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COVER MOTIF

A sculpture of an armed Croatian soldier with probably the oldest known display of a cravat, a detail from the rose window in the Basilica of St. Mary in Biskupija near Knin (11th century). MHAS, photo by Z. Alajbeg. In the background: a drawing of a tetradrachm showing Artabanus I, the king of the Parthian Empire from the Arsacid dynasty, minted in Seleucia on the Tigris in Mesopotamia. Artabanus I ruled from 127 to 124/3 BC. He was the son of Priapatius and brother of Phraates I and Mithridates I. He succeeded his nephew Phraates II, who died in battle against nomadic tribes from the east. Artabanus I died in 124 or 123 during a battle somewhere in Bactria. According to Justin, he was wounded in the arm during the battle against the Tocharians, from which he immediately died (JUSTIN, Epitomes, XLI).

This book is dedicated to the last narrator of the saga, Anton Mrakovčić Pavlić (1870 – 1953) and his ancestors.
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Picture 1. Coat of arms of the Mrakovčić family.
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Picture 2. Anton Mrakovčić Pavlić (1870–1953), the last teller of the saga On the Track of the Sun – The Red Warriors from Chorasmia, an entrepreneur, construction contractor, and folk heritage collector from Punat on the Island of Krk.
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Picture 3. In the editorial preface to the collection of Chakavian epic literature with which in 2019 two authors presented the precious folk tales of Punat on the Island of Krk to the Croatian scientific community, Prof. Dr.h.c. Ante Uglešić Ph.D., said: We cannot assert that this book will entirely change the existing knowledge about Croatian history, but to anyone who reads it, this book will give a new, intriguing and interesting insight into the lives of Croats in their earliest past. True, there are many legends and phantasies inside, but it also brings plenty up to now unknown facts that are definitely based on historical truth. In my opinion, it will partly take us back to some views founded in the second half of the 19th century and the first decades of the 20th century by the Croatian historians Vjekoslav Klaić and Ferdo Šišić, because certain data from their research on the arrival of Croats in many ways coincide with parts of the saga On the Track of the Sun – The Red Warriors from Chorasmia.
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INTRODUCTION
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Under Hor’s protection, a pagan deity of Sun and war and the supreme God of the early Croatian pantheon, the warrior nation of Croats (Old Croat. Hrvuati) travels on the track of the Sun, setting off at dawn from the Asian vastness in the East, toward the setting Sun and a new homeland in which they will find a home and accept Christianity. The Croatian legendary saga from the Island of Krk - On the Track of the Sun – The Red Warriors from Chorasmia follows the history of the Croatian people through ancient centuries and many lands in which they lived, in a way it is seen in the Croatian folklore. The story is narrated through generations of noble families of Krk, Žic Mikulin and Mrakovčić Pavlić, and finally written down in 1951 in a small town Punat in the Island of Krk, in an archaic and very specific local Chakavian dialect of the Croatian language that takes us to the early Slavic and Pre-Slavic history with its many unusual archaic words. 

This epic saga tells the story of the arrival of Croats in the Adriatic, their lives and migrations across the Euroasian vastness during a thousand years of history, bounded by two historical battles. It seems like the first one describes the defeat of the army of Artabanus I, the king of the Parthian Empire in 124 or 123 BC against the nomadic tribes from the east, described by the Roman historian Justin (JUSTIN, Epitomes, XLII). The second one describes the triumph of the Croatian Prince​[2] Branimir’s fleet against the Doge of Venice Pietro I Candiano’s squadron in the battle of Puntamika in the Zadar canal on 18 September 887, elaborated by the Croatian maritime historian Bartul Bare Poparić in his book about the Croatian naval power (B.POPARIĆ, 1899).

This long epic story starts in the Imperial castle on the river Tigris and follows the Croatian people on the journey from the empire Chorasmia, across the Afghan Arachosia (old Persian Harauvatiš) to the Black Sea river basin. After they arrived in the area between the Volga and Don, according to the saga fable, the Croats spread across the Bug and Dnieper to the Carpathians and established a large state with the capital Horovo. The Croatian state spreads farther north along the Vistula and to the Danube on the west. Finally, the Croatian people arrive in Illyricum via two routes, by land, which is known to us during the history, and naval, with thousands of boats across the Black and Aegean Sea to the eastern Adriatic coast.

This story is an encyclopedia of geographical, historical, military, diplomatic, naval, shipbuilding, religious, ethnographic, mythological, ethical, craft, culinary, medical and other terms. It has great historical, literary and ethnographic value. The descriptions of uniforms, weapons, buildings, shipbuilding, religious ceremonies and customs and naval battles are unrealistically realistic, while the fable is masterful, containing love stories, knight tournaments, harem descriptions and imperial burials. Its significance goes beyond the Croatian scope, and will certainly stand side by side with the most beautiful works of Slavic and world folklore. The ones who had read it compare it to the Nordic Hervarar saga, The Song of the Nibelungs and The Kalevala. Although it was written only in the middle of the 20th century, it is extremely valuable because it was preserved in the folklore together with a few hundred shorter stories and songs, with which it deeply permeates and complements.

The entire oral literature of a small island town and its ancient generations, kept for hundreds and even thousands of years through oral transmission of the people, has reached our time in which it was written down. The extensive transmission of aristocratic descent and content, with an immensely beautiful narrative, not only explains and complements the events described in the Saga, but offers a new, unusually interesting view of the early history and ethnogenesis of the Croats and Slavs and coindicates with the work of many domestic and world scientists, archeologists and historians such as Mayorov​[3], Leontiev, Paščenko, Borissov Toporov, Vasiliev, Korčinski, Hauptmann, Klaić, Šišić, and records of ancient chroniclers such as Justin, Jordan, Porphyrogenitus, Nestor, Paul the Deacon, Priest of Duklja​[4], Thomas the Archdeacon, Ibn Rustah, Al-Jarmī, Ibn Fadlan, Al-Mas'udi and others. The Saga On the track of the Sun – the Red Warriors from Chorasmia was told in 1951 by its last narrator Anton Mrakovčić Pavlić (1870-1953) from Punat in the Island of Krk, who passed it down to his 15-year-old grandson Rado Žic Mikulin (born in 1936). After the death of the narrator in 1953 the record was hidden for seven decades, until Leonard Eleršek finds it online and keenly translates it into Standard Croatian language.

The translation was completed together with the 83 years old Primarius Rado Žic Mikulin, M.D., Ph.D., and was, together with twenty shorter folk stories and songs, introduced to the public in 2019 under the editor Professor Dr. h.c. Ante Uglešić, Ph.D., in the collection of Chakavian epic literature Putom Sunca – Crveni bojovnici iz Horezma​[5]. Promotion to the Croatian scientific community was held on November, 12, 2019, in the Ceremonial Hall of the University of Zadar​[6]. One month later, on December 8, 2019, a promotion was organized in a gallery Toš in Punat in the Island of Krk​[7], and then on January 16, 2020, in the Great Hall of Matrix Croatica (Matica hrvatska) in Zagreb​[8]. 

The Saga was translated into English in 2020, with the precious help of a young translator from Zadar, Ana Maria Babin, according to the Shtokavian template. In Edition of Mythologia Cravatica, it was published in three separate books, in authentic Chakavian Croatian language, in Standard Croatian, and in English.
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Picture 4. Promotion of the Collection of Chakavian epic literature On the Track of the Sun – The Red Warriors from Chorasmia was held on November 12, 2019, in the Ceremonial Hall of the University of Zadar. In the picture: Serđo Dokoza, Ph.D., reviewer Vanda Babić, Ph.D., authors and the editor Ante Uglešić, Ph.D.

The spirit goes down from generation to generation and the more generations it passes, the smarter it becomes.​[9] 
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Picture 5. Coat of arms of the Žic Mikulin family. According to folklore, four clans of the Tugomirić tribe arrived in Krk, who called themselves Croats. The strongest clan was the Mikulin (Žic) and after them the Donjani, Žubinić and Judinić, who were somewhat smaller. Mrakovčić's also come from the Tugomirić tribe, a clan that had very early separated from the Mikulin (Žic) clan. The Venetian list of the noble clans of Krk made on July 10, 1248 (T. Smičiklas, 1906) states Andreas de Syzo (Andrija Žic) and Milogne de Syzo (Milonja Žic) among the Krk nobles of the Tugomirić clan.
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PROLOGUE
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These stories and narratives were told by my grandfather Anton Mrakovčić Pavlić (1870-1953). Every time he started narrating he would tell to his grandchildren: “Children, I heard this from my grandfather, and he heard it from his, this story was passed down from clan to clan, since the beginning of our clan, our tribe and our nation. Remember it well because one day you will also have grandchildren, who will want to learn everything about our clan, tribe and nation.” He used to tell us stories in the winter, when there wasn’t much work to do. We would gather around the fire in the evening. He would place a bigger log on fire, move the ember to one side, and then place slices of prosciutto on the tongs, to roast over the fire. He would slice two thin slices of bread for each of us, place the roasted prosciutto on one slice, and cover it with the other. He would tell us to hold and press it for a moment, while the bread soaked up the fat released from the prosciutto. Sometimes he would roast mutton, and sometimes he would give us carob, dry figs or almonds and walnuts. After we sat on stools around the fire, he would take his little tobacco bag, which was mixed with sage leaves and a little honey. He would fill up the pipe made of majolica, which had a long stem from the bowl to the mouth. He would put ember on the pipe and draw vigorously. When the tobacco was lit, he would sit in the armchair covered with sheepskin and start narrating. We would all be quiet and listen curiously. My grandma and mother would spin wool, and my aunt knitted a sock with four needles. As it was wartime, there was no electricity. It was not possible to buy kerosene, so we got the light from an oil lamp. The oil lamp burnt and lit, stronger for a moment, and then weaker, so the shadows were jumping around the kitchen resembling a wolf, a dragon, then a large squid, a witch, a fairy and sprite, maliks and krsniks​[10] and anything that the grandpa told us about the evening before. Noises of the spindle and needles sounded like stamping of horse hooves on the ground, and the clicking of the needles as warriors clattering and banging the swords in a battle.

Grandpa Anton was an excellent narrator and tried to transfer his knowledge to the young. He could talk for hours and the people would listen to him carefully. No one would ever interrupt him. He would often tell me: “Darling, write down what I tell you, so I don’t forget” and I listened to him and wrote. This story that I am about to tell you he heard from his grandfather. Grandpa Anton told me the story when he was 81 years old. Before he used to tell it in fragments, but it was never quite like that one time. I wrote it down when I was 15 years old. Now that I am old as he was, I am obliged to share it with all of you.

Rado Žic Mikulin
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►AŠTUR: Croatian (Hrvuatian) goddess of war, love, hunger, care, penury, evil, pain and death; the Supreme Goddess of Croatian pantheon. ►BAN: the ruler of Croatia (Hrvuatia). ►BAN’S COSSIZ: Old Croat. banski kosiz, Ban’s great general and the commander of the Croatian army. ►BANS PLOVBAN: Old Croat. banski plovban, the first admiral of the Croatian navy, subjugated to the ruler of Croatia, Ban. ►BOGUN: a bow. ►CONDURA: Old Croat. kundura, a large Croatian military and merchant ship powered by sails and oars. ►COSSIZ: Old Croat. kosiz, the general, high-ranking officer of the Croatian army. ►COSSIZA: Old Croat. kosiza, a military unit equal to division. ►DAVOR: Croatian god of war. ►DOBRINJ: Croatian god of festivities, parties, weddings, newlyweds and young people. ►EFUR: a sailor and warrior on a riverine naval ship. ►GALEOTTO: a rower on the galley, galley slave. ►EFURICA: a riverine naval fleet. ►GREAT COSSIZ: Old Croat. veli kosiz, the great general. ►HOR: Croatian god of Sun, victory, courage, pride and defiance, the Supreme pre-Christian god of Croats. ►HRVUATI: Croat. Hrvati, Croats. ►HRVUATIA: Croatia, Croat. Hrvatska. ►HUĆ: rhythm. ►HUĆAK: a drum. ►HUĆBAN: a drummer on a Croatian rowing boat. ►JAVELIN: Old Croat. oštrulac, a short throwing spear. ►JIDBAN: head of sails. ►KANIĆ: a messenger horseman. ►KHAGAN: the Momulian ruler (emperor). ►KHAN: general of the Momulian army. ►KIŠ: Croatian god of revenge who persecutes all who betray, lie and work against Croats. ►KNIZ: Prince, Old Croat. kniz, the sovereign of Croatia (Hrvuatia). ►KORBAN: captain of the ship. ►MOMUL: Old Croat. momul, a mythical enemy, an expression used in the Island of Krk for any enemy, especially unfamiliar one or someone who Croats remember as savage and cruel, like Mongols. ►OJ: a true sternpost rudder, Croatian rudder. ►OJAT: headquarters. ►OJBAN: the chief helmsman of a Croatian ship. ►ORMANI: longer, rear oars used for propulsion and steering the ship in case of a rudder failure. ►ORMANICA: a slender and fast Croatian battleship propelled by oars and equipped with a ram (rostrum) for puncturing the enemy’s hull. ►PLOVBAN: the admiral of the Croatian navy, directly subjugated to Bans plovban. ►RUGBAN: the chief oarsman, commander of rowers on ancient Croatian ship. ►RUGE: oars. ►SAGENA: the largest Croatian naval ship powered by sails and oars. ►SKUPBAN: a squadron commander of every ship in his area, directly subjugated to plovban. ►SPEAR: Old Croat. sulica, a long spear.
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Picture 6. The journey of Croats in the saga On the Track of the Sun from the Tigris (1) to the battleground on the eastern border with Afghanistan (2), the path to the old Empire of Chorasmia (3), leaving the Empire on the way to the homeland (4), the path to Europe toward the Don (5) and the Black Sea, spreading around the area between the Volga and the Carpathian mountains (6) and from the Black Sea to the Vistula (7) and afterward by land and sea to the Illyricum (8). Illustrated by L. Eleršek.
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ON THE TRACK OF THE SUN 
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THE RED WARRIORS FROM CHORASMIA

Legendary Saga from the Island of Krk 

Children, I heard this from my grandfather, and he heard it from his, this story was passed down from clan to clan, since the beginning of our clan, our tribe and our nation. Remember this well because one day you will also have grandchildren, who will want to learn everything about our clan, tribe and nation.​[11]

Anton Mrakovčić Pavlić
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I. RED WARRIORS OF CHORASMIA
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1. After the turmoil of a working day had passed, the Emperor of Chorasmia​[12], a vast Empire that stretched from Asia Minor on the north​[13] to Indian Mogul on the south​[14], from Afghanistan on the east​[15] to the Red Sea on the west​[16], went to rest on a terrace, in a deep shade of a pergola, over which a thick vine had untangled its branches, shoots and dense leaves. From the terrace, there was a magnificent view over the Tigris and its green plains. 

2. The plains stretched as far as the eye could see. They were split into smaller squares, crops. The color of each crop showed what was growing there. Near the Tigris, fields of reed and bulrush spread up to 300-500 fathoms​[17] wide. Behind the bulrush, in front of the field, a high embankment was built as a protection from flooding.
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THE EMBANKMENT
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3. Every here and there, the embankment​[18] had openings locked by double wooden doors, gates. Special mechanisms raised and lowered the gates, and during high waters, people threw loam​[19] and stones over it, so it appeared as small hills on top of the embankment. His ancestors built the embankment.

4. Thousands and thousands of people worked on the embankment. Thousands of oxen, horses, mules and donkeys were dragging the carts filled with stones and carrying soil and loam in special wicker baskets, which hung from the pack saddles on both sides of the animal. The bottom of a basket was locked by a handle. Before the basket was opened, they would protect the feet of the animal with boards, and then let the soil and loam fall from the basket to the ground. 

5. People who worked on the embankments were paid very well, they were devoted and did their jobs professionally. They lived, worked and died on the embankments. Around the embankments people were grazing their cattle, cultivating gardens, sowing grain, sorghum, summer cypress and rye. They were also planting turnips, carrots, squash and cucumbers. They planted vines, fig trees and dates on top of the embankments. Everything that grew there was nice, sturdy and healthy. The imperial court was filled with fruits and vegetables from the embankments.

6. Every year, they reserved large amounts of money for financing the construction of the embankments. They had a big impact on the harvest, which also had an impact on the amount of money that was going to end up back in the imperial treasury. The Tigris looked like a fishbone, a spine from which the rib bones spread on both sides. From the above, it seemed like a wide green and blue line that disappeared and vanished somewhere far away in a white haze. 

7. During the droughts, they released water and irrigated the fields from the outlets in the embankments. All the canals were then filled with water, shining as silver lines beneath the bright sun, with storks, ducks, geese, swans, woodcocks and herons walking around while hunting for frogs, snakes, worms and little fish. Every summer these canals had to be cleaned because they would quickly get filled and clogged with reed, bulrush and other aquatic plants.
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THE TRAVEL ALONG THE EMBANKMENT
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8. He remembered the first time he visited the embankment with his father. His father, the Emperor, knew all the master builders, so they took him and his entourage along the embankment and explained how they built everything and what was left to be done. They took a long drive along the embankment in their carriages.

9. Every night they would stop and arrange their cars and carriages in a circle. In the middle, they would light a fire, eat, drink and roast meat. They would sing until late into the night. On the fifteenth day, they had reached the end of the embankment. Then the master builder started explaining where they planned to start building farther.

10. They placed willow sticks where the biggest amount of water was coming from. The sticks stuck out one fathom high above the ground. That was the first step. He was a curious and nosey ten-year-old, so he did not miss not even one word from the master builder. The master was explaining and pointing to the place right next to the willow sticks, where they would build a stonewall using the biggest stones. These stones were brought to the construction site inside big baskets on carriages from distant quarries.

11. They spent days and nights extracting the stones, which were towed by the four biggest oxen. After they brought the stones, they arranged them in piles, and later used for building the large stonewalls​[20]. They built the stonewalls by forming two lines of big stones and filling the middle with gravel and grit. 

12. The first stonewall, the one made of the biggest stones, will be right next to the willow sticks, which will later become willow trees and protect the stonewall from high waters with its trunks. Three fathoms behind the first one, there will be another stonewall made with equally large stones. The space between them will be jammed with loam and covered with big stones, which will be protecting the top of the embankment from water.

13. Three hundred fathoms behind the last stonewall, they will build another one, which will be two fathoms taller than the one in front. Ten fathoms behind, they will build another stonewall and they will jam the middle with loam, boulders and smaller and bigger stones from the quarry. A hundred fathoms behind the stonewall they will dump the soil and gravel and then build two more stonewalls, two fathoms taller, and jam the middle with loam again. Behind the last stonewall, they will dump the soil with a light incline towards the fields, which are leveled with the lowest water levels of the Tigris.

14. The top of each embankment was covered with boulders, big stones and stairs, which the water could not move, even during the biggest floods. When the water level rises to the first step, the amount of water is two times higher than the usual. When it reaches the second step, the amount is three times higher, and when it reaches the third step, the amount is five times higher. The Emperor listened closely and asked everything that seemed important.

15. The master builder was calm and clear, answering the questions asked by the Emperor and his entourage. It was obvious that he knew everything about the water, dams, loam, soil, stones and the aquatic vegetation. Around the master builder stood ten young men, who were, at his signal, bringing the plans drawn on parchment and showing them to the Emperor. He remembered how he was quiet and careful not to say anything stupid. He was afraid that, if he said something stupid, his father would give him a dirty look and scold him later at home. He thought to himself “fear is a good teacher”​[21], so he kept quiet. 

16. The master builder also had a man by his side, who was responsible for the distribution of water among the folk in times of drought. He explained that they start by opening the canals in the headwaters and continue by opening the ones downstream. This way, everyone gets enough water and everyone is satisfied. Every farmer knew precisely when it's his turn and waited by his field. After the irrigation was done, he would get a signal to close the wooden doors on the canal, and at the same time, his neighbor would open his. In every field, there was a well where they collected the water to use between two distributions.

17. On the way back, the Emperor was very pleased and said: “Did you understand and remember everything? Because one day, when I am no longer here, and you become the Emperor, this knowledge will be of very good use to you”. He had realized that these embankments, dams and canals for water distribution and irrigation were very important for the farmers and also of a big importance for the whole Empire, and he had never erased that from his memory.
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