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Marco Polo on Mongol Military Tactics
A Venetian, Marco Polo (c. 1254-c. 1324) traveled extensively through central Asia and China in the late 13th century, when Mongol empires dominated Asia. Upon his return, he described his journey in a book that made him famous and stands today as one of the most important travel books ever written. Polo is credited with introducing the East to Europe. Scholars have questioned the veracity of his account, some even going to far as to say he made up the whole thing, but such wholesale fabrication has never been proven, and many of the details contained in the book are verified by Chinese sources. His book, Il milione, known today as The Travels of Marco Polo, was wildly successful, but it seems that most Europeans who read it in Polo's day considered it a work of fiction. In this excerpt, Polo describes the military tactics of the Mongols.

Their arms are bows and arrows, sword and mace; but above all the bow, for they are capital archers, indeed the best that are known....

When a Mongol prince goes forth to war, he takes with him, say, 100,000 men. Well, he appoints an officer to every ten men, one to every hundred, one to every thousand, and one to every ten thousand, so that his own orders have to he given to ten persons only, and each of these ten persons has to pass the orders only to another ten, and so on, no one having to give orders to more than ten. And every one in turn is responsible only to the officer immediately over him; and the discipline and order that comes of this method is marvelous, for they are a people very obedient to their chiefs...

When they are going on a distant expedition they take no gear with them except two leather bottles for milk, a little earthenware pot to cook their meat in, and a little tent to shelter them from rain. And in case of great urgency they will ride ten days on end without lighting a fire or taking a meal. On such an occasion they will sustain themselves on the blood of their horses, opening a vein and letting the blood jet into their mouths, drinking till they have had enough, and then staunching it...

When they come to an engagement with the enemy, they will gain the victory in this fashion. They never let themselves get into a regular medley, but keep perpetually riding round and shooting into the enemy. And as they do not count it any shame to run away in battle, they will sometimes pretend to do so, and in running away they turn in the saddle and shoot hard and strong at the foe, and in this way make great havoc. Their horses are trained so perfectly that they will double hither and thither, just like a dog, in a way that is quite astonishing. Thus they fight to as good purpose in running away as if they stood and faced the enemy because of the vast volleys of arrows that they shoot in this way, turning round upon their pursuers, who are fancying that they have won the battle. But when the Mongols see that they have killed and wounded a good many horses and men, they wheel round bodily and return to the charge in perfect order and with loud cries, and in a very short time the enemy are routed. In truth they are stout and valiant soldiers, and inured to war. And you perceive that it is just when the enemy sees them run, and imagines that he has gained the battle, that he has in reality lost it, for the Mongols wheel round in a moment when they judge the right time has come. And after this fashion they have won many a fight.  From Marco Polo, The Book of Ser Marco Polo. 3rd edition. Trans. and ed. by Henry Yule and Henri Cordier. London: John Murray, 1921, pg. 260-63. (Translation slightly modified).
Critical Thinking Questions: 
In what ways do the military practices described by Marco Polo reflect the influence of the steppe environment on the Mongols?

Why did most European’s believe Polo’s work to be one of fiction?

Analyze Marco Polo’s POV? Assess his credibility as a historian?

What were the most significant Mongol military strengths? Why?

Marco Polo at the Mongol Court

Marco Polo, a Venetian merchant and traveler, reached Kublai Khan’s court in about 1275 and remained in China until 1292. During Marco’s stay in China, Kublai Khan sent him on special government missions around China. After Marco returned home, he was captured during a war between Venice and Genoa and put in prison. He entertained fellow prisoners with his travel stories, and one of the prisoners gathered his stories into a book. In this excerpt, Marco describes Kublai Khan’s summer palace in Shangdu, on the border of Mongolia and China. Which features of the palace can you visualize? 
Departing from the city last mentioned, and proceeding three days’ journey in a northeasterly direction, you arrive at a city called Shandu, built by the Grand Khan Kublai, now reigning. In this he caused a palace to be erected, of marble and other handsome stones, admirable as well for the elegance of its design as for the skill displayed in its execution. The halls and chambers are all gilt,and very handsome. It presents one front towards the interior of the city, and the other towards the wall; and from each extremity of the building runs another wall to such an extent as to enclose sixteen miles in circuit of the adjoining plain, to which there is no access but through the palace. Within the bounds of this royal park there are rich and beautiful meadows, watered by many rivulets, where a variety of animals of the deer and goat kind are pastured, to serve as food for the hawks and other birds employed in the chase, whose mews are also in the grounds. The number of these birds is upwards of two hundred; and the grand khan goes in person, at least once in the week, to inspect them. Frequently, when he rides about this enclosed forest, he has one or more small leopards carried on horseback, behind their keepers; and when he pleases to give direction for their being slipped, they instantly seize a stag, or goat, or fallow deer, which he gives to his hawks, and in this manner he amuses himself. In the center of these grounds, where there is a beautiful grove of trees, he has built a royal pavilion, supported upon a colonnade of handsome pillars, gilt and varnished. Round each pillar a dragon, likewise gilt, entwines its tail, whilst its head sustains the projection of the roof, and its talons or claws are extended to the right and left along the entablature. The roof is of bamboo cane, likewise gilt, and so well varnished that no wet can injure it. The bamboos used for this purpose are three palms in circumference and ten fathoms in length, and being cut at the joints, are split into two equal parts, so as to form gutters, and with these (laid concave and convex) the pavilion is covered; but to secure the roof against the effect of wind, each of the bamboos is tied at the ends to the frame. The building is supported on every side (like a tent) by more than two hundred very strong silken cords, and otherwise, from the lightness of the materials, it would be liable to oversetting by the force of high winds. The whole is constructed with so much ingenuity of contrivance that all the parts may be taken asunder, removed, and again set up, at his majesty’s pleasure. This spot he has selected for his recreation on account of the mild temperature and salubrity of the air, and he accordingly makes it his residence during three months of the year, namely, June, July, and August. . . .from The Travels of Marco Polo (New York: Orion Press),
Critical Thinking Questions: 

How does Marco Polo view the Mongols?
Describe Kublai Khan’s Palace?

What does the above description indicate about the Mongol Empire as a whole?

What insights can we draw from Marco Polo’s relations in China?
