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Foreword

There is no field of history in which further understanding of the economic, social, and cultural setting has been more badly needed than in the history of the Mongols, creators of the greatest of the Eurasian steppe empires. Despite the Mongols' obvious historical importance and despite centuries of writing on the subject, the conditions of life in nomadic Mongolia remain unreal for readers of English. It is difficult or impossible for twentieth-century people who live in industrialized agricultural societies to imagine the needs and constraints that shaped the Mongols' unique historical career or to imagine the perspective from which the Mongols viewed the settled civilizations that they overran.

The very topic of nomadism itself confounds the modern reader. In considering the history of continental Asia, are we faced with a single nomadism or several? Was there a Turco-Mongolian nomadism, or were there basic functional differences distinguishing socioeconomic structures of the Turkic-speaking peoples in the western steppes from those of the Mongolian-speaking peoples of the east—differences that the Mongols' expansion may have obscured by putting the entire Eurasian steppe under a single rule? To what extent, even in Mongolia, was the Mongols' way of life identical with that of the Turkic-speaking peoples who preceded them, or with that of the earlier Hsiung-nu or the still earlier Iranian-speaking Scythians? And how much did the lives of any of these earlier pastoral peoples resemble the nomadic life of the Mongols in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries that Chinese, Japanese, European, and American travelers have witnessed and described?

Readers seeking answers to these questions would do well to begin with the present work, which paints a picture of nomadic life and culture in Mongolia depicting the patterns of the Ch'ing period (1644-1912), in which all the Mongols—apart from a small fraction under Russian rule and a tiny group in Afghanistan—lived under the administration and control of the Chinese empire, and the patterns of the subsequent revolutionary period, in which new technology, new ideologies, and new political divisions and configurations sharply altered the conditions of life and thought.

Sechin Jagchid and Paul Hyer have framed this picture against a broad historical background, highlighting continuities within the nomadic environment and outlining the recurrent forms of interaction between the nomads of the Mongolian pastures and the peoples of agrarian China. The influence of Tibet is also clearly to be seen in these pages. In describing nomadic life of a more recent period, the authors are keenly aware of historical antecedents dating from the time of Chinggis Khan and even earlier periods. They see kinship, social stratification, political structure, the organization of the Mongols within the framework of the Ch'ing empire, and the fate of these structures after the Ch'ing collapse against the continuities and discontinuities of eight centuries of Mongolian history.

The book represents more than a decade of work by two scholars who have devoted most of their professional lives to Mongolian studies. Sechin Jagchid, himself a Mongol of Kharachin in Inner Mongolia, brings to bear his personal recollections of Mongolian life, his experiences as an Inner Mongolian administrator in the turbulent 1940s, and over three decades of reading and thinking about Mongolian history in contemporary and earlier times. Not least, the fundamental insights of his valuable Peace, War and Trade Relationships Between the North Asian Nomadic Peoples and the Agricultural Chinese, published in 1972 in Chinese, and therefore inaccessible to readers of English, are represented in the present volume. Paul Hyer contributes the perspectives of an American-trained historian and social scientist and a detailed knowledge of twentieth-century East Asian power politics, with special emphasis on Inner Mongolia.

Together, they have produced a clear and readable account of Mongolian society and culture. Their work contains much that cannot easily be found elsewhere in any language and will therefore be of value to the specialist. But more important, Sechin Jagchid and Paul Hyer have written this book for a wider public, at last making available to the general reader a glimpse of the color and motion of Mongolian life and history.

Joseph Fletcher
Professor of Chinese and Central Asian History
Harvard University


Preface

The society and culture of the nomads of Mongolia have fascinated many people for centuries. Before the Manchu conquest in the early 1600s, Mongolia was an area that had a great impact on China and Russia and also periodically influenced the entire Eurasian continent far into the West during the time of the great nomadic expansions. The pivotal position of Mongolia, in particular, and Inner Asia, in general, in the entire premodern Eurasian continent was not unlike that of the Mediterranean Sea in the classical world of Greece and Rome and throughout most of the medieval era. Today, Mongolia is the focus of a crucial confrontation between China and Russia. Once a pivotal area in world geopolitics for close to two thousand years, Mongolia is now a pawn in a great power competition. The great steppe region no longer serves either as a base of operations for nomadic incursions into the agricultural areas of Asia or Europe or as a refuge from expeditions such as those launched by Han Wu-ti and the Ming emperor, Yung-lo, or from the constant pressures exerted in modern times by warlords, the People's Liberation Army, China's Red Guards, or Maoist-type Production-Construction Corps.

Modern Mongols reject the proposition that Mongolia is Chinese territory and are also distressed to think that their people are a client-state of Russia. Mongolian national consciousness was late emerging, but since the turn of this century, the Mongols have made a valiant attempt to survive and to maintain their identity. Recently, there has been some effort to present the Mongolian story. The leading Mongolist of Europe, Walther Heissig, entitled his book Ein VolkSeicht Sein Geschicht [A People Seek Their History]. While seeking to retrieve a lost heritage, the Mongols, nevertheless, have very deliberately avoided an attempt to revive a dying culture. They stress that Mongolia, the nation, will live, but nomadic culture cannot. The fact that social, economic, and political institutions must inevitably pass through a metamorphosis in the process of modernization has been accepted by leaders, though resisted by some common nomads.

Presently, the Mongolian People's Republic, population one and a half million, is the sole political entity, in the contemporary world, representing the heritage of historical Mongolia. It is seated in the United Nations and recognized by the major powers of the world and scores of minor ones. However, Mongols do not feel that they have arrived, and they continue to make a self-conscious attempt to consolidate the gains they have made and to move forward.

The society and culture or life-style of the nomadic people of Mongolia are keys to understanding the mobility, power, and amazingly important role in history of a comparatively small group of nomads.

Nomadic society and cultural institutions are complex, and it is useful to observe their evolution rather than merely note their structure and function in a flat perspective of modern times. Thus, some care has been taken to show nomadic life in a time dimension. The time focus of this book is the first half of the twentieth century or pre-Communist Mongolia. During this period of great change, as Mongols became more sedentary in their life-style, there was a gradual attrition in many traditional nomadic institutions. The traditional culture is emphasized here, but limited attention has been given to culture change and to the transition of Mongolian society in die modern period. Changes stemming from the Communist period in Mongolia require a separate study.

This work is intended primarily as an introductory study of traditional nomadic institutions with no attempt to go into great depth in any particular area. It is not intended for Mongolists or specialists on nomadic societies but rather for a wider public; therefore, the style is less formal and while much behavioral-science jargon has been avoided, an attempt has been made to project life in Mongolia with some insights of the social scientist. This book, we hope, will be useful to students and teachers of Asia, in general, and China, in particular, as a detailed treatment of the nomadic peoples of Inner Asia who were a constant threat to China—against whom the Great Wall was built and who actually ruled much of China for half of the long period of empire (221 B.C.-A.D. 1911) as dynasties of infiltration or conquest—the same nomads, moreover, who made their mark on Russia and western Asia.

From one point of view, this work may be considered a case study of the culture and society of China's most important frontier, a nomadic society that came very close to being set by geographical determinism— whether one considers diet, transportation, dwellings, or other aspects of a broad socio-cultural index. Among the many Inner Asian nomadic peoples, the focus here is on the Mongols—so-called barbarians of ages past. But, actually, the pattern is broader, for the Mongols are a sociological ideal type " of nomad from which one may generalize in many ways regarding such other peoples as the Hsiung-nu (Huns?), Juan-juan, Turkic-Uighur, the Kitan, and other peoples vaguely referred to as Tatars, and also, to a lesser degree, to Tungusic Manchu and Tibetans.

We have made an effort to record a nomadic life-style that is rapidly disappearing. Indeed, it is now virtually impossible for the anthropologist to carefully observe traditional life in modern Mongolia because of the changes that have taken place under a socialist economy in the Mongolian People's Republic and because of the socio-economic changes in the areas of Mongolia under the People's Republic of China.

The just criticism may arise that some sections of the work are premature, for basic monograph work is nonexistent in some areas. Consequently, at times, the treatment is fragmentary and impressionistic. Much important information presented here comes from direct experience in Mongolia or from long contact with Mongols now living in China, Japan, and elsewhere.

Some material is available in Western literature on the various nomadic peoples who have inhabited Mongolia; there are writings of foreign visitors to Mongolia from the time of Marco Polo to that of Sven Hedin. Accounts by foreign observers present advantages and disadvantages. Persons from a vastly different culture give perceptive insights by way of contrasts and comparisons; although at times the view is distorted, foreign observations contribute much to the understanding of nomadic life. At the same time, a bias characteristic of, for example, Chinese reports is the condescending discussion of nomadic culture as inferior and barbaric. These Western accounts are readily available, but the Chinese sources freely drawn upon here are generally unknown to the average Western reader. Comparatively little has been written by the Mongols themselves about nomadic institutions—aspects of a mundane existence they take for granted.

The authors have tried to exercise objectivity in writing but also to approach nomadic culture and society sympathetically, hoping to avoid perpetuating the distorted views of those who come from a sedentary background and who project a nomadic, "barbarian," syndrome in discussing nomadic civilization. Occasionally, cross-cultural comparisons are drawn; these most often use the sedentary society of China as a point of reference since it is such a marked contrast withMongolia and, moreover, is the society with which the nomads of Mongolia have had the most prolonged and intensive interaction.

A note on the Romanization of Asian words is in order. There is no clear consensus on the matter, and inconsistencies constantly crop up. The authors have generally adopted what may be termed a modified Mostaert-Cleaves form of Romanization for Mongolian terms. The kh/gh/sh/ch forms are used in place of the q/j/s/c forms, respectively. Finally in some cases a spoken form is used, arbitrarily, while in most instances a written form is used. Diacritical marks are omitted in some cases. For Chinese terms, the Wade-Giles system of Romanization is used, and, for Japanese, a modified Hepburn system has been adopted.

This work would not have been possible without the support and cooperation of the Joint Committee for Contemporary China (Social Science Research Council and the American Council of Learned Societies) and the staff of Brigham Young University—the Research Division, department chairmen De Lamar Jensen and Ted W arner, and the dean of the College of Social Sciences, Martin Hickman. Appreciation is extended to the staff of the Graduate Institute of China Border Area Studies, Chengchi University.

S. J.

P. H.


1
 Land and People of the Mongolian Steppes

A line drawn through East Asia from the middle of Manchuria to the southwest, following the Great Wall toward Tibet and on to Arabia, naturally divides the Asian world into two parts: the arid world of the nomads to the north and the intensively farmed monsoon lands to the south. Within these two spheres there developed radically different societies and cultures. The historical succession of nomadic societies and cultures to the north was based on the domestication of animals and a migratory style of life; to the south, the economic base of society was primarily wet rice agriculture and a concentrated settlement pattern. The nomadic peoples and the sedentary Chinese struggled continually for power, for control over resources, trade routes, and strategic areas. Under strong dynasties, there were campaigns from China into the steppe, but the dominant trend was invasions of the nomadic peoples into North China. Major events or developments in the heartland of Inner Asia, either natural disasters or political changes, almost inevitably impinged on the fate of the surrounding territories governed by sedentary peoples in China, Russia, and West Asia.

In East Asia, the Chinese model of civilization dominated, and its institutions were naturally dispersed widely, northward into Korea and Japan and southward into Indochina. North of the wall, Chinese culture has had very little influence upon the society and cultural development of the nomadic peoples until recently. Conversely, while the nomadic peoples gained political dominance, they exerted very little cultural influence southward into China. While the geographical distance was short, the cultural distance between these two spheres remained very great. Just as Confucian patterns of society in China established a model or common denominator for other East Asian societies, various nomadic peoples out in the steppe to the north (Turkic, Mongolian, or other) perpetuated certain common aspects of their life-style for centuries.

The unstable relationship between the nomadic Altaic people and the sedentary Chinese, and the lack of an institutionalized and continuous trade or co-prosperity between them, was due to the economic dependence of the nomadic people of the steppe on the agricultural people south of the wall and, concurrently, the antipathy of the Chinese toward their northern nomadic, "barbarian" neighbors. The steppe inhabitants had abundant meat for food and wool and hides for clothing, but they lacked such necessities as grain, cloth, and agricultural products. When they could not obtain these items through trade, they resorted to invasion and conquest.1

The scope of power and activity north of the wall was broad and expansive from the beginning of history until modern times. From the Mongolian plateau, as a heartland, dominion was thrust eastward into Manchuria and Korea or westward to control the trade routes, Central Asia and the lands of western Asia, the Near East, or even eastern Europe. From Manchuria to western Asia, there are virtually no major geographical barriers, so various nomadic rulers were able to control, for periods of time, the great Eurasian steppe area, far into southern Russia. From their excellent strategic position on the high steppe plateau of Mongolia, nomadic peoples looked down upon and constantly thrust themselves into the rich areas of China for exploitation and trade. Thus, through the centuries, the plateau served as a strategic military and geopolitical position. Because of an imbalance in supply and demand between these two spheres, the tension and conflict were never resolved.2 Peace and trade between them did not exist for extended periods of time except during the Ch'ing, the last imperial period, which was actually one of Manchu rule rather than Chinese.

The nature of the relationship between the two spheres may be seen in the writings of Pan Ku (A.D. 32-92), second great historian of the Han dynasty.


As for customs, food, clothing, and language, the barbarians are entirely different from the Middle Kingdom. They live in the cold wilderness of the far north. They follow the grazing fields, herding their flocks and hunting game to maintain their lives. Mountains, valleys and the great desert separate them from us. This barrier which lies between the center and the alien outside was made by Heaven and Earth. Therefore, the sage rulers considered them beasts, neither establishing contacts nor subjugating them. If any agreements were established it would involve our troops in vain and cause the enemy to fight back if an invasion were carried out. Their land is impossible to cultivate and it is impossible to rule them as subjects. Therefore, they are always to be considered as outsiders and never as intimates. Our administration and teaching have never reached their people. Our imperial calendar has never been bestowed upon them.3 Punish them when they come and guard against them when they retreat. Receive them when they offer tribute as a sign of admiration for our righteousness. Restrain them continually and make it appear that all the blame is on their side. This is the proper policy of sage rulers towards the barbarians.4



In the late Han period, many similar sentiments were current, demonstrating a deep breach and incompatible differences in life-style between the steppe and China.

The date of the earliest inhabitation by man in the steppe areas is still a moot question. However, archaeologists have discovered paleolithic sites inhabited by man in northern Mongolia in the Selengge, Tula, and Orkhon river-valleys and in eastern Mongolia in the Khalkha River valley. Other paleolithic sites have been found in the northwest region of the Altai Mountains and around Khobdo. All of these sites are recent finds. Sites inhabited by man from the late paleolithic age into the neolithic age are found in the great loop of the Yellow River (the Ordos) in southwestern Mongolia and also at Jalainor in the Nonni River valley in eastern Mongolia. Bronze Age and Iron Age implements as well as neolithic artifacts are found continually in various parts of northern and southern Mongolia, which are habitable by man. Mongolia thus served both as a cradle for many nomadic peoples and as a base for their expansion and the establishment of their empires. The major groups of Altaic people who dominated the area were the Hsiung-nu, the Hsienpei, the Juan-juan, the T'u-chüeh, the Uighur, the Kitan, the Mongols, and the Manchu.

The geographical expanse of the Inner Asian steppe belt was well suited to the people who lived there since their activities continually required broad movements in search of water or pastures, or escape or refuge from natural disasters. Survival and security in the steppe, which offered so few of the necessities of life, depended upon the movement of families and clans or powerful khans over many clan federations. An increasing number of peoples, whose lives were based on a pastoral economy, settled in the area.

There were some common denominators among the people inhabiting these areas, but there were also important differences in lifestyle. The pastoral nomadic life was dominant, with important ancillary groups such as hunters; there were groups with a mixed hunting and pastoral economy and others with a mixed hunting and agricultural or a mixed agricultural and nomadic economy.

About one century B.C. in the classic history of the Shih chi, Ssu-ma Ch'ien wrote:


The Hsiung-nu live in the Northern Barbarian lands and wander, following their herds, moving from place to place . . . searching for water and pastures. They have no cities, no permanent dwellings and no cultivated fields.... Their children ride on the backs of sheep and shoot [arrows] at birds and rats. As they grow older, they shoot fox and rabbits for food. The men are able to pull heavy bows and they are all armored horsemen. According to their custom, during times of peace they follow their herds and hunt animals and birds to sustain life; in crisis everyone uses their unique tactics for an attack and invasion. Their long distance weapons are bows and arrows and their hand-to-hand weapons are swords and daggers. When it is profitable they advance; when it is unprofitable they withdraw, never being ashamed of retreat. . . . From their rulers down everyone eats meat, wears animal hides and puts on felt and furs.5



This brief description confirms that hunting and pastoral pursuits were the bases of the livelihood of the ancient inhabitants of the Mongol steppes.

It seems to be the consensus of most students of Inner Asia that rather than being an ancient, primitive form of society out of which men evolved an agricultural society, nomadism was a comparatively late development made possible only after men had mastered the domestication of animals and developed techniques for survival in the steppe. By watching natural phenomena, men may learn how to plant seeds and deal with the comparatively simple world of agriculture, but it is much more difficult to develop processes to domesticate and handle herds of wild animals. Pastoral life depends on a critical ecological balance. It is necessary to know the lowest consumptive limitations of man, comparative birthrates in developing herds, and methods of avoiding or compensating for natural disasters. It is impossible to live by heedlessly drawing from the herds. For example, when taking milk, one must leave enough for the young nursing animals, and when shearing wool, one must make allowances for the protection of the animal in cold weather. This form of livelihood is more complex than agricultural life.

Food, clothing, transportation, and all other factors in the lives of nomadic peoples are directly dependent upon their animals; therefore, man and animal are inseparable. The milk and meat of the sheep, cattle, horse, and even the camel are the food of the nomad; the wool and hide of the animals are used for clothing; and even dwellings are made from animal products. The horse, the most important means of communication and mobility was also crucial to warfare. Cattle and camels also provided means of transportation; in extreme desert areas, only camels can be depended on. Naturally, the wealth of a nomadic family or ruler is determined by the size of the herds. In order to maintain or increase this wealth, it is necessary to constantly seek better or larger grazing areas. Disease, catastrophes due to weather, or other types of disasters force the nomadic group to move to a new area. Migrations inevitably lead to conflicts over good pasture areas.

Sedentary agricultural people consider their main source of wealth to be the land on which they raise their crops, but for nomads, land is only indirectly a necessity for increasing or maintaining viability.6 The key element for nomadic people is the animal subsisting between man and the land. This is the basic difference between the two types of society. Federated clans of nomads gradually coalesced into an empire—a "state on horseback."7 Due to the precarious nature of the pastoral economic base, it was necessary to maintain a wide distribution of the herds. At the same time, it was necessary to maintain unity and coordination of the clan federation through a hierarchical structure of vassalage. It was not possible for the nomads to maintain large, tightly knit units like the Chinese family lineage (ta-chia-t'ing), nor was it possible in their geographical environment to integrate the nomadic population into a monolithic unity like the traditional Chinese state. Thus, inherent in the nomadic state (ulus) was a strong tendency to fragmentation and the dissipation of power.

The basic factors of nomadic life influenced unique developments in every phase of culture. Nomadic institutions or customs, then, are generally in marked contrast to those of sedentary agriculturists. Because of the great cultural distance between the thought and the customs of these two worlds, strong prejudices militated against any close relationship.

The term "Mongol," so awesome and famous in the Middle Ages, was earlier the name of an obscure and neglected group of people, a seemingly insignificant tribal people in the remote areas of northern Mongolia. The name soon became important as it was imposed upon smaller tribal neighbors and as these people became unified by the Mongols. As the empire expanded under the military and administrative genius of Chinggis Khan, the Mongol name was applied to the great empire that unified many ethnically related tribes. The name is still applied to the people and land of this same region. Mongolia remains today the homeland of its age-old inhabitants, still known to our contemporary world as the Mongols.

According to one theory, the term "Mongol" comes from the T'ang dynasty, when a nomadic group, known as the Meng-wu or Meng-wa, emerged. Some Chinese scholars confuse or mistakenly relate the word Mongol to the Mongolian word mönggü(n) ("silver") and explain that while the Jurchen people refer to themselves as the "golden" people, the Mongols called themselves the mönggü(n) or "silver" people.8 Another theory, subscribed to by some Mongolian scholars and intellectuals, is that the term Mongol historically involves a linguistic combination of two Mongol words, möngke andghol, which are interpreted to mean "the eternal center." This idea seems to come from Sagang Sechen, author of Erdeni-yin tobchi, who explained the origin of the word Mongghol as follows: "After Chinggis became the Great Khan he proclaimed: 'we suffered and struggled (mong) and have now become the center (ghol) of the universe,. . . therefore we should be called the Köke Mongghol [Blue Mongols]. One must remember that blue, the color of the heavens, symbolized everlasting power to the Mongols.'"9 This is a pleasing notion from the viewpoint of the Mongols, which, while it cannot be disproven, seems to be a rather romantic interpretation.

Mongols commonly identify themselves and others by various triballike names. One important group is the Buriyad Mongols, who live in the vicinity of Lake Baikal in Siberia. In eastern Mongolia, in the Nonni River valley, are the famous Dakhur Mongols who speak a dialect of mixed Mongolian and Tungusic-Manchu. The most prominent Mongol group in western Mongolia, centered during certain periods in the T'ienshan mountain region and in the lower Volga River valley, are the Oirad Mongols, known more popularly in the West as the Kalmuck. In the heartland of central Mongolia, to the north and south of the Gobi, are Mongols identified as the Khalkha-speaking group, but divided into various subdialects. It is this group that is frequently referred to in both Asian and Western texts as the Inner and Outer Mongols.

The terms "Inner" and "Outer" Mongolia, as the different spheres came to be known, are political terms not derived from the Mongols themselves, but rather from the Manchu rulers during their two and one-half century reign. These terms, which are distasteful to nationalistic Mongols, are useful in historical analysis. The Mongols do make a somewhat related distinction in that they refer to Mongols living north of the Gobi as the aru Mongols, literally the "back," and to people living south of the Gobi as the obör Mongols, literally the "bosom." Implicit in these terms is the idea that the back and the bosom are inseparable, that all Mongols are one.

Calculating the total population of Mongolia presents many knotty problems because of the widely dispersed population and the complex political situation, which places Mongolian peoples under various governments. Reliable estimates of the Mongolian population indicate, however, that it does not exceed a total of four million persons. The population of the Mongolian People's Republic approached one and one-half million in 1975. The population in southern Mongolia, in the Chinese sphere, is estimated at approximately two million persons, and the remaining numbers are scattered in various areas under Soviet and Chinese rule. Mongolians abroad—often elite leaders who have been forced to flee from Chinese or Russian rule for various reasons— number perhaps one thousand in the United States, four to five hundred in Europe, five to six hundred in Taiwan, and perhaps several hundred dispersed in India, Nepal, and Japan.

It is equally difficult to define Mongolia as a land because of the conflict between political boundaries and cultural institutions. However one may view it, cultural Mongolia today is far larger than the political boundaries represented by the Mongolian People's Republic. The common Mongolian view is that people who speak the Mongolian language are Mongols and that the land that they inhabit is Mongolia, irrespective of the present, temporary, political circumstances. Projecting this rather ideal scope of cultural Mongolia, it extends in the east from the Nonni River valley in Manchuria, latitude 125 degrees east, westward to the T'ienshan (Turk. Tenggeri Tagh) mountain range in eastern Turkistan (Sinkiang), latitude 80 degrees east. A north-south geographical projection extends on the south from the Great Wall in the Ordos Desert, longitude 37 degrees north, northward to Lake Baikal in Siberia, longitude 53 degrees north. The Mongols would also claim, as separate Mongolian fragments, the land located between the lower reaches of the Volga and the Don rivers and a rather large area in the heart of Kökönor (Chinghai).

Political Mongolia, as currently determined, has the Siberian Buriyad and Volga Kalmuck areas fully integrated into the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) as subordinate republics of Russia; their people are Soviet citizens. To the south, within the Chinese sphere, eastern, southern, and western Mongolia and the Mongols of the Kokonor and Sinkiang (Turkistan) areas are integrated into autonomous regions or districts of the People's Republic of China, which leaves only the Mongolian People's Republic (MPR), the old heartland of the Mongols, as an independent state recognized by over sixty nations and admitted with a permanent mission to the United Nations. The area is about equal to that of Germany, France, and England combined.

It is not possible to treat the culture and society of all the subregions of Mongolia if one is to accept the broad definition. At the same time, the intent here is not to be limited to the current, politically recognized Mongolia. This work tends to draw upon the more often neglected areas of Inner Mongolia for material in discussing nomadic society and culture, except for certain historical considerations.

The broad plateau, which dominates a great basin, is surrounded by mountains: on the Chinese border to the east and south are the Hsingan, Yin, Ch'ilien, and T'ienshan ranges; on the border of Russian Turkistan to the west are the Altai and Tengnu ranges; and to the north in Siberia are the Sayan Mountains. Thus, the major territories surrounding geographical Mongolia—Manchuria, China, Siberia, and Turkistan— are lower in altitude.

Mongolia is a desiccated, arid area because it is cut off from the prevailing monsoon winds which would otherwise bring moisture into the area and make greater vegetation possible. In the center of this predominantly steppe area is the famous Gobi, a semidesert with a powerful wind, a hard surface, and a strong grassy stubble for growth. Through the ages the Chinese called it the han-hai, the "dry sea," and Chinese historical materials also frequently refer to the area as "the land of no hair" (pu-mao chih ti). Actually, the Gobi is not a desert in the classical sense of a great expanse of shifting sands (a type of desert found in Alashan, west of the great loop of the Yellow River and north of the old Silk Route). It tended to separate various Mongol groups in pasturing their animals, the north from the south, the east from the west, thus making it difficult for nomadic powers to maintain unity.

A misconception exists about the broad Gobi and its historic role; many feel it was an impossible barrier dividing nomadic peoples and blocking travel or contact, particularly with the West. The truth is that while the Gobi is an inhospitable place, its difficulties have been exaggerated and it actually has served as an important highway, continually traversed by various nomadic peoples in broad movements from the east to the west and from the north to the south. It also has served as an important bulwark for the Mongols against the Chinese military forces.

The popular view of Mongolia as a broad expanse of monotonous geography with little differentiation is incorrect. The topographical diversity of Mongolia includes lofty mountains with snowtopped peaks and rich, wooded areas with rivers, streams, and lakes. The Mongolian plateau, for example, is the origin of many important Asian rivers including the Amur, Nonni, Liao, Yenisei, Ili, and Irtish. Even the famous Yellow River passes through part of Mongolia and, in southern Mongolia, the Chinese have been saying since ancient times, "the Yellow River has its hundred disasters, but only enriches one section," meaning the ho-t'ao, the top of the loop of the Yellow River, where it curves northward deep into the Ordos Desert. The valleys of these rivers generally form rich pasture areas, which have been the key economic areas of Mongolia throughout history and, thus, the objects of endless struggles.

The northwestern area of Mongolia is notable for its hundreds of lakes, large and small. Most famous among them is the Baikal in the north of Siberia, the largest and deepest freshwater lake on the face of the earth. Another important lake in the northwest is the Köbsiüiül the most important waterway for transportation between the Mongolian People's Republic and the Soviet Union. Other notable lakes are the Hulun in northeastern and the Koöoöor in southwestern Mongolia. The rivers and lakes are generally on the outer fringe of Mongolia; the geographical center of the area is arid, with some usually dry riverbeds or smaller streams, which disappear into the earth.

However, it is true that the dominant topography of the Mongolian heartland is a broad expanse where one sees only the heavens as a bowl covering an enormous sea of grass. The only variation is rolling hillocks. A fitting description of this aspect of Mongolian terrain is found in an appealing poem, "Song of Ch'ih-le," written by an author of the ancient nomadic Hsien-pei people; today only a Chinese version from the Northern Ch'i period (550-77) remains.


As a great yurt are the heavens
Covering the steppe in all directions
On the plain of Ch'ih-le
Under the mountains of Yin
Blue, blue is the sky
Vast, vast is the steppe
Here the grass bends with the breeze
Here are the cattle and sheep.10



The Chinese viewed the same geography differently. As Ch'iü Ch'u-chi, the famous Taoist poet, left China to travel to Afghanistan to meet with Chinggis Khan, he wrote: "Passing northward over the peak of Mount Yeh-hu, gazing downward over the mountains of the T a-hang Range, I beheld scenery beautiful and lovely; but looking toward the north, the only thing I could see was the cold desert with its arid grass. The atmosphere of the Middle Land absolutely ceased from here!"11

Certain key subregions of Mongolia deserve special mention. Most important is the old heartland of the Mongols, the cradle or political center of gravity where the ancient khans located their headquarters (ordo). This significant locality lies in the upper reaches of the Orkhon and Tula rivers, headwaters of the Yenisei River; also important is the region between the Keriilen and Onon rivers, which form the upper waters of the famous Amur River. The great center of Karakorum, the capital of the Mongol Empire, was located in the valley of the Orkhon River. A short distance east of this old capital, on the northern bank of the Tula River, is the site of Ulan Bator, present capital of the Mongolian People's Republic. Lines drawn from the various outlying areas of Greater Mongolia (or cultural Mongolia) will intersect very near Ulan Bator. Not too far south of Ulan Bator, the landscape merges into the Gobi. In the opposite direction, just north of the present political boundary between the MPR and the USSR, in the vicinity of Lake Baikal, is the former homeland of the historical Barghujin (Bargha) people, now inhabited by the Buriyad Mongols.

The site in which Chinggis Khan laid the foundation of his great empire lies in a corridor to the north of the present capital of Ulan Bator, between the Keriilen and Onon rivers, and extending eastward to Hulun Lake. Adjacent to this area, on the east, in the vicinity of the Nonni River, is the center of Dakhur Mongol development—a semihunting, semiagricultural people. Southeast of the Gobi, along the range of the Hsingan Mountains and centered in the valley of the Shira-müren River (headwaters of the Liao River)—a land referred to by the Chinese as the "land of pine trees and desert"12—was the center or heartland of the Kitan peoples who established the important Liao dynasty (907-1125).

Further west, in the present location of Chakhar, was the old center of Shangtu, the capital and important base of Khubilai Khan from which he extended his power southward over much of China. This Chinese realm of Khubilai formed the richest and most populous khanate of the great Mongol Empire when it extended over into Russia, Persia, and other areas of the West,

The region of the Yin Mountains and the Ordos was, for many centuries, the realm of the Hsiung-nu; their origins are lost in prehistory, but they were a great threat to the Chin-Han dynasties (256 B.C.-A.D. 220), contemporary with the ancient Roman Empire. Situated on the west in the present Alashan region was a center of the ancient Tangut people, famous for their rule over the so-called Hsi-Hsia dynasty (990-1227).

In the westernmost region of historical Mongolia, on the northern boundaries of the T'ienshan Mountains and in the Jungarian basin, was located the key base of Chinggis Khan for his conquest of Khorezm. Another important historical subregion of Mongolia is present-day Tannu Tuva, a land of forest and lakes in the northwest region of the Altai Mountains. This area was the origin of a number of ancient hunting peoples famous in Mongolian lore as Oi-yiti-irgeti, the "people of the wood,"13 ancestors of the famous Oirad Mongols, among others.

The broad expanse of Siberia, forming the entire northern border of Mongolia, was of little significance to the Mongols historically; it was inhabited mainly by minor tribes, who were usually subject to whichever nomadic people dominated Mongolia. The area has always been thinly populated because of its wet, cold climate.

The large subregion of Kökönor served as a refuge, into which flowed many peoples from steppe areas further north and east as they were conquered by successive waves of nomadic peoples. Thus, Kökönor has served as a melting pot in which the Mongolian culture merged with that of the Tangut or Tibetan peoples.

The oasis area of the southwest never became the locus of a dominant power, but nevertheless was a key region because of its rather stable economic base, which was a mixture of pastoral, agricultural, and commercial elements, and because it lay across and controlled the famous Silk Route of East and West trade. The main activity of the oasis people was serving as intermediaries in trade and caravan activity. Consequently, the oasis belt was usually the pivot or the pawn of the large powers who controlled the area. Characterized by fragmented oasis city-states, it never emerged as a dominant power in Asia but was continually overshadowed by more powerful neighbors, both nomadic and sedentary.

The single most important and famous artery of East-West contact was the famous Silk Route, the beginning of which is lost in prehistory. Over it, goods flowed from the great capital of Ch'angan and other places in China, west through the Kansu corridor to Tunhuang, across Chinese Turkistan (Sinkiang) to such central Asian oasis-states as Bukhara and Samarkand, and on to the Persian and Mediterranean worlds. There have been momentous struggles throughout history by various nomadic peoples of Inner Asia against outsiders for control of the route. Only occasionally, for short periods in history, has it been controlled by the Chinese. A faster, cheaper, and safer alternative to the Silk Route was developed in early medieval times: a water route from the Arab world around India through the Straits of Malacca to South China. It was long dominated by the Arabs, but passed into European control in the 1500s with the expansion of Portugal, Holland, and Britain. This sea route is still the most important link between Asia and Europe. In early modern times, another alternative to the ancient Silk Route was developed from Peking via Urga (Ulan Bator) and Kiakhta through Siberia to Moscow and on to Europe. Finally, after the Opium War (1839-42) between China and England, and with the opening of treaty ports in China, the northern trade routes fell into disuse. The struggles for control of the trade routes ended only in recent history with the rise of the Manchu-Ch'ing and the expansion of tsarist Russia.

The climate of Mongolia is typically continental except for the land lying southeast of the Hsingan mountain range, and there are severe changes in temperature from night to day and winter to summer. The weather year-round is clear and dry, and there is little precipitation; there is less rain in the summer than snow in the winter. Throughout the year, the prevailing winds are from the northwest to the southeast and are a little stronger in the spring. The spring season begins in May, and fall or winter, with the fall of snow, begins at the end of September or the beginning of October. In the winter, it is not uncommon for the temperature to fall to forty degrees below zero centigrade. No measurement of the average temperature for summer is available, but travelers consistently complain of the hot, dry climate. The mean temperature of the various regions of Mongolia is also unavailable.

In spite of dryness, coldness, and bareness, Mongolia is a land greatly loved by its nomadic peoples; their sentiment regarding their homeland is expressed in verses chosen from "My Native Land" by the contemporary writer, D. Natsaghdorj:14


The fertile virgin-lands between Altai and Khanghai;
Land of our eternal destiny where ancestors lie;
Land grown mellow under the golden rays of the sun;
Land grown eternal under the silver moon.
This is my native land,
Mongolia the beautiful!
Homeland of our ancestors since the days of the Hsiung-nu;
Land of great might in the days of the Blue Mongols;
Land we become more accustomed to with every passing year;
Land where now the crimson flags flutter.
This is my native land,
Mongolia the beautiful!
Beloved country of us all who were born and die here;
The enemy who dares invade our soil shall perish;
Let us build our revolutionary state on the land ordained;
Then let us march head high toward the brave future new world.
This is my native land,
Mongolia the beautiful!15



The last verse of this beautiful masterpiece indicates that a natural love for Mongolia is made more profound, in modern times, by an awareness of history and a strong national consciousness.

Due to the extremely dry and cold climate, Mongolia is not a paradise of botanical growth. Nevertheless, because of its broad geographical expanse, there are unique varieties of flora and fauna in each region. In addition to the grass that covers much of the steppe area, there are many varieties of wild onions and smelly kömöl plants, which are very nourishing for grazing animals. Even the famous Gobi is not totally barren; it has a stubblelike growth, four to six inches high, and clumps of sagelike plants or bushes. The stubble is of little use for most animals, but is grazed by camels. Vegetation is found mainly on the northern surface of hillocks where there is more moisture. The characteristic trees of southern Mongolia are the pine, the birch, the elm, and the aspen. Trees characteristic of northern Mongolia are the birch and the larch, a species of pine that drops its needles in the winter. Over the steppe, there are virtually no trees or wood for fuel or lumber—only scant growth in places where there is a stream or where the water table is close to the surface of the earth. Thus much of Mongolia is a semidesert region, although along the rivers there is frequently a willowlike growth. The jagh, a crooked cedarlike tree useful only for fuel, is characteristic of the Alashan region.

A variety of edible food plants are found in Mongolia, unlikely as it may seem. In the rainy season of July and August, one frequently finds an edible, fragrant mushroom on the chilly plateaus. In southeastern Mongolia, which has been under cultivation for over a century by Mongols as well as Chinese migrants or colonists, there are many fruit trees and crops such as wheat, barley, oats, buckwheat, millet, corn, and kaoliang (a maizelike crop). Irrigation is common, and even rice is grown in certain places. In northern Mongolia, which has a short growing season like Siberia's, grains such as wheat, oats, buckwheat, and corn as well as some vegetables can be grown. But it should be remembered that any sustained agricultural development in Mongolia by the Mongols themselves is a comparatively recent development.

There is also a complex variety of both domestic and wild animals in Mongolia, depending on the area. In most places, where there is sufficient pasturage, one will find the traditional "five types of animals," always listed hierarchically by the Mongols in a sort of stereotyped categorization: namely, the horse, cattle, camels, sheep, and goats. In some areas, large herds of wild antelope, herds of wild horses (khulan), and various species of fox, wolves, rabbits, wild rats, and marmots are found. In mountainous areas, there are wolves, bears, deer, foxes, wild goats, and valuable game animals (particularly ermine and sable), which are plentiful and have been important in the fur trade for centuries. Earlier, in the famous Hsingan mountain range, there were many tigers, but these are now almost extinct, partly as a result of the famous tiger hunts of the Kitan emperors and later khans, particularly the Mongol princes and the Manchu emperors. In the western Mongolian area of Kökönor, a large animal of the cat family, the shülüsün, and many musk deer are found.

Two types of large birds common in Mongolia are hawks and vultures. In addition, there is a widespread variety of larks and other songbirds. Around bodies of water, there are various geese and ducks, including the colorful mandarin duck. In semidesert areas, pheasants are plentiful and are easily caught. In the deserts and around temples and monasteries, magpies, pigeons, and sparrows (continually criticized by the Mongols for their dirty habits) abound. The famous todogh, a large game bird, is common on the steppe; there is a popular saying that the meat of one todogh will fill a large pot. The todogh, gray cranes, and wild ducks, are seasonal migratory birds. Snakes inhabit the steppe, but they are not plentiful nor do they seem to be poisonous. A yellowish gray lizard, some five or six inches in length, is found mostly in desert or semidesert areas. A large variety of fish is to be found in the freshwater lakes and larger rivers.

Ancient Mongolia was the pivotal area of nomadic peoples who conquered surrounding territories, but modern Mongolia became a pawn set upon by the larger powers because of the widely dispersed, fragmented, triballike groupings of the nomads and the stress placed upon them by their more powerful neighbors. In the process of modernization, Mongolian nomads have been very flexible and progressive, but have had severe limitations placed upon their development. They have been disadvantaged by a very weak economic base from which to develop cities, industries, transportation systems, and modern institutions. In the past century or more, Mongolia has seen considerable trauma and turmoil as the Mongols have tried to maintain their self-determination and viability while confronted by overpowering outside forces with which it has been always difficult and sometimes impossible to cope—given modern means of transportation, weapons, and other technology, all controlled by much more powerful nationstates. In modern times, Mongolia has become rather a vacuum in terms
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of population density or power, and its leaders have been greatly concerned because of the wide disparity between Mongolia and its neighbors with their vastly greater populations. The problem has become more acute with the growth of national consciousness among the common people and their reawakening to the historic role of the Mongols and their ancient glories of empire.

The power of the nomadic peoples has disappeared, but the strategic position of neither Mongolia nor Inner Asia has been lost in the geopolitical scheme of world power. Sino-Soviet confrontation is clear evidence of that fact. Some observers feel that with the end of the American involvement in Vietnam, the political center of gravity in East Asia has moved once again to Northeast Asia and the multipolar relationships between China, Russia, Japan, and the United States. In this context, Mongolia has been described impressively, if rather romantically, as not merely a great empty range for horses and sheep and cattle, not only the historical locus of Chinggis Khan and his hordes, not simply an interesting example of a nomadic people attempting to find a transitional path to sedentary agriculture and industrialization, but rather, as Chinggis Khan once put it, "the hinge of the earth."16


2
 Elements of Nomadic Culture

Herding

Herding and hunting are the most common traditional ways of life and production among the Altaic nomads. A Chinese account of the Hsiung-nu style of life, in the Shih chi, written in the first century B.C., indicates that at that date herding and hunting were extremely important in the daily life of the people and had conditioned certain attitudes and patterns of behavior. The dress of the people, their daily diet, and virtually every part of their life was influenced by their herding and hunting.1

In describing the livelihood of the Juan-juan nomads, an ancient Chinese chronicle, the Wei shu (ca. 560), notes that in the summer the tribes moved north beyond the "dry sea" (the Gobi) to a cooler climate and better pastures and in the winter they moved south, closer to the Great Wall where it was warmer.2 While this may be an oversimplification, at least it is determined that the nomadic tribes wandered great distances in a circuit according to the season, not for their own convenience but mainly because of their animals. Later historians writing the Sui shu (ca. 600) noted the Turkic T'u-chüeh's custom of herding "their animals following the water and pasturing places; having no set place to live they dwell in tent-like yurts, eat meat, drink milk, and wear wool and hides. They are experts in shooting bows and arrows and in riding."3 From such quotations it may be deduced that the lives of both Turkic and Mongol ethnic groups were basically the same in herding and hunting.

Old Mongols say that Chinggis Khan predicted that, if his descendants ever lived in houses of mud, it surely would be the beginning of the end for his people,4 which is an expression of the importance of the pasturing or herding way of life to the nomadic people. Even when Chinggis Khan captured Chungtu (present-day Peking), capital of the Chin dynasty, he apparently did not stay within the city but sojourned on the outskirts,5 indicating his avoidance of the sedentary way of life.

The famous Mongolian chronicle, Altan tobchi, contains the following story:


One day as the Mongol princes were sitting about discussing what they considered to be the supreme moment or the happiest way of life, Jochi [eldest son of Chinggis Khan] said, "To me the greatest pleasure is found in herding our animals and finding the best area for pasture, in determining the best place for the royal camp to settle and in having all our people there together with a great feast, this is the best." . . . [The fourth son of Chinggis Khan] Tolui felt "To mount a well trained stallion, carry an excellent falcon and hunt in the wild lake for the coo-coo bird, then to ride on a fine spotted horse, carry a red falcon and go to the valleys of the mountains and hunt the spotted birds, this is the happiest time of life."6



To the degree that they can be taken at face value, these comments by the sons of Chinggis Khan give some idea of the pleasure the nomads felt for herding and hunting.

Nature compels nomadic life in steppe areas to follow a cycle according to the season. The spring season, officially February but actually late March, is considered the worst in the Mongolian steppe. The pastures are depleted, the grass is dry, and there are patches of snow. Often a severe wind arises, blowing dust and pebbles which is uncomfortable for both man and beast. (The blown dust builds up the topsoil in other areas, replenishing or developing good pastures.) The animals are skinny and weak in the spring after a severe winter season, and the herds are often depleted. A cold rain during this season can mean tragedy for the nomadic community because water freezing on the animals may kill them. In contrast, rain during this season is important for peasant farmers. A late snow is likewise a catastrophe; the animals lack the strength they had during the fall and winter to dig under the snow cover for what by now might be green grass. In 1204 Chinggis Khan made his famous surprise attack on the Naiman tribes in the spring because of the usual weakness of the herds during this season and because an attack at this time was never expected.7

Among the Mongols, the summer season, generally from May to September, is considered to be the best of all seasons. At this time, the pastures are green, the skies are blue, the animals are fat and healthy, and the small ones are being born.

Mongols speak of the autumn as a rich season when the sky is high, the air clear, and the horses full of spirit and stamina. In the agricultural areas, this season is a time of harvest and thanksgiving, and the peasants work in the fields gathering in their crops. This, consequently, is an additional reason why autumn was a good time for the nomads—they were able to exploit the situation by sweeping inside the Great Wall and plundering for grain, wives, and treasure.

Winter is usually from November on, and while the animals are still in good condition they are slaughtered and the meat is dried to supply provisions for the difficult season ahead. Even a severe winter does not confine the nomad to his yurt for he must go out to care for the animals. This is also an important season to hunt for game in order to stretch the family supplies.

Until recently the pastures of Mongolia remained uncultivated, just as they were in ancient times. Because of the arid nature of much of the region, there were salt and soda deposits and even the grass at times had a comparatively large salt or soda content which is good for the animals. In the gobi-like desert areas, there is only low, bushtype foliage, and while this is not good for most animals it is useful as fodder for camels. To one unaccustomed to the steppes, the pastures may all appear to be the same, but in reality there are great differences. Some types of pasture are not good for sheep (because of the burrs or grassheads, which penetrate the wool of the animal) but are useful for grazing horses. Other areas, not good for horses, are suitable for camels. A wise nomad knows as second nature which kind of pasture will be good for which type of animal according to the season.

All animals do not graze a pasture in the same manner. Horses generally eat the top of the grass; using their tongues, cows are able to graze the grass shorter. Of all animals, sheep nibble the grass the closest to the ground and deplete the pasture to such a degree that Mongols generally feel it is impossible to pasture in the same area twice a year. When a heavy snowfall completely covers the ground, it is possible for horses to use their hoofs to uncover the grass and graze. Cows and sheep, however, do not do this instinctively, and unless they are fed by man they die. For this reason the Mongols speak of a "white disaster" (chaghart juda), a winter with a great deal of snow. A winter with very little snow is called a "black disaster" (khara juda).

There is a sort of "class structure" or hierarchy of animals among the Mongols for they invariably speak of the five mal or animals in a set order: the horse, cattle, the camel, sheep, and goats. Each of the five mal serves a function in the nomad's life. The horse is used for war, hunting, and individual travel and pleasure. In semidesert areas, the camel and to a lesser extent cattle play a very basic role. Yurts are packed on camelback or ox-cart—not horseback. In alpine areas, yaks are used for this purpose. Sheep or goats provide meat and wool, but almost as important is their milk. Cattle, horses, yaks, and camels are prized because they provide milk in addition to their other attributes. Mare's milk is especially valued for the mild liquor that is made from it through fermentation. In regions of Mongolia where wood or other types of fuel are rare, argal—dried, pressed animal dung—is the most common fuel. A useful animal product, argal is neither messy nor smelly, and the collection of argal is one of the most important chores for the women and children.

The horse is the most prized of all animals, the leader or aristocrat. Some scholars have analyzed the various systems of nomadic life according to the type of animal that is the basis of the economy, and they have found that the life-style of nomads using the yak, as in Tibet, is different in certain respects from the Mongol nomadic community based on the horse, cattle, camels or sheep. Horse nomads are an "aristocratic" type with greater mobility but also greater dependence upon others who specialize in sheepherding or upon the plunder of agricultural communities. Nomads living deep in the steppe with few or no horses are greatly handicapped in their activities—traveling, hunting, herding, attacking their enemies, or escaping. A Mongol proverb notes, "the greatest misfortune is for one to lose his father while he is young or his horse during a journey."8 For many centuries, the horse was the basis for the great mobility and striking power of nomadic armies in attacking south of the Great W all and into the heart of Europe as well as in establishing great empires. Conversely, the horse made it possible for the Mongols to escape from the domination of intruders. The great value placed upon the horse can be seen in the specialized terminology or Mongolian vocabulary, which has many terms for color, size, age, generation, and other factors. In contrast, the Chinese or Japanese have but a single common term for the animal. In a Mongolian camp, flags are strung along a rope; a special flag, the kei-mori or wind-horse flag, is stamped with the design of a horse. Mongols feel that as the flags wave in the wind, joy is brought to the family. The flags also symbolize that the family and their "horse of destiny" will always be galloping forward. The Mongols felt that in death one rode to heaven on a horse.9
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Physically, the Mongolian horse is distinct from most breeds found in other parts of the world. It is generally rather small but has a relatively large head. While it is not considered to be as intelligent as the Arabian horse, it is noted particularly for its toughness and endurance. It can be used at great length and is tireless during the campaign or the hunt.

Horses require much greater territory for grazing and accordingly are not pastured near the base camp but out on the steppe. While women and children may herd sheep, horses require special handling, and this job is reserved for the best men of the camp. Constant attention and great skill are necessary for control and protection. One must guard particularly against the danger of stampedes during thunderstorms or blizzards, for this is when the wild wolf packs of the steppe attack the ponies. In normal conditions the stallions, as leaders of the herd, make a natural division of the animals among themselves and control and protect their own group. The conditioning of steppe life developed the famous warlike characteristics of the Mongols: fearlessness and adeptness with horses and bows and arrows.

In addition to the "aristocracy of animals," which places the horse as the number one animal, there is a priority according to color. There are regional differences, but white seems universally to be more prestigious, and leaders of some banners invariably ride a saaral( whitish horse). This custom is particularly prominent in the Üjümüchin Banner, which remained for the longest period the most traditional of ail Inner Mongolian banners. (The color choice is not unique; there are similar customs in other parts of Asia—the white elephant in South Asia and the white horse of the Japanese emperor.) The tribute to the Manchu emperor from the Khalkha khans and the Jebtsundamba Khutughtu was the "nine whites" (yesun-chaghan)—one white camel and eight white horses.10 The Secret History indicates that this custom had already become traditionalized when Chinggis Khan decreed that the famous shaman (begi/beki), Usun Ebügen, was allowed to "wear a white robe and ride on a white horse."11

There is a common lore among Mongols that the environment affects the color of the horses. For example, greater amounts of snow in Üjümüchin, it is felt, account for the greater number of white horses there than in other neighboring regions. In the Sünid Banner, where there is less snow and where the earth is generally a reddish brown, the most common horse coloring is bay or a reddish brown color (ke'er or je'ered—terms used only to describe horse coloration).

Men are commonly reluctant to ride mares, except in some areas of eastern Inner Mongolia where there are few horses. Stallions or studs also are not usually ridden; the preference is to ride geldings (castrated horses). In nomadic areas, Mongol leaders or people of distinction ordinarily would not ride a spotted horse or a horse of mixed color;12 they rather prefer a horse of solid color. An exception to this rule is the dapple-gray horse referred to as koke or blue, a color prized for horses.

In contrast to the horse, cows live much closer to the nomadic settlement and graze near the yurts. They leave by themselves early in the morning to pasture and return in the evening, requiring very little attention during the day from herders. Cattle are important to the nomad, not only as a source of meat and milk, but also as a means for transporting tents, pulling carts, and especially journeying long distances by caravan. If no one is caring for the herd, the bulls take charge. The bull (bukha) is the symbol of strength and boldness to the Mongols. In the steppe and plateau areas of western Mongolia, there are large herds of yak, which is also a useful animal.

The camel native to Mongolia is of the two-hump (Bactrian) variety, useful particularly for long-distance travel in the desert or gobi. They are usually herded some distance from the main camp and require little close care. Male camels are especially difficult to handle, particularly during the mating season when they seem insane, are quick to anger, quick to fight, and dangerous to be around. Camels are used during the winter, but Mongols prefer not to use them during the summer when they shed their hair, look poorly, and are weak.

Sheep in Mongolia are differentiated into two types; the most common has a large, fat, round tail and a black head, the other has a long, large tail. The sheep with the large, fat tail is more common in eastern Mongolia while the sheep with the longer tail is more common in western Mongolia. The fat in the tail is important for nourishment of the animal during the winter season. The wool of the Mongolian sheep is quite coarse, but very white. A fine sheep herd in a summer pasture is beautifully described by the Mongols as "pearls on green velvet." Sheep live near the camps, usually to the rear of the yurt, and require a great deal of attention in being moved to and from pasture areas and in being watered. They are mainly tended by the women and children with the help of dogs. The sheep is probably the most important single animal to the nomad because it supplies not only meat and milk, the basic Mongolian diet, but also wool and hides for clothing and for felt, the main covering for the yurt dwelling and carpeting for the inside. Lambs are often kept inside the family yurt if the mother is lost or if the animal is weak, born in cold weather, or otherwise in need of special attention. In winter especially, or when the sheep are pastured at a distance, they need the care of adults, and several families may pool their resources for the task. Goats mix freely with sheep and are usually black and gray.

Moving herds was a complex and critical operation in old Mongolia. Grazing was only allowed within the circuit of the common lands held by the banner group (khushighun), and migration outside this region could mean war or, in Ch'ing times (1644-1911), would bring some kind of punishment for the herder and possibly for his prince.13 Traditionally the control or enlargement of grazing fields was the main reason for a coalition of tribes into a confederation. Normally nomadic groups tended to restrain their grazing along a prescribed circuit in order to avoid clashes with neighboring groups, but on occasion natural disasters forced groups to move into new areas, leading inevitably to negotiation or trouble.

Recently, in all areas of Mongolia, the pattern of care and movement of the herds are rapidly changing, but, traditionally, when the snow melts in the spring, herders seek new pastures for their animals. Then, in the summer, herders try to find a raised area where there is a breeze for better air circulation among the animals and where they possibly may graze for a longer period. This movement also seems to be intended to protect the animals from disease. In the autumn, the more conscientious herders drive their animals out in ever-enlarging circles seeking better pastures to fatten their animals. In the winter, the object is to seek a basin or the southern slopes of a hill or mountain for protection against severe winds. Thus, although migrating frequently, the Mongols tend to remain longer at the summer and the winter camps; but in spring and autumn, they are constantly moving, and there really are no designated spring or autumn camps except for the very rich or aristocratic people who have a more settled camp or dwelling.

The ancient Kitan had an institution spoken of as the nai-po or "four-season court."14 The cycle of seasonal migrations brought them to four official residences, each having a particular environment. A grazing area must have both grass and water. Many potential grazing areas lack a spring, well, or lake, which makes them unusable. The ideal is a pasturing area near a stream or freshwater lake. In the winter, it is possible for the animals to gain water by eating snow. If there is no natural water source, the only alternative is to dig a well, which means a great deal of labor for the herder in drawing water for the animals.

The dogs of Mongolia are notorious, and every traveler has dramatic stories about the ferocious Mongolian dogs kept around the camps for protection and assistance in handling the animals. In general, the Mongols maintain four types of dogs (nokhai). One is a large mastiff or Persian-type hunting dog called taigh, with a large snout, large shoulders, and a small rear end. This type of dog, found only in rich families, is used mainly for hunting. A second type of dog, a Tibetan breed, is also a large animal with long hair. It is usually all black, very ferocious, and especially helpful in animal herding. A third type of dog is a nondescript mongrel-type of many different colors and sizes. A fourth type of dog, according to the system of classification used here, is the Pekinese, the small house pet also known in the West. It is referred to as a khab and was introduced into Mongolia by princes returning from their annual visit to Peking. This dog is common only among more elite families and around Lamaist temples.

The Mongol fondness for dogs is second only to that for horses. For one to beat even a ferocious dog while making a visit would be tantamount to striking the host. Before the Communist takeover, the Prince of Üjümüchin Banner, Sodnamrabtan, maintained a collection of over one hundred dogs. An earlier aristocrat in the Kharachin Middle Banner had such an extraordinarily large number of dogs that he was nicknamed the "dog duke" (Nokhai-yin Kung). In the Ch'ing period, he presented dogs at the Manchu court as tribute.

Because of the great dependence of the nomad upon his animals, there is a deep feeling of appreciation, love, and respect for animal life which can be seen in the poetry, proverbs, and other arts of the Mongols. The misuse or maltreatment of animals is considered by Mongols to be depraved and sinful. Biblical metaphors, such as "I will recognize my sheep and my sheep will recognize me," and other such sentiments of Hebrew herders are not readily understandable to agricultural people, but they are very natural and appealing expressions to Mongols who have had contact with Christian churches. A good Mongol herder recognizes not only his own sheep but even knows which lamb belongs to which ewe.

In modern times, particularly in the Mongolian People's Republic, the old romantic pasturing life of the Mongols is passing away as new techniques of animal handling and care are developed (such as feed production, collectives, permanent corrals, barns, and new and numerous wells). Some of what is described here is already history, but many elements and influences persist.

Hunting

Hunting serves economic, military, political, and diversionary functions in a nomadic life-style. Economically, it is an important means of sustenance—an alternative to pastoral production by which natural game is killed in order to save the domesticated herds from depletion. In addition, it is a source of goods, mainly pelts, which are important for trade with agricultural people. Hunting trains men in military techniques, and it serves as amusement and sport. The Mongols divide hunting into two general categories: first, regular hunting by individuals, which is called ang; second, a more specialized type involving many men in special tactics similar to encirclement or siege, referred to as aba. This large-scale battue type hunt is now very uncommon.

Ssu-ma Ch'ien (145?-90? B.C.) recorded in his Shih chi the importance of the hunt for the livelihoodof the Hsiung-nu("Huns"?), He noted that hunting supplements products from the herds in the areas of food, clothing, and items, such as pelts, for trade.1 P'eng Ta-ya, in the thirteenth century, also noted: "The encirclement or siege tactics in hunting are used from the ninth month to the second month and they feed on the particular game killed according to the season. In this way, they kill fewer of their own animals."2

Good hunting preserves are as important to hunting peoples as good pasture and grazing areas are to herding peoples. When mutual agreement cannot be arrived at regarding their use, clashes occur and the groups separate. The Secret History of the Mongols notes that, among the Khori-Tümed tribe of the northwest forest area who engaged in more hunting than peoples further south in the steppe, a decision was made not to hunt particular animals such as sable and ermine. According to the record, Khorilartai-mergen, one leader, very unhappy with this decision, took a group who followed him, separated from the main body, and formed a new clan-lineage known as the Khorilar. Aware of an excellent game area in the region of the Burkhan Mountain, he and his group migrated to that place.3

The Hou Han shu (fifth century A.D.), in speaking of hides gained from trade among the Hsien-pei tribes, notes that they were sable and na and "the best under heaven."4 Throughout the various dynasties extending over many hundreds of years and involving different nomadic peoples, furs or hides were an important medium of exchange in the border trade.

The military aspects of hunting were noted by General Chao Hung of the Southern Sung dynasty (1127-1276) in his Meng-ta pei-lu: "Among the Tatar [a general term for Northern nomadic people], children grow up on horseback and everybody learns the techniques of warfare. From springtime to winter, they hunt daily as a livelihood. Accordingly, they have no infantry, but only cavalry."5 This description of Chao's may actually, with little qualification, fit all the nomadic warring peoples from the ancient Hsiung-nu down to the Mongols of modern times. The Liao shih, a record of the Kitan people, mentions the nai-po ("royal camp"), which moved according to the seasons: during the winter nai-po, the main activities were discussions on affairs of state and occasional hunts led by the emperor for the purpose of training men in military maneuvers.6

The military importance of the hunt is further illustrated in the life of Emperor Shih-tsung of the Chin (Jurchen) dynasty, one of the most Sinicized of nomadic emperors. This ruler, a scholar deeply steeped in classical Chinese Confucianism, maintained the hunt, and his biography, found in the Chin shih, records an incident in which one of his Chinese ministers petitioned him to give up the hunt, stressing that he was advanced in age and that the affairs of state were very pressing. However, Shih-tsung declined the petition, saying that the hunt was very necessary for him in order to give due attention to the military (wu) aspects of Chinese culture as well as its literary (wen) aspects.7 Juvaini, a Persian historian of the thirteenth century, wrote in the History of the World Conqueror that to become proficient in military techniques and tactics, a Mongol must first be familiar with the use of weapons and with great, coordinated hunting activities. Through the hunt, men learn to track animals, to coordinate the movement of a large number of men, and to besiege the prey according to the number of hunters in a party. Before the hunt, scouts were sent out to make observations as a spy would during wartime. Juvaini stressed that if the Mongols were not warring, they were hunting; these activities were continuous and uninterrupted. The object of the hunt, he noted, was not merely sport or practice in the use of weapons, but also to condition the men to endure hardships.8 The medieval missionary Carpini, in his famous visit to the Mongol Empire, also observed that there was little difference between the hunt and warring campaigns.9

Another aspect of hunting activity is politics. In the large-scale aba-type hunt, which was impossible to carry out with the men of only one kinship group, great skill was required in negotiating and coordinating with other clans to organize a confederation for the best possible success of all concerned. Highly skilled leadership was necessary, not only in negotiations and in the coordination of operations, but also in the disposition of the "take" or the booty, as in wartime. Either a consolidation of the confederation or a dispersion may result from wise or unwise disposition of the results of the hunt. The writer of the famous Mongol chronicle Altan tobchi indicated a number of important aspects of the aba in a poem.

Küdei Sechen said:


You, the ten sons of Ambaghai Khan, listen to me!
Hunting in the jagged mountains
You killed male and female mountain goats.
Following the division of the meat of the male and female
mountain goats,
You killed each other, split and broke off from each other.
Hunting in the misty mountains,
You killed stag and hind.
Following the division of the meat of stag and hind,
You deserted each other, split and broke off from each other.



The friendliness of the seven sons of Khabul Khan is as follows:


Hunting at the Turbikhan Khachar
They killed the fawn-colored baby antelope.
Dividing up and taking the meat of the fawn-colored baby
antelope,
They said: "Let us feast once more,
May there be blessing and good fortune,"
And so they departed.
Hunting in the misty mountains,
They killed the wild musk deer.
Dividing up and taking the meat of the wild musk deer,
They said: "Let us honour each other once more"
They spoke fine words as of good-will
And so departed.
You, the ten sons of Ambaghai Khan
Are of bad character and behavior.
You will become subjects and commoners.
Those seven sons of Khabul Khan


Through the strength of their amity
Will become the kings of all, the lords of the people.
Do not be angry because I, a poor old man, have said this.
You older and younger brother should live nicely, in mutual
friendship.10



In the great hunts of the Mongol rulers, there was a contractual duty on the part of their vassals to accompany the court in the hunt. The Secret History mentions that Temüjin was supported by Khuchar, Altan, and Sacha Beki as the leader of all the Mongol tribes and bearer of the title Chinggis Khan. In their oath, they proclaimed:


We will support you as khan [emperor] and we will be your vanguard to precede you in the attack when the enemy is before us. And to capture the beautiful and intelligent khatun [ladies], and the fine rumped horses from foreign peoples. Counting and displaying the booty we will offer it to you. At the time of the hunt, as we encounter the wily animals, we will press forward to encircle them for you and in the wilderness we will press them together until their bellies are side by side and in the valleys we will encircle them about and press them together so that their front legs and back legs are as one [and we will let you shoot them]."11



The quotation clearly states that the duty of a vassal was to follow the khan in war and the hunt alike.

After establishing their capital in Peking, the Manchu descendants of the former Jurchen (Chin), set aside a special preserve beyond the Great Wall of China in present-day Inner Mongolia. The western part of the region was called muran ("hunting ground"), and they established a summer palace at Jehol. Those sections of the palace that were designed on the model of the Tibetan Potala in Lhasa are the most famous. At the height of the Manchu dynasty, the imperial court sojourned in this area each year to take part in the royal hunt. The Manchu court required their Mongol allies, as vassals, to attend the great battue hunt or aba at the muran, as a form of tribute duty symbolic of a vassal-like relationship in the Manchu-Mongol alliance.12 The great aba hunt was used in a political context for the last time during the middle Ch'ing period (1700s).

Amusement or sport is a fourth important aspect of the hunt in Mongolian culture. Tolui, a son of Chinggis Khan and father of the two famous Mongol emperors, Mongke and Khubilai felt that the greatest enjoyment of life was to be found in hunting with a beautiful horse and a fine gyrfalcon.13 During the Yüan period, hunting continued to be the most important form of sport or recreation among the elite.14 In this connection, Marco Polo made a number of perceptive observations regarding the Mongol hunt:


You must know that ... the Great Khan . . . has ordered that up to a distance of some sixty days' journey all round, everyone should hunt and fowl. . . every lord in the province takes with him all the hunters in the country ... to the places where the animals are to be found; there they surround them, and kill them by means of dogs, or, more often, with arrows.... And when the Great Khan goes on this expedition... there is no lack of fine sights in the way of birds and beasts. There is no amusement in the world to equal it. And the Great Khan always goes on four elephants, in a beautiful wooden chamber, all lined inside with cloths of beaten gold, and covered outside with lions' skins.... There are also many barons and ladies to amuse him and keep him company. The Great Lord watches the sight, remaining in his bed, and finds great pleasure and amusement in it. And truly there never was, nor do I believe there is now, any man on earth able to have so much pleasure and delight as the Khan, and procure it with such ease.15



Another vivid account was written in 1233 by Yeh-lii Ch'u-ts'ai, famous Sinicized Kitan adviser to the Mongol khans, while he accompanied the great winter royal hunt of the camp of Ögödei Khan. He was a prime minister in the Mongol Empire at the time, a cultured Confucian gentleman from the great city centers, who found himself "roughing it," as it were, on a great hunt out in the Mongolian steppe. As a profound scholar of Chinese philosophy, Yeh-lü Ch'u-ts'ai was also deeply influenced by Buddhism, which may explain his lack of enthusiasm at the mass killing of animals on the great hunt.


The winter hunt of the Emperor of Heaven is as a great expedition of a military campaign.

The white royal banner is unfurled as a signal for all the warriors to establish the long, extended flanks and begin the hunt.

No one knows how many thousands of miles the flanks extend.

The liberating dragon trembles with fear and the mountain gods are distressed.

The great flanks extend in a vast encircling pincer.

Tens of thousands of horsemen gather as the clouds, file into the center one after another.

Wild horses by the thousands intermingle with the wild mountain rams.

Red bears and white deer run with the gray antelope.

The warriors frame their bows and kill the exotic wild beasts.

The tigers and leopards are released to seize the greedy wolf. [In the royal camp, trained leopards are used.]

Only this weary traveler, the prime minister, reclines in the tent during the excitement.

Dropping the door flap of the yurt, I turn to a reading of the I ching.16



On another occasion, Yeh-lü Cli u-ts'ai followed the emperor on a royal hunt at Langshan (Wolf Mountain) and, as the imperial order was given to release the animals caught in the great encirclement of the hunt, thus saving them from death, he composed the following poem:


Do you not recall Han Wu-ti hunting in the Great Birch
Forest, as noted in Ssu-ma Ch'ien's long poem exaggerating
the extravagance of the imperial hunt?
Did you not observe T'ang Ming-huang practicing his military
powers and tactics on the foothills of Lishan as noted
by O-yang Hsiu in his history condemning the absence of
mourning for the flight of the birds?
The deeds of these two emperors are poor examples.
For ages to come, the actions of these leaders will be condemned.
The royal hunts of my emperor are all carried out according
to the moral precepts of the Chou li.
The circumference of the encircled flanks of the hunt is
over a thousand miles.
The white gyrfalcon circles above while the golden whistling
arrow signals below.
The elusive wild rabbit and the fox die with a snap of
the bowstring.
The Imperial Decree is handed down as His Majesty arrives;
in four directions, the great hunting encirclement is released
and the animals are not all killed.
The animals and birds all bathe in the compassionate tide


of the Son of Heaven.
The flora and fauna of the Langshan mountain rejoice in
happiness.17



The imperial decree stopped the slaughter before all the animals gathered were killed. Juvaini observed a sort of customary ritual closing the hunt, according to which one of the elders would come forward to ritualistically beseech the khan to cease the slaughter of the animals.18 The action had the economic function of allowing some animals to live in order to continue multiplying, but was made to appear as an act of compassionate mercy by the khan.

According to the Hei-ta shih-lüeh, the main hunting season in the Mongol Empire period was from the ninth to the second month of the lunar calendar.19 In contrast, the main season of the Manchu court hunt was in the autumn.20 Actually, nomadic rulers were hunting continually in all seasons for different types of game. In more recent times, hunting has been restricted to the period from early winter to the turn of the winter equinox in December because after the equinox, pelts and hides tend to lose their fine quality and the meat has become very lean. A fur trader will not hunt after this period until the next hunting season, but nomads, needing food, will continue to hunt.

An interesting note, useful in understanding the historical development of the Mongol hunt in the Ming period (1368-1644), is found in the writings of Hsiao Ta-heng, who had close contact with the Mongols in his role as a commander of Chinese troops on the frontier. He explained in his Pei-lu feng-su [Customs of the Northern Barbarians]: "archery and hunting, although a customary way of life of the barbarians, is still handled judiciously. They may be expected to be wasteful in hunting wild game, but on the contrary they are not so inclined." Hsiao explained that, in the springtime, the Mongols did not hold large encircling hunts which would kill female animals, who are about to give birth, or young animals. Also, in the summer, no mass hunting was carried on; small groups of from five to ten men hunted to gain food, but did not kill for sport. Hsiao described a fascinating picture:


When the wind of autumn blows and the grass is withered, the bow is strong and horses are powerful, the game is fast and the falcons are swift.



Then he continued:


The chieftain of the barbarians orders a great gathering to be held in the pine forests. Thousands of horsemen move like thunder and ten thousands of horses gallop as a cloud. They hunt in the Yinshan mountain for days on end. The game is piled up like hills and mountains and by an unchangeable tradition it is divided evenly.21



Hsiao explained that there is reward and incentive, in that he who brings down the game is given the pelt, hoofs, and horns of the animal, but the meat is divided to all evenly. If arrows were lost, no one hid them for fear of severe punishment.

In a record of the Southern Sung dynasty (1127-1276), the Hei-ta shih-lüeh, the famous general and observer, P'eng Ta-ya, wrote about the riding and shooting customs of the Mongols.


When their children are very young they are bound with a cloth on a board which is then tied to the horses and they ride with their mothers on horseback. By the age of three, they are bound in the saddle in such a way that they may follow the others. At four or five years of age they are given their own little bows and arrows. As they grow older they follow the hunt in all four seasons.... It is their custom when they gallop to stand semi-erect in the stirrup rather than to sit down. Thus, the main weight of the body is upon the calves or lower part of the leg with some weight upon the feet and ankles. They gallop like the wind and their force is as a mountain avalanche. They can turn freely from left to right as a bird on the wing. As they gallop along they can shoot to the left even though they are facing to the right and this they do without holding on to the reins or saddle. [In shooting while] Standing on the ground they take a stance in the form of the [Chinese] character eight (pa-tzu) with legs spread far apart and the back and buttocks lowered. They are powerful shooters and are able to penetrate distant objects.22



The art of the hunt requires long, arduous practice to perfect tracking, marksmanship, training of dogs and falcons, knowledge of animal habits and psychology, and many such details. Shooting birds, for example, is very difficult when one considers the necessity of judging the speed of the bird, the trajectory of the arrow, the wind, and other factors. In Mongol society, a man adept at shooting birds on the wing is especially admired, and the term mergen, which in modern times commonly means "wise" or "expert," in ancient times meant "good archer." Mongol hunters familiar with the unique behavior of the antelope found on the Mongol plain know that they have a tendency to race with a horseman and to cross in front of the path of his horse. It is important to shoot the antelope just as he passes in front of the horse and to select a single animal rather than to shoot wildly at the entire group. Mongol hunting techniques vary with the animal hunted. If the objective is taking the pelts, it is naturally important not to damage the hide in killing the animal. Before the introduction of the gun in Mongolia, hunting was done not only with bows, arrows, and spears, but also with the mace, which was used to beat the animal on the head. Among the Kharachin Mongols, a long spear was used particularly to hunt tigers. The many large wolves and packs of wolves in Mongolia are a great scourge to the herds. Ordinarily, the hunting of wolves would be of economic importance, both to protect the herds and also to gain hides for trade. However, there is surprisingly little mention of wolf hunts in early Mongolian records. Some feel that an early reluctance to hunt wolves, if in fact it existed, probably stemmed from the influence of early totemism, according to which the wolf was something of a sacred animal. The carved head of a wolf was mounted on the staff of the battle standard of the ancient T'u-chüeh (Turks).23

An alternative interpretation may be seen in the language of avoidance in that the term chino for wolf is avoided, even in modern times, by older people due to a feeling that the animal may be attracted; instead, they use the term nokhai, "dog," or alternatively, khamut, an adjective that has come to be used as a noun describing a springtime disease of dogs, which causes them to lose their hair. Thus, the us6 of the word "wolf' makes him more dangerous—it sharpens his teeth. The Panchan Lama enjoined the Mongols during his stay in the 1930s not to kill wolves. Young Mongols criticized the prohibition as superstitious nonsense. In informal conversation, Prince Demchügdüngrü (De Wang), prominent nationalist leader, encouraged young men not to kill the wolf, but rather to emulate its firm will and determination. Still, many common hunters were not influenced by such romantic sentiments and killed wolves as they had always done.

The main season for wolf hunting is November, during the mating season. In tracking wolves in the pack, the Mongolian approach is to shoot the last wolf in the pack rather than to kill the lead wolf, ordinarily a female, so as to avoid having the entire pack attack the hunter. A wounded wolf is a formidable animal to be avoided.

Next to tigers and wolves, the most fearsome animals hunted in Mongolia are bear and wild boar. For furs, the most prized animals are the fox and marmot, which are most common, and the sable and ermine, which are the most expensive. Animal habits and hunting techniques are common knowledge among Mongolians.24

Bird hunting, usually with a falcon but sometimes with dogs, was almost totally for amusement. The best falcon, frequently noted in the Chinese records, was the hai-tung-ch'ing, or bluish gray falcon obtained from the Amur region of the Siberian Maritime Province. Another well-known type was the white gyrfalcon, the source of which is not known, but it seems to have been from west Central Asia and was obtained through the tribute system.25 After the occupation of Persia, the Mongols used trained leopards in the hunt. A specialist who looked after the falcons was referred to as shiba'uchi, and the man who cared for the hunting leopards was termed barschi. The Yuan records note that many Mongol aristocrats had ta-pu ying-fang, which were hunting and eagle houses.26 In addition to being an important form of amusement, the hunt was useful in obtaining special types of feathers, bones, and other materials necessary in the manufacture of weapons and for decorative luxury items.

Food

The diet common among nomads is unique and quite distinct from that of agricultural people. In the Shih chi, Ssu-ma Ch'ien explained that the main diet of the Hsiung-nu, largely meat, was the same for both nobility and commoner. However, it may be established from ancient records that while nomadic peoples had sufficient animal products for their diet they lacked certain other elements, such as grain and wine, which they greatly desired1 and were forced to acquire either by trade or plunder. Ssu-ma Ch'ien (145?-90? B.C.) noted that with Emperor Han Kao-tsu's dispatch of an envoy in treaty relations, each year the Chinese sent to the northern nomads wine, rice, and other foods, in addition to silk. The same source discusses an account of the surrender of a Chinese official, Chung-hang Yüeh, who claimed that the nomads were very fond of Chinese food.2

Nevertheless, the nomads were often forced to be self-reliant, and, accordingly, developed the ability to subsist entirely upon their herds and hunting if necessary. The Chinese writer Chao Hung, in a thirteenth century work, noted: "in the territories of the Ta-tan [Mongols], there is abundant pasture grass and water for the herding of sheep and horses. For their livelihood, they drink only mare's milk to satisfy hunger and thirst. The milk of one mare is sufficient to satisfy three people."3 P eng Ta-ya, a contemporary, observed: "The foods they obtain from hunting are rabbit, deer, wild pig, ram, antelope, and wild horses, also fish from the rivers. The domesticated animal which they slaughter for cooking is mainly the sheep and secondly the cow. Horses are killed only for large banquets. Nine-tenths of the nomads' meat is roasted; a lesser amount is boiled. Their drink is limited to mare's milk and the fermented milk of cows and sheep. Their only spice is salt."4

Throughout the Secret History of the Mongols, the main items of diet before and during the early period of the Mongol Empire are mentioned in context. A hunter feasted on barbecued deer and its innards.5 During the spring season, boiled mutton, which had been previously dried, and wild duck are eaten.6 A passage refers to fermented mare's milk (airagh) and fermented cow's milk (esüg).7 When Temüjin (Chinggis Khan) was a boy and his widowed mother and family were in difficulty, the record notes that they ate berries, crab apples, a type of artemisia, wild onion, wild garlic, and leeks.8 Young Temiijin fished with his brother for food on the Onon River;9 a man prepared a fat lamb for Temüjin during an escape;10 Temüjin's family survived on marmots in particularly bad conditions.11 The drinking of fermented mare's milk at banquets is noted often,12 and a type of yogurt, taragh, is mentioned.13 Wild ram is eaten by people in the mountains.14 Mutton soup, a staple, is served each morning, and sheep are prepared as soup in the court kitchen.15 Finally, the Secret History notes that Ögödei Khan (1229-41) reproached himself for drinking too much grape wine.

From Mongol and Chinese records of the thirteenth century, one may reconstruct the diet of the Mongols during this period and note some changes. Fermented mare's milk, referred to as airagh or chige, continued to be widely used. This, the famous kumis mentioned in travel accounts by Westerners in the Mongol Empire, is consistently stressed as the favorite beverage of the Mongol people and was the most common drink at banquets, particularly royal banquets. Because of the fermenting process involved in its preparation, there is some alcoholic content, which presented a problem for the European ambassadors Carpini and Rubruck. As emissaries from a Christian nation or as Christian missionaries, they did not wish to drink; but refusing to drink would be refusing the hospitality of the Mongols.16

An interesting and fairly detailed account of the Mongolian process of making kumis is given by the medieval traveler Rubruck; the technique has not changed for seven hundred years.


Cosmos [kumis], that is mare's milk, is made in this way: they stretch along the ground a long rope attached to two stakes stuck into the earth; and at about nine o'clock they tie to this rope the foals of the mares they want to milk. Then the mothers stand near their foals and let themselves be peacefully milked; if any one of them is too restless, then a man takes the foal and, placing it under her, lets it suck a little, and he takes it away again and the milker takes its place.

And so, when they have collected a great quantity of milk, which is as sweet as cow's milk when it is fresh, they pour it into a large skin or bag and they begin churning it with a specially made stick which is as big as a man's head at its lower end and hollowed out; and when they beat it quickly it begins to bubble like new wine and to turn sour and ferment, and they churn it until they can extract the butter. Then they taste it and when it is fairly pungent they drink it. As long as one is drinking, it bites the tongue like vinegar; when one stops, it leaves on the tongue the taste of milk of almonds and greatly delights the inner man; it even intoxicates those who have not a very good head. It also greatly provokes urine.17



Medieval Western travelers invariably mention kumis, but none go into detail as to its special characteristics. While Yeh-lü Ch'u-ts'ai, accompanied Chinggis Khan on an expedition against Khorezm, he wrote the following and included it in a letter requesting a friend to send him some kumis:


The heavenly horse migrated west
the juice of the jade was brewed.
The mild fragrance of the wine
arises from the place where the skin sack is poured.
In beholding the "light-white" [kumis], one feels cool
as though gazing upon pale green jade juice.
The sensitive sweetness of the kumis
prompts a longing for cool sugarcane nectar.
Ssu-ma Hsiang-ju18 would love this [kumis]
to quench the inner fiery thirst of his spirit.
I long to receive this from you,
that I may be refreshed daily.



When Yeh-lü Ch'u-ts'ai received the kumis from his friend, he thanked him with a second poem:


While eating meat I joyfully sip the kumis.
It is most fragrant and smooth and the taste is slightly
tart.
Your kumis is as Tsunhsun wine brewed in the skin sack of Han
Hsiang of the Eight Immortals of T'ang.
I repeatedly pour the kumis into the birch-bowl until it is overflowing.
Gnawing hunger pangs are immediately soothed and satisfied.
My anxiety and thirst are thoroughly dissipated, I am refreshed and cool.
Do you recall the poet Chia I19 who forbid all to partake of his wine
except another poet?20



In these poems by a Sinicized Kitan, one sees an intimate hedonistic acquaintance with the famous Mongol drink. Noted are the mode of its preparation, the type of containers used, its smell, appearance, taste, and the satisfying sensation of drinking it.

Unfermented mare's milk has never been a common drink because it acts as a strong laxative or purgative. Fermented milk in general, such as buttermilk, is spoken of by the Mongols as esüg. Customarily, they dislike drinking fresh cow's milk, so it is common to make a sort of yogurt (taragh) of it; the same is true of sheep's milk. A common drink is hot salted tea with milk.

Marmots were traditionally eaten only by poor people and hunters, and the same is true today. The most common method of cooking marmot was a primitive process of heating stones and placing them in the stomach of the animal; the food is called ghorhogh. In early times, rabbits also were freely hunted and eaten, but now Mongols poke fun at and shame a rabbit eater. The common game animals eaten during the imperial Yüan period were the same as those eaten during the period of Chinggis Khan.

Among domestic animals, mutton and beef were the most common stock eaten by the khan as well as the common folk. Dried meat, spoken of as early as the Secret History, was prepared in the early winter, when the animals were in good condition, and stored for use as necessary. From ancient times to the present, Mongols have used the vitals or innards of animals they slaughter, but never in banquets. Cows are not commonly slaughtered during the hot months because of the problem of storing a large quantity of meat. The killing of animals is discontinued during the early summer season, in the fourth lunar month (May), because the flocks and herds increase as animals give birth and the birth of the Buddha is commemorated. During this month, milk is almost the only food eaten by many nomads except for meat dried the previous fall. Contrary to the custom of ancient times, it is more common now for Mongols to boil meat rather than roast it.

The famous Mongol record, Altan tobchi, speaks of Chinggis Khan's eating horse meat.21 In the latter part of the sixteenth century, with the conversion of the Mongols to Tibetan Buddhism, the practice of slaughtering and eating horses was forbidden by the Third Dalai Lama and ceased to be a general practice. Particular mention is made of this fact in the Erdeni-yin tobchi.22 However, among the Oirad Mongols in the west, the custom of eating horseflesh has continued to the present.

Early records dealing with the Mongols mention fish as part of their diet. Ancient Mongol dictionaries list many names of fish (the meanings of which are no longer understood), which indicates, contrary to common belief, that the Mongols did eat fish at one time. However, the practice of fishing also ceased with the introduction of Tibetan Buddhism, which inculcates the doctrine of many grades of incarnation, the lowest of which is water animals and fish. Formerly, one of the most sinful acts was to eat fish, but in contemporary Mongolia, with the weakening of Buddhism, eating of fish has been resumed.

Wild berries, onions, garlic, and other such foods have continued to be part of the Mongol diet to the present. The Secret History makes no mention of the use of grain for food during the rise of the Mongols; nor does the Hei-ta shih-lüeh, the important Sung period (960-1276) record. The Mongols may have been handicapped in obtaining grain, since they were a considerable distance from the Chinese frontier, or they may not have developed the custom of using grain in their diet. If such was the case, the situation did not last long, for the records of the Yuan period indicate that the use of grains and other agricultural products rapidly became common among the Mongols, even to the extent that limited plowing and marginal agriculture were practiced by the Mongols themselves or by Chinese living among them. From the fifteenth century on, there is considerable recorded evidence that animals were exchanged by the Mongols for agricultural products as foodstuffs.

Strange as it may seem, the oldest Chinese cookbook extant is apparently a non-Chinese compilation; the Yin-shan cheng-yao ("the proper management of food and drink") by Hu-ssu-hui was published during the Mongol-Yüan dynasty in 1503 (third year of the T'len-li reign period) by the order of Öljeitü Khan (Wen-tsung).
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