than truths to be defended. The distinction matters. A society that has no doctrine has nothing to be heretical about, and so has no heretics to burn — its tolerance is a by-product of the absence of a creed, not a decision to respect other creeds. But whatever its source, the practical effect was extraordinary and, for its age, almost unique. Conquered priests, monks, and imams found that surrender to the Mongols cost them their taxes and their military service but not their faith, and that a khan was more likely to endow their temple than to raze it. In a thirteenth century otherwise loud with holy war, the empire of the most feared warriors on earth was, in matters of belief, a place where a Christian, a Muslim, a Buddhist, and a shaman might all pray under the same lord’s protection and all be told to pray a little harder for his health. Legacy hunters have made much of this, and not without reason: it is one of the genuine surprises of Mongol history, a hard empire with a curiously open mind.

Tengri, then, gave Temüjin two of his most powerful weapons: an ideology of world conquest that made him heaven’s chosen instrument, and a policy of religious tolerance that smoothed the governing of an empire of a hundred faiths. Both would prove decisive. But before he could wield them, he had to survive — and the god of the steppe, in his early years, seemed to have turned his vast blue face away. The boy with the clot of blood in his fist was about to lose his father, his rank, and very nearly his life.

To reach him, we must leave the settled neighbors for one more chapter — for it was their wealth, their walls, and their weakness that would turn a steppe conqueror into a world conqueror.




Chapter 5 — The Settled Neighbors

South of the grass, behind walls, lay the wealth of the world — and its division. To understand why the Mongol conquests went as far and as fast as they did, you have to understand that the great civilizations ringing the steppe were, at the start of the thirteenth century, fragmented, mutually hostile, and ripe. Temüjin did not face a united China or a single Islamic empire. He faced a checkerboard of rival states, each of which he could isolate, turn against its neighbors, and destroy in turn. This is one of the most important and least appreciated facts of the whole story: the Mongols did not so much overpower a united world as walk through the gaps in a divided one.

Nearest and most important was China, and China in 1200 was not one country but at least three. The north, including the old heartland around the Yellow River and the future site of Beijing, was ruled by the Jin dynasty — itself founded by a steppe-derived people, the Jurchens from Manchuria, who had conquered northern China a century earlier and adopted Chinese ways of governing. The Jin were rich, populous, and militarily formidable, with walled cities, professional armies, and the gunpowder weapons and siege technology of Chinese warfare. To the northwest, in the arid country of the Gansu corridor along the Silk Road, lay the smaller Tangut kingdom of Western Xia (Xi Xia), a Buddhist state of mixed Tibetan, Chinese, and steppe character — wealthy from the caravan trade, well-fortified, but isolated. The Tangut were not a footnote: their kingdom had stood for nearly two centuries, kept its own invented script and its own literate bureaucracy, and had learned to survive between larger neighbors by shrewd diplomacy, at times accepting nominal vassalage to the Jin. And to the south, beyond the Jin, lay the largest and richest of all: the Song dynasty, ruling the populous, sophisticated, commercially advanced heartland of southern China, with its great cities, its paper money, its printing, its ocean-going fleets, its compass and its coal, and — by some estimates — a hundred million people, making it very likely the most populous and technologically advanced society then alive. A merchant standing in the harbor of a Song port at the start of the thirteenth century was looking at what was, by almost any measure, the most advanced economy on earth.

These three Chinese states despised and feared one another, and they had been doing so for generations; the frontier between them was one of the busiest and most militarized in the medieval world. The Song had never reconciled themselves to the loss of the north — a humiliation seared into their memory when the Jin sacked their old capital in 1127 and carried two Song emperors into captivity, an event the Chinese still remember as one of the great national catastrophes — and they dreamed of recovering it. The Jin and the Tangut were uneasy neighbors. None of them imagined that the real threat lay not in each other but in the despised barbarians of the grass. The Mongols would exploit this blindness ruthlessly. They struck the Tangut first, forcing the submission of Western Xia in 1210 to clear their flank, then turned on the Jin, allying at times with the Song against their common Jurchen enemy — and then, a generation later, turned on the Song and destroyed them too, in a war that dragged on until 1279. Divide and conquer was not a Mongol invention, but no one ever applied it on such a scale, or with such patience: the campaign against the Song alone outlasted Genghis Khan by half a century and was finished only by his grandson.

The scale of what lay behind those walls is hard to grasp from the grassland. A Mongol chief counted his wealth in thousands of animals and reckoned a great camp in hundreds of tents. The cities of the settled south were something for which the steppe had no yardstick at all. Kaifeng and Hangzhou, the great capitals of the Jin and the Song, held populations that ran into the hundreds of thousands and, by some accounts, past a million — more people packed inside a single wall than lived on whole reaches of the plateau. They had paved streets and night markets, restaurants and theaters, printed books and a paper currency backed by the state, canals thick with grain barges, and workshops turning out silk, porcelain, iron, and salt on an industrial scale. To a steppe warrior riding down out of the grass, such a city was not merely rich; it was a kind of wonder and a kind of affront, an unimaginable concentration of everything the nomad lacked, sitting behind stone. The wealth was real, and it was the magnet that would eventually draw the whole Mongol machine south. But wealth behind walls is only wealth if you can get through the walls, and at first the Mongols could not.

China mattered to the Mongols for another reason beyond its wealth: it was the school in which they learned to take cities. The horsemen of the steppe knew nothing of siege warfare; a walled town was, at first, simply beyond them. There is a telling early episode: when the Mongols first besieged the Tangut capital, they tried to flood it by damming and diverting a river, and succeeded mainly in bursting their own dike and flooding their own camp — a reminder that world conquerors are made, not born, and that the Mongols began as rank amateurs at the one kind of warfare that would decide the fate of every city between Beijing and Baghdad. But the Jin and the Song possessed the most advanced military engineering on earth — catapults and trebuchets, incendiary and explosive gunpowder weapons, fire-lances and thunderclap bombs, sappers and miners and the whole science of reducing a fortress. As the Mongols conquered, they captured the engineers who built these things, and instead of killing them, they recruited them. Chinese and later Persian and Muslim siege specialists became an integral arm of the Mongol military; at the climactic sieges of the Song, Mongol armies would even import Muslim engineers from the far west to build the great counterweight trebuchets the Chinese called “Muslim catapults,” weapons that hurled stones heavy enough to crack open cities that had held out for years. Within a single generation the Mongols went from being unable to take a walled village to being able to crack the greatest fortified cities in Asia. The empire was, among other things, a machine for absorbing the skills of the conquered and turning them against the next victim.

West of China and the deserts of Central Asia lay the second great zone of wealth: the Islamic world, and it too was divided. The nominal spiritual center was Baghdad, seat of the Abbasid Caliph, the successor of the Prophet and, in theory, the leader of all Sunni Muslims. But by 1200 the caliph’s real power was a shadow of its former self, confined largely to Iraq, while the vast lands of Persia and Central Asia were ruled by a patchwork of sultans, shahs, and atabegs who owed the caliph reverence but no obedience. The dominant power in the east was the Khwarazmian Empire, a young, sprawling, and internally fragile state ruled by the Khwarazm-Shah Muhammad II, who controlled Transoxiana and much of Persia. Between Khwarazm and the Mongols, as a kind of buffer, lay the Kara Khitai, or Western Liao — a state founded by Khitan refugees who had fled west when the Jin destroyed their Liao dynasty in north China, a curious fragment of a fallen empire, ruled by Buddhists over a largely Muslim population, that the Mongols would swallow before they ever reached the heart of the Islamic world. Khwarazm itself was wealthy beyond imagining — its cities, Bukhara, Samarkand, Merv, Urgench, Nishapur, Herat, were jewels of Islamic civilization, centers of learning, trade, and craft, with libraries, observatories, mosques, and bazaars, some of them among the largest cities on earth. But the empire was a recent and unstable assemblage, less than a lifetime old; the shah was at odds with the caliph, distrusted by his own Turkic military caste, and undermined by his own formidable mother, who commanded the loyalty of much of the army. Its glittering surface concealed deep weakness.

It was into this world that a Mongol trade caravan would ride in 1218 — and its massacre by a Khwarazmian governor at the frontier town of Otrar, who seized the goods and put the merchants to death as spies, would unleash the most devastating of all Genghis Khan’s campaigns. When Genghis sent envoys to demand justice, the shah had them killed or humiliated, and sealed his empire’s fate. But that was contingency, a spark that happened to fall on dry grass. The deeper point is that the Islamic east, like China, was rich, advanced, and politically incoherent: a collection of rivals that could be picked off one by one, defended by an army whose commanders trusted neither their shah nor one
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