Introduction

Located in the northern central region of Asia, between Russia and China, a new empire was set to emerge in the thirteenth century: the Mongols. Mongolia provided its people with some of the most unique terrain. To the north were the mountains; in the central region lay the grassy plains of the Steppes; and to the south, the harshness of the Gobi Desert. Though most Mongols wandered in the central regions of Mongolia, many of the nomadic tribes learned to adapt to the vastly different terrains each region possessed. It was also because of the nomadic lifestyle that they became expert soldiers and marksmen. Many internal wars were fought between Mongols; it was this that created the need for better weaponry, and better training. Mongols also began to learn effective warfare tactics from these battles. The years of internal warfare created strength amongst Mongol soldiers; a strength that if united would prove to be a powerhouse in the 1200’s.

The Man Who United The Power
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The man who united the strength, the man with the vision, his name was Genghis Khan. Genghis Khan is believed to have been born in 1162 AD. Originally named Temujin, he was the leader of one of the many wandering tribes in Mongolia. However, Temujin had a vision unlike any other Mongol at the time. He hoped to conquer the world and make Mongolia the centre of the known world in the late twelfth century and early thirteenth. The known world at the time was believed to be from the Pacific Ocean in the east to the Atlantic Ocean in the west, or the continents of Asia, Europe, Africa, and Oceania. Temujin was an ambitious man; he began uniting the Mongol Tribes. This is when Temujin received the title Genghis Khan. 

Though the exact date to which Temujin was named Genghis Khan meaning ‘Universal Ruler’, many hypothesize it was when he first began uniting tribes at the age of about twenty (Approximately 1182 AD). Others believe it was when Temujin united the final tribes, which occurred when he was about forty (Approximately 1202 AD). Regardless of when Temujin was named Genghis Khan, he was the first man to unite Mongols. Widely considered the fiercest Mongol leader of all time, he accepted his title and prepared to set out and make Mongolia the largest empire in the world had ever seen. Genghis set up his capital in what is present day Kharkorin. From his capital, Genghis devised plans to achieve his goals – world domination. Genghis began his plans by attacking his “strongest” neighbours, Russia and China. Backed by expert archers mounted on prized takhi horses, Mongol armies were virtually invincible. Under control of Genghis, the Mongols extended their land empire from Beijing in China, to the Caspian Sea. His death in 1227 AD was ironically the result of a fall from one of his prized takhi horses; the same horses that his warriors used to build what was the beginnings of the Mongol Empire.


Even in death, Genghis Khan left a mark on civilization, both in the west, and in the east; though the words used to describe the same man give him vastly different identities in each culture. The name Genghis Khan to a westerner is the epitome of mercilessness, and warmongering, for Genghis was exactly that; a man relentless in his pursuit for Mongol domination. This is why the man known as Chinggis Khan to the east bears vast differences. His name to Mongolians embodies the strength, unity and order that Chinggis achieved. 

The Powerhouse Behind Genghis


With Genghis’ vision of Mongol dominance, he achieved, maintained and trained new warriors to fight for his dream. His warriors had three takhi horses each. The horses’ incredible speed and endurance allowed Mongol warriors to cover great distances in short amounts of time. The fact that each warrior had three horses allowed the warrior to change mounts whenever a horse was tired. Furthermore, if one died in battle, the warrior would still be able to carry on simply by mounting a new horse. To further the potency of the cavalry, each warrior wore heavy armoured leather and were trained expert marksmen. The speed and armour of the Mongol warriors made them nearly impossible to kill, or capture. It was for this reason that a smaller number of Mongol troops could defeat a larger number of enemy troops. Mongols backed with armour, speed, and endurance were also blessed with top-notch weaponry. Mongols invented a special saddle and iron stirrups that allowed mounted cavalry to fire arrows at full speed with excellent accuracy at a distant of roughly 180m. Years of internal warfare provided Mongols with advanced manoeuvres and strategies. There is also evidence of catapults, and crossbows mounted on stands being used by the Mongols.


The harshness of the Mongolian terrain also provided warriors with techniques for survival in even the worst conditions. Mongol warriors could survive off of blood from the horses they rode, and mare’s milk. Unbelievably, Mongol warriors were trained to sleep while riding horseback.


The Mongol army as a whole was ruthless, they rarely took prisoners, and when they did, the prisoners often became human shields. Armies poisoned wells, and rampaged cities. What many feared most about Mongol armies was undoubtedly their lack of regard for human life; even those who willingly surrendered to the Mongol armies were often slaughtered.

The Growth and Expansion


For the next forty years after Genghis Khan’s death, the empire would grow steadily. One after another, Genghis’ ascendants would take leadership of the empire and further the land empire of Mongolia, in the hopes of obtaining Genghis’ dream; a dream of Mongol dominance. The first person to take throne was Genghis’ son, Ogadai. Taking control in 1227 AD, Ogadai’s reign would last fourteen years to his death in 1240 AD.  Because Mongols retreated off conquered land to elect a new Khan after Genghis’ death, much of the early portion of Ogadai’s reign was spent recapturing these lands. 

The first six years, Ogadai reoccupied China; by 1233 AD, much of modern day China was in control of the Mongols. In two years, the Mongols decided to expand east and west. A Korean rebellion was organized but was quickly defeated by a dominant Mongol force. Riazan, a Russian city was the first significant capture of a western city by the Mongols. Poland and Hungary were also attacked by the Mongols but were never captured. Before his death Ogadai had captured the Russian city of Kiev. Kiev was the largest Russian city at the time. Its fall is a testament to the strength of the Mongol armies. Mongol armies were also at the outskirts of Vienna, and Polish armies were nearly all destroyed. For the next four years after Ogadai’s death, no one officially took control of the empire. Toragene, Ogadai’s wife was unofficially at the helm of the empire during this time. She would not make any significant advances. 

In 1246 AD, Ogadai’s son Guyuk was named Khan. The news of the appointment of the new official Khan sent ripples through Europe. Once again fear arose that the Mongols were coming. This sparked a message from the Pope to Guyuk that read, “Do not attack Europe.” Guyuk would never attack Europe because his reign only lasted a single year due to his death. His death once again left Mongol leadership in limbo again; it took three years for Mongke, Genghis’ grandson to be made Khan. 

Mongke’s was a greatly helped Mongol expansion to the southwest. Mongke sent an army of 150,000 warriors to the Middle East. The Mongols most significant capture was the city of Baghdad; previously an Islamic stronghold. In 1259 AD, when Mongke died, much of Asia, and Russia was under control of the Mongols. 

The Mongols were at the verge of Oceania and nearly central Europe. It was Mongke’s successor who would control Mongolia at its peak; however, it was also he who would lead Mongolia to its decline.

Kublai Khan – The Final Great Khan

Kublai Khan the grandson of Genghis Khan, and Arigh Boke both claimed stake to the throne left behind by Mongke. Problems from the two-man leadership began to arise, and eventually Arigh Boke resigned his positions. The bitterness between the two men divided the Mongols into two parties: Kublai supporters and Arigh Boke supporters. Even through this adversity, Kublai managed to defeat the Song Dynasty in China. This would was Kublai’s major accomplishment as Khan. For the first time ever, China was united under a central government. Kublai soon conceded that his grandfather’s dream of a Mongol dominated world was unrealistic. 

He settled in China and began concentrating on keeping his empire intact. Most significantly, he concentrated on the rule of China. He moved the Mongolian capital from Kharkorin to Daidu, which is now modern day Beijing. He also began a new dynasty, known as the Yuan Dynasty; it was largely based out of China. This was the worst decision Kublai made. The move of the capital created unrest amongst Mongols. They feared that Kublai would begin favouring the Chinese over Mongols. The tribes once unified, dissociated. 

The large Mongol empire was now divided into three groups. The ‘Golden Horde’ of Batuu Khan was found in Europe, they inhabited the Russian Kipchak steppe; the Kingdom of Sagadai held East Turkestan and Uzbek; and finally, the Yuan Dynasty that inhabited China. Despite his weakening position, Kublai saw one chance in regaining the tribes he lost. He tried to invade island of Japan on two occasions and once tried to invade the island of what is present day Indonesia. Both attempts were complete and utter failures. His weakened army became weaker, as hundreds of warriors were lost. The geographical location of the two countries is the main reason why the Mongols were slaughtered upon arrival. The strength of the army lay in fast paced warfare on horses. The horses were useless in the water, and when they reached the land, the enemy was ready.


In 1335 AD, the remnants of the Mongol influence in the Middle East were defeated. In Europe, many of the Mongols simply ‘mixed in’ with the Europeans. Approximately 35 years after the fall of Middle East, the Yuan Dynasty was overthrown in China. The empire was nothing anymore. Mongol rulers retreated back to what is present day Mongolia. The empire that was built on large part of the dreams of one man was now over.

The Impact of Expansion on Succeeding Mongol Life 


The Mongol dynasty started by Genghis Khan had many advantages to the Mongols. The Mongols were the centre of trade and culture for more than one hundred years. Their extensive expansion to the east allowed them to learn about many different religions. In the Middle East, they learned the teachings offered by Islam. In Europe they learned significantly about the Catholic religion and the teachings of Christ. Islam especially left an impact on the Mongols. Many of the Mongols who were once rulers stayed in the Middle East, and practised it regularly. The Mongol rulers of Iran named the Il Khans eventually converted to Islam, and regularly practising Islam.

The Impact of Expansion on the Rest of The World


The Mongol dynasty had a far greater impact on the rest of the world than it did on itself. The conquest of China united the people of the land. The vast expansion of the Empire opened eastern Asia to the Europeans. During Kublai’s reign, King Louis IX of France, sent ambassadors to China. The Pope also followed suit and sent Catholic ambassadors. Christian missionaries were allowed to enter China. The most significant of all people to enter the eastern Asia was Marco Polo. Marco Polo was allowed to dine with Kublai and chronicled his adventures in his book entitled, ‘The Travels of Marco Polo’.

“When the Great Khan is holding court, the seating at banquets is arranged as follows. He himself sits at a much higher table than the rest…His principal wife sits next to him on the left. On the right, at a somewhat lower level, sit his sons in order of age…They are placed so that their heads are on the level of the Great Khan’s feet. Next to them are seated the other noblemen at other tables lower down again…All the wives of the Khan’s sons and grandsons and kinsmen are seated on his left at a lower level, and next to them the wives of his nobles and knights lower down still.”

Marco Polo, The Travels of Marco Polo, trans. By R.E. Latham 

The Mongols also brought many items to the Europeans. They showed the Europeans paper money and more importantly, Chinese gunpowder. The gunpowder that Mongols had brought to Europe would spark the invention and advancements of the guns. The gun was a staple to European dominance in the years to follow. 

As well as doing much good to the world the Mongols did much to slow down development. Mongol armies were notorious for poisoning wells thus killing many people. They also ravished towns, destroying what had taken years to build. The most significant form of devolution could be found in the Middle East. Mongols destroyed the city of Baghdad. The conquest of Baghdad led to the destruction of many irrigation networks. This made it nearly impossible to cultivate the land. It was not until the twentieth century that the irrigation networks were fully restored.
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