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			PREFACE

			Genghis Khan, Thomas Jefferson, and God

			On an early summer night in 1787, the British historian Edward Gibbon sat in his garden house in Lausanne, where he had retreated to finish writing the last of six massive volumes on the Roman Empire, covering 170 emperors spread over 25 dynasties and 1,500 years, encompassing Europe, Africa, and Asia from the assassination of Julius Caesar on March 15 of the year 44 BC until the fall of Constantine XI to the Turks on May 29, 1453. Gibbon knew more about empires and emperors than any other scholar then or now.

			Toward the end of this fifteen-year project, he showed as much interest in the future as in the past as his attention turned from the Mediterranean empires across the Atlantic Ocean to the newly formed American nation destined to become the imperial heir to Rome. Fascinated by the frequently grotesque relationship between power and religion, Gibbon closely followed the heated American debate regarding the place of religion in society, in public life, and in politics. He had been a student at Oxford, where some of these young American rebels had studied. He recognized how radical their ideals were, and how difficult it would be to give them form. Philosophers sometimes mused over the ideal of religious freedom, but no one knew how to create a society that embodied it or to implement laws to enforce religious tolerance. The Americans, led by Thomas Jefferson, were opting to offer citizens total religious freedom and a complete separation of church from state.

			Gibbon had acquired his insights into the complicated relationship between power and religion through his education in continental Europe and his service as a member of Parliament. He explored the world’s religions both intellectually and spiritually, having at various points been a Catholic, a Protestant, and a Deist. In his monumental history of the Roman Empire and the foundations of Europe, he carefully charted the ebb and flow of religious currents and persecutions, and he found little to admire. After a lifetime of study, he concluded that one ruler stood above all others in matters of politics and God: Genghis Khan.

			Earlier in his career, while writing the initial volumes of his history, Gibbon had shared the prejudices of his time about the Huns, Turks, and Mongols. He was repelled by their savagery and expressed a mild disdain for their leaders, including Attila the Hun and Genghis Khan, whom he called “Zingis Khan.” But as he grew older and matured as a scholar, he increasingly saw more to admire in the so-called barbarians than in the civilized rulers of Europe. He wrote that the Roman emperors had been filled with “passions without virtues,” and he denounced their lack of political and spiritual leadership.1 He reflected on the wanton cruelty of the Romans, who first persecuted Christians, then became Christian themselves and persecuted all others.

			From his assiduous study of Western history, Gibbon came to believe that Europe offered no sound model for the establishment of religious freedom. “But it is the religion of Zingis that best deserves our wonder and applause,” he boldly asserted in the last volume on the Romans. Gibbon explained that in the Mongol camps different religions lived “in freedom and concord.”2 As long as they would abide by Ikh Yasa, the Great Law, Genghis Khan respected the rights of “the prophets and pontiffs of the most hostile sects.” By contrast, European history had often been shaped by religious fanatics “who defended nonsense by cruelty” and “might have been confounded by the example of a Barbarian, who anticipated the lessons of philosophy, and established by his laws a system of pure theism and perfect toleration.”

			Few European scholars were given a chance to evaluate Gibbon’s comments, as his entire work was banned across much of the continent. The Catholic Church inscribed his name and book titles on the Index Librorum Prohibitorum, the Vatican’s list of banned books, thereby making the reading or printing of his books a sin and in many countries a crime. His ideas were too radical, and his books remained on this list of forbidden books until the church finally abolished it in 1966.

			In his discussion of Genghis Khan’s career, Gibbon inserted a small but provocative footnote, linking Genghis Khan to European philosophical ideas of tolerance and, surprisingly, to the religious freedom in the newly emerging United States. “A singular conformity may be found between the religious laws of Zingis Khan and Mr. Locke,” Gibbon wrote, and he cited specifically John Locke’s utopian vision in the Fundamental Constitutions of Carolina, which Locke had written in 1669 for his employer, Lord Anthony Ashley Cooper, to govern the newly acquired North American lands south of the Virginia colony.

			[image: ]

			I first read Gibbon’s remarkable claim while writing Genghis Khan and the Making of the Modern World, a book on the Mongol Empire. The small footnote in Gibbon’s work was but one of the approximately eight thousand footnotes spread throughout his one-and-a-half-million-word history, but it was the one idea that seized my attention. Gibbon was the only historian to link Genghis Khan to my homeland in South Carolina. I found the claim exciting, yet incredible. As much as I wanted to believe Gibbon, the idea seemed too farfetched even for me, an admirer of Genghis Khan and lover of all things Mongol. What possible connection could there be between the founding of the Mongol Empire in 1206 and that of the United States of America almost six hundred years later? I could find no other scholar who took the idea seriously. Nevertheless, I could not let go of this tenuous thread of connection. For my peace of mind, I decided to search for the evidence to support or refute Gibbon’s remark. Did the treasured Western law of religious freedom, embodied in the Constitution of the United States, originate in Asia? Was it a legacy not just of Enlightenment philosophers but also of an illiterate medieval warrior?

			I did not realize at the time that the search to answer that question would take me more than twelve years. Writing this one book, inspired by one small footnote in Gibbon’s work, would take me almost as long as it took him to complete the six volumes of The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire.

			Gibbon recognized that the desire for religious freedom had a strong basis in European thought and society, but the philosophers, idealists, religious dissenters, and politicians disagreed on how to make that into law. Did people first have to believe in God to deserve such freedom? Should there be a national religion controlled by the state? Was religious freedom an individual right or one that should be extended only to established churches? Could an individual refuse to belong to any religion and still be a citizen? Most attempts to shape a law of tolerance at the time focused on a handful of different types of Christian churches. They addressed believers as a community and did not really consider the freedom of an individual to belong or not belong to any religious group.

			Following Gibbon, I spent the first few years plowing through the writings of the English philosopher John Locke and his patron Lord Anthony Ashley Cooper, and scoured the Fundamental Constitutions of Carolina, an original handwritten copy of which was kept by the Charleston Library Society, only a few minutes’ walk from my home.3 This idealistic model for society in the Carolina colony offered some civil rights for members of minority sects, but it placed many new limitations on them as well and upheld the Church of England as the official and only true religion. The plan granted limited religious toleration to churches rather than true freedom to individuals, and restricted even that to those sects that supported the government. Despite some general similarities to the overall principle of tolerance of Genghis Khan, I found nothing specific to indicate inspiration—no similarity in wording or reasoning, not even a thin thread with which I could make a link.

			Reluctantly, I abandoned the idea that Locke had found inspiration in the laws of Genghis Khan or that my home of South Carolina had been shaped by such ideas. Yet the larger question remained open. Did the Founding Fathers of the United States somehow have access to knowledge about Genghis Khan’s Great Law, and if so, had they copied it? I switched focus from Locke to the American Founding Fathers themselves. I was quickly encouraged by the discovery that Martha Washington had given her husband a novelized biography of Genghis Khan entitled Zingis: A Tartarian History by Anne de La Roche-Guilhem, originally published in French in 1691 and translated into English the following year.4 George Washington kept the book in the library at Mount Vernon, where it remains.

			I thought I had struck gold, but it turned out to be fool’s gold. Frustratingly, although this book has been in Washington’s library for more than three hundred years, I could find no evidence that anyone had actually read it. George Washington never mentioned the book, nor could I find in his papers or correspondence any reference to Genghis Khan. I felt so close to the answer, but lacking evidence I feared that I was chasing a myth.

			Several years later, my optimism heightened again when I stumbled across evidence that American merchants from Charleston to Boston had imported and sold books on the Mongol leader. In addition to the novel in George Washington’s library, the most popular book in the American colonies in the eighteenth century was The History of Genghizcan the Great, First Emperor of the Ancient Moguls and Tartars, an authoritative and lengthy biography published by the French scholar François Pétis de la Croix in 1710. Benjamin Franklin, a connoisseur of French culture, did much to popularize the book, printing advertisements in his newspaper and selling it by mail order from the post office in Philadelphia for delivery throughout the American colonies.

			Who bought these books on Genghis Khan in the 1770s? Who was interested in him, and what happened to those books? Once again, I plunged into Franklin’s voluminous papers and publications looking for elusive evidence of a direct connection between Genghis Khan’s edicts on religious toleration and the decision of the Founding Fathers to give all citizens of their new nation freedom of belief. The Americans, like Genghis Khan, were attempting to invent a new nation unlike any that preceded it. Eighteenth-century American scholars, without an intellectual history of their own, were eager to find models of government and justice from beyond the stagnant pool of Western thought. In the search for something better, they read widely and were particularly intrigued by Asian leaders. But although Franklin seemed to have an opinion about every topic in the world, I could not find anything aside from tantalizing hints at a connection to the Mongols.

			A crucial clue came when I discovered that among the founders of the United States, the one who purchased the most copies of Pétis de la Croix’s biography was Thomas Jefferson, author of the Declaration of Independence. Jefferson bought copies of the biography in the original French language for himself and offered them as gifts for others. He inscribed the copy he presented to his granddaughter, Cornelia Jefferson Randolph, as a seventeenth birthday gift, urging that she study it.5 One of his copies of the biography of Genghis Khan entered the United States Library of Congress, and another was placed in the library of the University of Virginia; Jefferson was the founder of both. As late as May 26, 1795, in a letter to Parisian bookseller Jean François Froullé, Jefferson was ordering still another copy of the Genghis Khan biography and requesting that the book “be packed in a good trunk, covered with leather, or rather with sealskin.”6

			I cautiously examined a photocopy of one of the Genghis Khan biographies owned by Jefferson. The book emphasized Genghis Khan’s religious tolerance and reproduced a text of the Mongolian Law of Religious Freedom, which Pétis de la Croix had stressed was the first law of Genghis Khan. As presented in this biography, the Mongol law was a general law offering freedom, in very simple words, for everyone of every faith. In 1777, one year after drafting the Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson translated its lofty words into specific legislation when he composed America’s first law of religious freedom for his native state of Virginia. He had embraced the idea of religious freedom before reading about Genghis Khan, but what he found in the biography was a specific way to translate the desire for religious freedom into law. Religious freedom was an individual right, not a prerogative of the church.

			Mongol law forbade anyone “to disturb or molest any person on account of religion.”7 Similarly, Jefferson’s law prescribed “that no man shall . . . suffer on account of his religious opinions or belief.” Genghis Khan’s law insisted “that everyone should be left at liberty to profess that which pleased him best.” Jefferson’s law echoed this in the statement “that all men shall be free to profess . . . their opinions in matters of religion.” The First Law of Genghis Khan and the Virginia statute were both similar in spirit to, but different in wording from, the First Amendment to the United States Constitution, which reads: “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.”
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			The Mongol Empire encompassed people from a greater diversity of faiths than any other empire in prior history. Never had one man ruled over followers of so many religions without belonging to one of them: Muslims, Buddhists, Taoists, Confucians, Zoroastrians, Manichaeans, Hindus, Jews, Christians, and animists of different types. Each of the major religions was divided into myriad competing, and often viciously warring, sects. Genghis Khan’s greatest struggle in life was not to conquer so many tribes, cities, and nations—that had come fairly easily to him—but to make them live together in a cohesive society under one government.

			In 1997 I began research on the Secret History of the Mongols, attempting to locate all the episodes in the manuscript and to evaluate the text based on an analysis of the places where the events unfolded within Mongolia and across China and Central Asia. The first year, I thought that I would complete the work in a single summer, then in two summers, in order to trace the conquests from Karakorum to the Balkans. But now, after nearly two decades, the work continues, by foot, camel, horse, or four-wheel drive. I began alone, but gradually the project expanded to include a team of dedicated Mongolian scholars as well as nomadic herders who contributed their unique knowledge of the area to the project. Over time the scope expanded from only the events of Genghis Khan’s life into areas such as northern Burma, conquered by the Mongols after Genghis Khan, and the remains of the Khmer Empire, which was never conquered by the Mongols but developed a working relationship with the Great Khans. The latter phase of the research goes well beyond the Secret History, but still it remains my guide.

			The horror of the Mongol conquests is well-documented in books and films, but Genghis Khan’s role as a religious lawmaker remains largely unexplored. Late in life he drew religious leaders from far and wide to his camp in his struggle to create a lasting peace among competing religions whose belligerent animosities plagued humanity. What began as a personal struggle to find his own spiritual core gradually became a quest to understand the role of religion in society. The more he considered the laws and attributes of the different warring sects, the more he came to believe that no empire could be stable so long as men were allowed to kill or be killed for their faith.

			The influence of Genghis Khan in the modern world was far wider and deeper than I had previously imagined, and this realization spurred me to write this second book. From the beginning of my research I recognized, but did not truly understand, the importance of Genghis Khan’s spirituality and his unusual approach to religion. The transmission of ideas and beliefs is much harder to trace than the spread of technological innovations such as the printing press, gunpowder, or the compass. Only now, after nearly two decades spent researching the life of Genghis Khan and the Mongol Empire, do I feel ready to tentatively offer my findings.

			I wrote this book largely at the behest of Walker Pearce, my wife of forty-four years, who felt that my earlier work ignored the rich and unique spiritual life of Genghis Khan and the Mongols. She named the book. Although I read the manuscript to her as I wrote it, and she had a clearer vision than I did of what it would become, she did not live to see the book completed. I was greatly encouraged and guided in finishing the book by my editor Joy de Menil, and I benefited from additional editorial assistance from Stephanie Hunt in Charleston.

			The ideas of Genghis Khan were revolutionary in the thirteenth century, when he lived, and in the eighteenth century, when the founders of America rediscovered him, and they remain so today. He faced many of the same problems we face in a global society where religious pluralism often results in polarity and conflict. How should one balance freedom of belief with the actions of fanatics? What happens when such fanatics break free of civic control to become masters of the society? How can followers of one religion be prevented from attacking those of another? How can competing religions, each claiming to be the only true one, be compelled to live harmoniously in society? What are the limits of religion? Genghis Khan’s quest to answer these questions remains as urgent today as it was eight hundred years ago.

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			The Anger of the Gods

			The evening hours in a military camp belong to the revelry of the young soldiers, but the final dark hours before the sun rises belong to the old veterans, who silently stir the ashes of memory and await the light of day. This is the hour when restless spirits wander the Earth and haunt men with past regrets and future fears. At sixty, Genghis Khan had many memories to savor, and ample ones to regret.

			In 1222, entering the final years of his life, he was still out on campaign. He had spent as long as he could remember fighting. Under his guidance, one son was now fighting across northern Iran, two others led campaigns in the Khwarizm Empire of Uzbekistan, and another was with him in the mountain valleys of Afghanistan. His generals were sweeping up the Caucasus Mountains on their way to attack the soft underbelly of European Russia. The list of cities and countries he had conquered, and those he had annihilated, was far too long to remember.

			“According to trustworthy persons,” wrote the Persian chronicler Juzjani, he was “a man of tall stature, of vigorous build, robust in body, the hair on his face scanty and with cats’ eyes, possessed of great energy, discernment, genius, and understanding.” To his enemies he appeared “awe-striking, a butcher, just, resolute, an over-thrower of enemies, intrepid, sanguinary, and cruel.”1 The appearance of Genghis Khan and his Mongol warriors inspired instant fear. “They had a hellish and frightening appearance,” wrote the Armenian chronicler Kirakos of Gandzak. “They had no beards, although some of them had a few hairs above their lips or on their chins,” wrote Chao Hung, the Chinese envoy. “They had narrow and quick-seeing eyes, high, shrill voices; they were hardy and long-lived.”2 The envoy expressed surprise that instead of wearing his hair like an emperor, the Great Khan had the same distinctive hairstyle as his soldiers—shaved on top, with bangs on the forehead, to protect the soul, and two braids reaching down to the shoulders—strange but practical for controlling lice.3 In old age his sparse but long beard had turned gray.

			Measured against the lives of other men, Genghis Khan had achieved much. Although born into a minor lineage in a remote part of the Mongolian steppe, he had slowly conquered one more powerful enemy after another. He was not the son of a khan or the heir to a powerful family. Far from it: he and his mother had been cast out by his tribe and left to die. He was forty-five years old when he acquired full control of the nomadic steppe tribes of nearly a million people. Only then did he set off to fight beyond the Mongolian Plateau that had confined his early life. After conquering adjacent Siberia, northern and western China, and the Kara Khitai Empire of the Tien Shan Mountains, he moved against the shah of Khwarizm, who ruled most of Central Asia from the Caspian Sea to Afghanistan. His army continued on to invade Iraq, Armenia, Georgia, and southern Russia.

			With about 100,000 men he defeated armies ten times the size of his and subjugated hundreds of millions of people. Genghis Khan “conquered lands which had never even been heard of before,” wrote Injannasi, one of his proud descendants. His empire “reached the far corners of the world, where foot had never been set before.” He “conquered the four directions and eight quarters beyond the ocean and included so many strange nations.”4 He conquered more lands and peoples than all the emperors in the entire history of the Roman Empire. He buried his enemies in the dust of his fast Mongol horses.

			He combined the genius of a hunter stalking his prey with the agility of the herder deftly guiding goats, sheep, cows, horses, yaks, and camels across vast distances while protecting them from predators and natural calamity. His army moved across the land with such speed and skill that observers repeatedly compared it to a wind storm, flood, or other fierce force of nature. Cities fell before him as effortlessly as his horses trampled weeds or flowers. He routed enemy armies and relocated thousands of people as seamlessly as moving his herds to a new pasture. He decreed life or death for defeated enemies as swiftly as deciding which animals to slaughter at the start of winter.

			It is difficult to grasp the breadth and scope of the Mongol invasions. In a period of approximately seventy-five years, Genghis Khan and his immediate descendants fought armies on the territory of some forty modern countries. From the time Genghis Khan launched his first invasion in 1209 until the death of his grandson Khubilai Khan near the end of the century, the Mongols successfully invaded what are today Russia, China, Korea, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran, Iraq, Syria, Armenia, Georgia, Azerbaijan, Turkey, Bulgaria, Bosnia, Serbia, Croatia, Romania, Belarus, Ukraine, Czech Republic, Slovenia, Moldova, Lithuania, Hungary, Greece (Thrace), northern Albania, Poland, Burma, and a few smaller nations such as Tibet and Kashmir that are now part of larger ones. They also received tribute from the kingdoms of what are now Vietnam, Thailand, and Cambodia. Their battles stretched over five thousand miles from Budapest to modern Seoul, and almost the same distance from Hanoi to Budapest.

			The scope of their conquests is probably best marked by what the Mongols tried but failed to conquer. They suffered a small defeat on the outskirts of Vienna, but the army was stopped in the west by the Mamluk of Egypt, in the east by the army of Japan, and in the south by a Javanese kingdom in modern Indonesia. No other army managed to fight simultaneous wars so far apart until the United States went to war against Germany and Japan in World War II.
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			Genghis Khan erupted into history in a century when gods flourished on Earth, when religion ruled the world. Sounds of the muezzin’s call to prayer, tolling church bells, chanting monks, and singing pilgrims filled the air across cities and villages from Japan in the Pacific to Ireland in the Atlantic. Ostentatious displays of religious piety dominated art, literature, architecture, and philosophy, whether at the Sung capital in China, the palace of the caliph in Baghdad, the papal throne in Rome, the court of the Byzantine emperor in Constantinople, the Al-Azhar University in Cairo, the fortress of the sultan in Delhi, or the mosques of Seville and Granada in Spain. In that Golden Age of Religion, tall, thin towers rose up as pagodas in eastern and southern Asia, minarets across the Muslim world, and cathedral spires in Europe. They lifted up the thoughts of humanity toward the heavens, and they stood as victory columns proclaiming the dominance and seeming permanence of the new power of religion.

			Religion triumphed over secular life. Priests, lamas, monks, and mullahs controlled the calendar, set borders between rivals, and collected taxes. They operated judicial courts, staffed prisons, built universities, opened hospitals, and managed wineries, banks, brothels, and torture chambers. Lavishly spending the voluntary and forced donations from poor and rich believers, they produced a historic high point for sacred art, literature, music, and architecture. Through the words of Allah in calligraphy, the sculpted image of Buddha on mountains and in temples, and paintings depicting scenes from the life of Jesus, art had become the servant of religious indoctrination.

			Arrogantly ignoring the Will of Heaven while claiming to be its representative on Earth, the many masters of organized religion violated the spirit of their own scriptures and focused on what they most enjoyed: collecting wealth, punishing violators of their arbitrary dietary and sexual laws, constructing massive buildings, staging fancy dress rituals, and enthusiastically fighting one another over whether there should be punctuation in the scriptures and what color the ink should be. In the presence of weak emperors, senile kings, and an aristocracy engaged by hunting or poetry, religion grew more powerful.

			In Europe the pope claimed supreme power and suppressed kings and heretics with ever-vigilant vigor. In the Muslim world, the tottering Abbasid caliph ruled from Baghdad as both secular emperor and the sacred successor to Muhammad while lesser mullahs enforced the word of God in towns and villages across the land. The assassins of Alamut, a cult of particularly vicious Shiite fanatics in the mountains of Iran, plagued Muslims, Christians, and pagans alike, emerging regularly to kill any ruler who dared to criticize them or refused to pay their extortionary demands for tribute.

			The prevalence of religion had generated neither peace nor prosperity. As each sect consolidated power within its home area, it struggled against rival faiths each asserting sole ownership of the word of God on Earth. Followers of a trio of militant movements—Christianity, Buddhism, and the growing new faith of Islam—fought bitterly against one another in an effort to dominate the world. Some sects of Buddhist monks cultivated martial arts while Christians and Muslims organized large sacred militias dedicated to spreading the word of their God and creating the kingdom of God on Earth. Rival religions controlled history and claimed authority over the future. Each one offered an array of techniques and rituals guaranteed to produce eternal peace, claiming exclusive control of the path to spiritual salvation.

			Rather than creating a spiritual utopia of art, compassion, and beauty, religion had saturated the world with resentment and hate. History’s earlier wars had been fought mostly for the simple human emotions of lust and greed, but the rise of the world religions had encouraged the hatred and killing of innocent people for no greater reason than that they worshipped God in another way. Religiously motivated or justified warfare posed the greatest threat to world peace and social stability. Wars in the name of competing gods now surpassed avarice, envy, and ethnicity as a source of violence, and these gods proved insatiable. As soon as one conflict subsided, people of faith easily invented another excuse to make war against nonbelievers, pagans, and heretics, or whatever they called people of other religions. In the name of a peaceful and compassionate God, the religiously devout found it easy to torture, rob, beat, blind, rape, burn, drown, starve, dismember, or enslave anyone. From infanticide to genocide, no punishment was too great or too evil when directed against someone perceived as a danger to the true religion. Such killing was not a sin; it became a sacred duty, a sacrament that promised the killer eternal rewards.

			Suddenly, amid the spiritual chaos and cruelty of the thirteenth century, a fierce army mounted on shaggy horses descended from the icy northern horizon and charged into the temples, mosques, monasteries, forts, palaces, and cathedrals of the world. Never had an army moved so fast across continents. With every man mounted on a horse and no foot soldiers or baggage train to slow them, the Mongols could ride for days, changing mounts as they went, and, when needed, sleeping and eating in the saddle without pausing to make camp or build a fire. The Mongol horde descended on warring nations, proclaiming itself the punishment of God and claiming to have been sent to break the power of ruling monarchs, harness them to the service of humankind, and restore the Will of Heaven and the Order of God.

			Heaven had sent many messengers to Earth: Confucius, Buddha, Jesus, Moses, Zoroaster, Mani, Muhammad, and many lesser prophets. Scriptures in Persian, Sanskrit, Chinese, Arabic, Hebrew, Greek, Aramaic, and other now lost languages were received with an initial burst of enthusiasm and then quickly succumbed to abuse and neglect. Genghis Khan did not deliver fresh scriptures from heaven or establish a new church. He believed that heaven had already sent enough scriptures, and all people basically knew right from wrong. Instead, he set about to discipline wayward nations and guide existing religions to fulfill their mission of helping humanity in obedience to the Order of God. Persuasion, flattery, and bribery were not enough to convince the established religious authorities and the rulers who held power in their name. He would bring them back by force, with the crack of the whip, and herd them back onto the moral path.

			Genghis Khan valued the moral truths he found in all of the religions he encountered. It was the men who claimed and often abused their religious authority whom he mistrusted. He held the wrongdoers accountable for their deeds, executed some and banned others. To the general populace he promised freedom and financial support if they would fulfill their duties to society and to heaven.

			Genghis Khan’s army was initially composed exclusively of Mongols, but it quickly became a truly international conglomerate. Armenian, Georgian, Kipchak, and Ossetian units descended from the Caucasus Mountains. Turks from dozens of different ethnic tribes joined from Central Asia. Chinese engineers assembled horrific war machines with which to batter the city walls and to rechannel whole rivers while their doctors bandaged the wounded. Slavs were brought from Russia, miners from Saxony, and even one English noble defected to join the global army. An Arab writer described the army as filling the sky like a swarm of locusts.5 After his death, Genghis Khan’s sons and grandsons continued their wars targeting corrupt religious and political institutions. In 1257, after crushing the Cult of Assassins, demolishing their heavily fortified mountain hideout in Syria, and sending their leader to Mongolia for execution, the Mongols rode toward Baghdad to deal with the caliph.

			The conquest of Baghdad in 1258 ended the long and already tarnished Golden Age of the Arabs, but the Mongol horsemen did not stop. They continued to expand their empire throughout the rest of the century. They destroyed the cultural center of the Orthodox Slavic world with the destruction of Kiev and its great cathedral. They swallowed Tibet without a struggle and defeated the skilled fighting monks of Korea. On the battlefields of Hungary and Poland, they permanently broke the power of the Christian military orders of religious knights who had sworn to give their fortune and life to the church. The Mongols invited them to fulfill their promise and killed their leader, Duke Henry the Pious of Silesia. The remaining prisoners were sent off to the mines of Siberia and the mountains of Kazakhstan.

			The Mongols swept up to Damascus, accepted the submission of the Christian Crusader Bohemond VI, who was the prince of Antioch and count of Tripoli, and pushed west as far as the Palestinian lands of Gaza on the edge of Egypt. In the years after, they took southern China and reached into Southeast Asia, easily conquering the Bai kingdom of Dali, where the kings customarily abdicated their earthly powers to become Buddhist monks. They also took Pagan in Burma, where the kings lavished riches on massive pagodas instead of building defenses.6

			The Mongols targeted religious centers both because they protected rival authorities and because they contained great piles of treasure. They looted the temples and religious monuments, seized objects of gold and silver to be cut up or melted down for new uses, took everything of value and destroyed much of what remained. From the cathedral of Kiev to the mosques of Baghdad, the Mongols treated religious buildings no differently from opulent palaces or daily markets. They put the great stores of religious wealth back into commercial circulation. This wealth became the first global economic stimulus as they revitalized the Silk Route, opened an international network of hostels and banks for merchants to travel freely, suppressed bandits and pirates, built bridges, cleared harbors, lowered taxes, and tried to introduce a global paper currency system. Thousands of merchants, including Marco Polo and his father and uncle, soon trod the Mongols’ routes from Europe to Asia and back home again. By breaking the grip of fanatical religions, they opened an era of unprecedented global prosperity.

			“By Virtue of God,” proclaimed Genghis Khan’s grandson Guyuk, “from the rising of the sun to its setting, all realms have been granted to us. Without the Order of God, how could anyone do anything?”7 Mongke Khan, another grandson of Genghis Khan and successor to his cousin Guyuk, told King Louis IX of France, “This is the order of Eternal God: In heaven there is none but one eternal God, over the Earth let there not be but one lord and master Genghis Khan.” The Mongols believed that God spoke through those to whom he gave power, and that he had entrusted Genghis Khan with the task of ensuring “happiness and peace from sunrise to sunset.”8

			To his enemies and their descendants through the centuries, Genghis Khan has remained the enemy of God. After his death the outside world remembered only the conquests and destruction without the achievements. His mighty armies have been depicted in books, plays, songs, and films, but their victories have usually been portrayed as needless and mindless destruction with rivers of blood, bonfires of books, sacks of ears, and pyramids of heads. If Genghis Khan had any role at all to play in history, it was only as a punishment inflicted by heaven. He was the Whip of God.

			In contrast to this foreign perception, the Mongols have always seen Genghis Khan as their spiritual guide and religious teacher, comparable to Buddha, Jesus, or Muhammad. Mongke Khan referred to him not only as the founder of the Mongol nation but as “Genghis Khan, sweet and venerable son of God.”9 God’s commandment was simple: every nation must obey the Mongols. Only through submission, explained the Mongol queen Oghul Ghaimish in a letter to Louis IX, will there be peace on Earth for “those who walk on all fours” and for “those who walk on two legs.”10

			Much of what we know about Genghis Khan’s early life comes from a document known as The Secret History of the Mongols, written two years after his death. Someone, probably the chief Mongol judge Shigi-Khutukhu, gathered all the information that he could find about the man who had created their nation. Genghis Khan’s words held a certain power because he had conquered the world, and so it was thought that the person who controlled his words might harness that magic. The resulting text was a closely guarded treasure of mythic power. It was soon locked away. The manuscript belonged to the royal family, but they guarded it jealously, often even from one another, allowing copies to be made only when necessary, such as to accompany one of them on the conquest of a new land. The document was written in a code that few people understood, and in time it was lost, only to be rediscovered in the nineteenth century and finally decoded in the twentieth.

			Possession of a copy of the Secret History became a source of power as the manuscript was thought to channel the spirit of Genghis Khan, inspiring fear among its owner’s rivals and foreign enemies. The owner could pull out a saying or story as needed to support whatever strategy he might wish to pursue at the moment, and only distant members of the family lucky enough to own one of the few other copies could challenge it. Telling the difference between a true saying and one composed at the spur of the moment became increasingly difficult. The few circulating copies may never have been identical, and over time they were deliberately altered further, as inconvenient sections were lost and new pages added as the contingencies of politics demanded.

			These various versions formed the basis for overlapping texts which eventually became known by a number of different titles including Sheng-wu ch’in-cheng lu (Description of the Personal Campaigns of the Holy Warrior) in China, and The Secret History of the Mongols in Mongolia. (In the Ilkhanate of Persia it was referred to as the Altan Debter, a golden book or registry.) In general, the words, wisdom, laws, and teaching of Genghis Khan became known collectively by variations on the Mongol word yasa, meaning edict, order, or law, as in Ikh Yasa, Yasa-nama, yasa-yi-buzurg, as-Si-yasa, yasaq, zasag, and jasaq.

			After Genghis Khan left Mongolia and began his conquests, he became the focus of much attention, and thus we have early chronicles about him in Chinese, Latin, Persian, Arabic, Armenian, and Georgian, offering the contrasting views of Muslims, Christians, Confucians, Buddhists, Taoists, and Jews. Rarely in prior history had one person been the focus of so much attention from such markedly different cultural perspectives.

			[image: ]

			After conquering his enemies, looting their cities, and taking control of their markets, Genghis Khan considered how well their actions matched their stated beliefs. Religious authorities accustomed to issuing verdicts of guilt or innocence and dispensing judgments of life or death now found themselves and their faith on trial by a nonbeliever. “You have committed great sins,” Genghis Khan shouted at the newly conquered leaders of Bukhara. “The great ones among you have committed these sins,” he explained. “If you ask me what proof I have for these words, I say it is because I am the punishment of God. If you had not committed great sins, God would not have sent a punishment like me upon you.”11

			He paused for the interpreters to translate what he had said, and then he told the people about his “intimate communication” with God “and the authority he had by Inspiration received from him to govern all the Kingdoms of the Earth.”12 Just as he held the defeated leaders accountable for misguiding their society, he held religious leaders responsible for their actions and the behavior of their followers. He showed little interest in judging the accuracy of scriptures, the authenticity of prophets, or what anyone claimed to believe. He judged them simply by their deeds.

			Genghis Khan seemed unaware of or uninterested in how he compared with other conquerors. He treated his triumphant superiority as a burdensome duty more than an honor. He was fulfilling the role placed on him by fate; he was following his duty to his people. Lingering in the pleasant climate of Afghanistan, his attention strayed from the details of battles which he now easily won by force of habit, almost without thinking. He enjoyed the higher altitude and crisper climate of the mountain valleys and fertile plains of Afghanistan, and his attention turned away from the past and present to focus on the future. What would happen when he was gone? What was to become of his family? His Mongol people? His great empire?

			Genghis Khan freely admitted that he had few outstanding qualities, but he had an ability to find and to inspire the best talent around him. He had never been as strong a warrior as his brother Khasar, as good a strategist as his general Subodei, as decisive as his wife Borte, or as steadfast as his mother Hoelun. Yet he recognized their outstanding traits and incorporated them into himself. His closest advisers were his fellow Mongols, particularly his wives and generals, but as he moved beyond the Mongolian steppe and into the sedentary lands of the south, he quickly applied the same technique of seeking out those with skills. After conquering each city, he ordered a complete census of its people and resources, including their skills. Thus, he incorporated engineers, clerks, and physicians from China, and accountants, auditors, and metalsmiths from the Muslim countries.

			In his old age in Afghanistan, clearly aware that the end of life was approaching, he wanted to talk with learned men and hear ideas from the most educated minds of civilization. He summoned the best Muslim and Chinese scholars to meet with him. He beckoned mullahs from his newly conquered territory and Taoist priests all the way from their tranquil monasteries in China to the still-smoldering cities of Afghanistan to hear about their religion and ask what advice they had to offer.

			Genghis Khan initially viewed the religious institutions of the sedentary civilizations with deep skepticism. He suspected that the great religions with their temples, wealth, and pageantry might be frauds. Yet, he wanted to hear what the leaders of these strange institutions had to say. The chronicler Bar Hebraeus, a prolific thirteenth-century scholar, wrote that Genghis Khan had summoned “the lords of wisdom” to read from their sacred books in the various languages and to discuss their religion and debate with one another in his presence.13 Monks, priests, astrologers, magicians, prophets, alchemists, soothsayers, sages, fortune tellers, and charlatans traveled for months from across the widest rivers, over the tallest mountains, and beyond distant borders to search out his nomadic camp.

			One at a time, he talked with these self-proclaimed men of God, listened to their teachings, questioned their practices, examined their achievements, and tested their morals. He scrutinized each religion known in his empire—Christianity, Taoism, Buddhism, Islam, Manichaeism, Confucianism, and smaller branches from the world tree of faith. He campaigned by day, and the sages met with him during the evening hours to discuss Taoist and Muslim theology, life’s meaning, fate, the relationship of heaven to Earth, and the roles of war, violence, peace, and law in human affairs. Genghis Khan was a warrior pursuing a lifelong battle for power and dominance, but he was also a man struggling for spiritual understanding. The bloody battlefields of Afghanistan served as a backdrop for one of history’s strangest set of philosophical debates, whose effects reverberate in seen and unseen ways throughout the world today.

			The quest began many years earlier on Mongolia’s most sacred mountain, Burkhan Khaldun.

		

	
		
			PART I

			Becoming Temujin

			More than three thousand two hundred and fifty years after Buddha entered Nirvana, many evil kings were born and caused suffering to all living things. In order to suppress them, Buddha gave the order and Genghis Khan was born.

			~Lubsang-Danzin, The Golden Chronicle, circa 1651

		

	
		
			1

			The Teeth That Eat Men

			The boy who would become Genghis Khan was born in a small encampment at the head of the Onon River in the fall of 1162, in the busy season of the year between the processing of dairy products from summer and the slaughtering of meat for winter. This was a time for gathering cedar nuts, wild onions, forest mushrooms, medicinal seeds, and wilted flowers to flavor winter soup and tea. It was the season when the herders could drink a constant supply of fermented mare’s milk and enjoy the final wild strawberries and raspberries with sheep or goat yogurt. It was, in short, the best time of year.

			The acknowledged facts surrounding his birth are few and inauspicious. Only a short time before he was born, his mother, Hoelun, had been stolen from her husband by his father, the Mongol warrior Yesugei, who already had another wife and son. Despite the considerable effort Yesugei had expended to capture and claim his new bride, he almost immediately rode off again to raid the Tatars, a richer tribe of nomads living on the steppe with close ties to China. While her new husband was away, Hoelun gave birth to a son, who reportedly entered life clutching a small blood clot in his right fist. Later, the presence of this blood clot was interpreted to mean the boy was destined to conquer, something viewed positively by the Mongols but seen as a sign of his inherently barbaric nature by his enemies.

			We know the childhood history of Genghis Khan from a series of Mongolian manuscripts derived from the one document, The Secret History of the Mongols, written immediately after his death.1 It contains a genealogy and myths about the origin of his family and combines the collected memories of eyewitnesses and participants in the key events of his life, often recalling the exact words of conversations. The Secret History presents information in a straightforward manner, with little embellishment. Later works added decorative flourishes to the story.

			Because any story worth telling is worth improving, the simple facts about the birth came to be embroidered with the passage of time. In some versions the blood clot became a sacred stone, a jade seal, or a precious gem. According to the Buddhist Pearl Rosary, Genghis Khan was born with “beautiful signs” and “with a shining red jewel in his hand. On the same day a rainbow appeared in the sky.”2

			When Yesugei returned from his campaign against the Tatars, he named his new son Temujin, after one of the warriors he had killed. The name meant Iron Man. Yesugei had built a reputation as a warrior willing to take chances, and he expected as much of his son. Although he was descended from a lineage of tribal khans, he himself had not been chosen as a khan. He owned some animals, but the Secret History portrays him as a hunter and warrior more than a herder.

			The little that is recorded about Temujin’s relationship with his father is disturbing. In a society of nomadic warriors, fathers were frequently away when their children were born, but Yesugei’s absence may not have been entirely accidental. The problem seems to have stemmed from a question of paternity. Who was Temujin’s actual father? According to one eighteenth-century Mongolian manuscript, Hoelun was pregnant when she was kidnapped, thus making her first husband, Chiledu of the Merkid, his biological father.3 Later manuscripts, especially those written by Buddhists, gave no father’s name or endowed him with supernatural origins, presenting him as the reincarnation of a Buddhist deity, but few in his clan thought of him so highly.

			Mongol society valued social paternity over biological ties. If a man accepted a child as his own, he would be taken as such by the tribe. Several times in Yesugei’s ancestry, the biological line of paternity had clearly been broken, but the child had nevertheless become a full member of the lineage and clan. Yet Yesugei had chosen to reject Temujin or to show a consistent indifference toward him.

			Normally, at the birth of a Mongol child the father presented the first gift, usually a felt figure made from the wool of his sheep, but Temujin’s father was far away fighting. Another mysterious man happened to be present, a simple hunter of seemingly no importance called Jarchigudai. Though he was certainly not Temujin’s father, he played a fatherly role in the boy’s childhood.

			Jarchigudai belonged to a small band of Uriyankhai, forest people living around the sacred mountain Burkhan Khaldun. The Uriyankhai hunted wolves, foxes, sables, ibex, deer, and forest antelopes, and unlike the herding nomads, who constructed circular felt gers, they lived in small conical tents of wood and bark. There were many bands of Uriyankhai, and although none herded steppe animals, some herded reindeer, which they milked and on which they rode through the forest while hunting. When the snow was too deep for the reindeer, Jarchigudai’s people strapped on wooden planks and propelled themselves forward with two poles. They could also attach bones to the bottom of their boots and skate across rivers and lakes. People who saw them soaring down the mountainsides or skimming across the ice sometimes thought they were flying. These uncanny skills inspired awe but also fear and suspicion among the steppe nomads, who attributed unseen magical powers to the Uriyankhai.

			Mongols traditionally called a wise elder at the time of birth to foretell the child’s future. According to the Blue Chronicle, Old Jarchigudai, who would make an appearance at many important moments in Temujin’s life, was such a man, a Reader of Signs.4 He is said to have been the first to recognize the boy’s importance and to interpret the meaning of the blood clot. Too poor to own a horse, he had walked over the mountain to see the child. As a hunter he had neither sheep nor wool from which to fashion a gift of felt, so he brought the most valuable offering he had—a thick black sable fur that could be used as a blanket.

			After Temujin’s birth, his mother had three more sons, Khasar, Khachiun, and Temuge, and finally one daughter, Temulun. Sochigel, Yesugei’s first wife, also produced another son, Belgutei, who was a few years younger than his brother Begter. By 1170 Yesugei’s household consisted of two women with a total of seven children under the age of ten. Because of the size of the family, each woman almost certainly had her own ger, but the two women lived close together. At this point, all dates are approximate, as the Mongols had no calendar. They gauged life by the moon and by how many times the forest or grass had turned green. Each year in the short summer new vegetation appeared, and thus another annual cycle had passed. Few people had the need or desire to measure time in spans longer than a few years. They calculated the age of infants in oi—they would be three, four, or five forests old—but after a few years or the birth of the next child, the family lost count so the term was not used for older children or adults.

			The Armenian chronicler Hethum, who was generally favorable toward the Mongols, wrote in his 1307 work The Flower of Histories of the East that they lived “like brute beasts, possessing neither writing nor religion. They tended flocks of animals and moved from place to place searching for fodder for their herds. They were unskilled in arms, scorned by, and tributary to, everyone.”5

			While the men were frequently absent hunting, herding, or raiding, the wives made clothes and the walls of their homes from wool, fleece, fur, and leather. Felt was their most sophisticated material, which they made by beating layers of wool together into a thick and rough but warm and water-resistant cloth used to line their boots and homes. Occasionally, the men returned from a raid with woven cloth from China, but the Mongols did not weave.

			Lacking metal for pots, they cooked by heating stones in a dung fire and dropping them into a bowl or leather pouch filled with water and meat, or they cooked an animal in its own skin using the same method. Nothing was wasted. Before serving the meat, they passed the warm stones around so that every bit of animal fat that clung to them might be absorbed by their hands or rubbed onto their bodies as protection against the bitter dry air. Because the cold weather made bathing nearly impossible, Mongol men removed most of their body hair to protect themselves from lice, leaving only their facial hair and long wisps coming from the parts of the scalp not covered by a hat.

			[image: ]

			Throughout his life, Temujin maintained a close, albeit sometimes contentious, relationship with his mother, who generally favored her second son, Khasar, and her youngest son, Temuge. Temujin’s troubled status within the family was evident on several occasions. At one point when he was still very young, his father moved the family on to a new camp, leaving Temujin in the old abandoned camp. It is hard to determine whether this was by accident or design, but fortunately the young boy was found by Targutai Khan of the Tayichiud, who took him in. He described Temujin even then as having “fire in his eyes and light in his face.” Although Mongolian documents do not reveal how long Temujin lived with the Tayichiud, it was long enough for Targutai to take some credit for having raised him. As he later explained, “It seemed as though he could learn; so I taught him as though training a two- or three-year-old colt.”6

			Eventually Temujin returned to his family, but not for long. Around 1170, when he was eight years old (or in his ninth year, by Mongol reckoning), his father decided to take him to live with his mother’s clan, the Olkhunuud, supposedly in search of a wife. Normally a boy lived with his future wife’s family for a few years and offered a type of service to them, giving them a chance to train and test him before allowing their daughter to leave with him, but eight years old was young for such an arrangement.

			The story is filled with gaps. Normally the eldest son, Begter, would have been the first to be sent off. And why would Yesugei go to the clan of a woman whom he had kidnapped? Was he trying to make amends by giving them the boy? Or did he bring him because he believed that the son was not his? Was he trying to defuse some type of tension with other family members? Did Hoelun want him sent to her family for safekeeping?

			In any event, Yesugei and Temujin never reached the pastures of his mother’s relatives. Several days after leaving home, they stopped for the night at the ger of a stranger named Dei-Sechen whose daughter, Borte, was one year older than Temujin. The Secret History describes both Borte and Temujin as “having fire in their eyes and light in their face.” Dei-Sechen offered to take Temujin as his intended son-in-law, and after spending only one night with the family, Yesugei impulsively gave his son to his host. The two men agreed to a marriage between the two children, and Yesugei left the boy and a horse with Dei-Sechen.

			The casual manner in which the two men agreed to this marriage within a few hours of having met gives no indication of how important it would be, not only for the two of them but for world history. Although the intended bride and groom were mere children with no voice in the arrangement, they eventually became not only husband and wife, but the most powerful couple on Earth. Their descendants would rule vast empires, and their genes would find their way into royal families and aristocratic elites from China to Europe.

			As he was leaving Temujin behind in Dei-Sechen’s ger, Yesugei said something puzzling. “I leave my son as your son-in-law, but he is frightened by dogs,” he said. “Don’t let him be frightened by dogs.”7 What did this mean? There was never any other evidence in the Secret History that Temujin was afraid of dogs or much of anything. Because they were in close proximity to Yesugei’s mortal enemies, the Tatars, he may have been referring to them. Another possibility is that he was referring to Temujin’s brother Khasar, whose name meant Wild Dog. Whatever the reason, the comment seems odd because Yesugei’s lineage claimed descent from a golden light beam that had turned into a dog, and much later in life Temujin constantly referred to his closest companions as dogs.

			Temujin seemed to be in no immediate peril, but Yesugei was about to undertake a totally unnecessary risk. Having killed several notable Tatars in battle, including the warrior for whom his son was named, he nonetheless chose to travel through extremely hostile Tatar territory. Despite the obvious danger, when he encountered a camp and saw that it was in the midst of a feast, he decided he would join the drinking. Thirst triumphed over reason. Assuming, or hoping, that he could remain anonymous, he joined the festivity. The feasting Tatars recognized him at once. As shedding blood at a celebration would have brought terrible luck to all the participants, according to the Secret History, instead of disrupting the festivities, they gave him a slow-acting poison. Gradually, over the next three days, as he continued home on his horse he became increasingly ill. Upon arrival back at his family compound, Yesugei died. Monglik, a trusted friend of the family, went in search of Temujin and brought him home. He had lived with Borte and her family for barely more than a week, but the experience would remain seared in his memory.

			In the wake of his father’s death, Temujin learned one of the most important lessons of his young life: never trust your relatives. Normally, at the death of a married man, one of his brothers or another close male relative would marry his widow and take responsibility for their children. But Temujin’s uncles refused this customary obligation. They would not marry Yesugei’s two widows or take in their seven children. The women were unwanted and the children simply too young and numerous to feed or to be of benefit to anyone.

			After Yesugei’s death, the clan tolerated his widows and their brood through the first winter, but as spring approached, they exhausted the preserved dairy products and meats of the previous year. The forest animals in the surrounding area had been hunted or scared away. Hunger and wolves stalked the meager band. A single blizzard, a late cold snap, or an unusually heavy frost could thrust the community into disaster. Raiding enemies for food became nearly impossible for the weakened, emaciated horses and their poorly nourished warriors. It was at this time of year that the feeble perished and family members turned against one another. The weakest were sacrificed so that the strongest might survive.

			A few months after Yesugei’s death, the clan exiled his two widows and their young children, who were a burden to them, and sent them to the steppe to die. Hoelun was a captive bride, stolen from her first husband; she was not a proper wife whose marriage had been arranged between two lineages, and thus the clan felt they owed her nothing. They passed the same judgment on Yesugei’s other wife, Sochigel, who may also have been a kidnapped bride. The announcement of the decision to abandon the destitute family came at the annual spring ceremony, when meat was burned in offering to the ancestors. The old women who controlled the clan rituals publicly and viciously excluded the two new widows and their children from participating. When Hoelun insisted on attending anyway, the women rebuked her. “You are one for whom the law does not require us to call you and give you food,” one snarled.8 “You are one for whom custom does not require us to call you and give you food,” echoed the other.

			The ancestral ceremony concluded with plans to lead the surviving animals in search of desperately needed pasture. In the presence of the entire assembled lineage, the senior
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