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SERIES EDITOR’S PREFACE

There is nothing new in the attempt to grasp history as a whole. To under-
stand how humanity began and how it has come to its present condition is one
of the oldest and most universal of human needs, expressed in the religious and
philosophical systems of every civilization. But only in the last few decades has
it begun to appear both necessary and possible to meet that need by means of
a rational and systematic appraisal of current historical knowledge. Until the
middle of the nineteenth century history itself was generally treated as a sub-
ordinate branch of other fields of thought and learning — of literature, rhetoric,
law, philosophy, or religion. When historians began at that time to establish its
independence as a field of scholarship in its own right, with its own subject mat-
ter and its own rules and methods, they made it in practice not the attempt to
achieve a comprehensive account of the human past, but the history of western
Europe and of the societies created by European expansion and colonization.
In laying the scholarly foundations of their discipline they also reinforced the
Enlightenment’s belief in the advance of “civilization” (and, more recently, of
“western civilization”), and made it in this form, with relatively minor regional
variations, the basis of the teaching of history almost everywhere for most of
the twentieth century. Research and teaching of the histories of other parts of
the world developed mainly in the context of area studies like those of ancient
Greece and Rome, rooted in philology, and conducted through the exposition
of the canonical texts of their respective languages.

While those approaches prevailed world history as such remained largely the
province of thinkers and writers principally interested in constructing theoret-
ical or metaphysical systems. Only towards the end of the twentieth century
did the community of academic historians begin to recognize it as a proper
and even urgent field for the application of their particular knowledge and
skills. The inadequacy of the traditional parameters of the discipline is now
widely acknowledged, and the sense is growing that a world facing a common
future of headlong and potentially catastrophic transformation needs its com-
mon history. The realization of such a history has been delayed, however, by
simple ignorance on the one hand — for the history of enormous stretches of
space and time has until very recently been known not at all, or so patchily and
superficially as not to be worth revisiting — and on the other by the lack of a
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widely acceptable basis upon which to organize and discuss what is neverthe-
less the enormous and enormously diverse knowledge that we have.

The first of those obstacles is now being rapidly overcome. There is almost
no part of the world or period of its history that is not the object of energetic
and sophisticated investigation by archaeologists and historians. The expansion
of the horizons of academic history since the 1980s has been dramatic. The
quality and quantity of historical research and writing have risen exponentially
in each decade, and the advances have been most spectacular in some of the
areas previously most neglected. The academics have not failed to share the
results of their labors. Reliable and accessible, often brilliant, accounts are now
readily available of regions, periods, and topics that even 20 years ago were
obscure to everyone but a handful of specialists. In particular, collaborative
publication, in the form of volumes or sets of volumes in which teams of authors
set forth, in more or less detail, their expert and up-to-date conclusions in
the field of their research, has been a natural and necessary response to the
growth of knowledge. Only in that way can non-specialists, at any level, be kept
even approximately in touch with the constantly accelerating accumulation of
information about the past.

Yet the amelioration of one problem exacerbates the other. It is truer than
it has ever been that knowledge is growing and perspectives multiplying more
quickly than they can be assimilated and recorded in synthetic form. We can
now describe a great many more trees in a great deal more detail than we
could before. It does not always follow that we have a better view of the wood.
Collaboration has many strengths, but clarity, still less originality of vision, is
rarely foremost among them. History acquires shape, structure, relevance —
becomes, in the fashionable catchphrase, something for thinking with — by
advancing and debating new suggestions about what past societies were like,
how they worked and why they changed over long periods of time, how they
resembled and why they differed from other societies at other times and in
other parts of the world, and how they interacted with one another. Such
insights, like the sympathetic understanding without which the past is dead, are
almost always born of individual creativity and imagination. That is why each
volume in this series embodies the work and vision of a single author. Synthesis
on such a scale demands learning, resolution, and, not least, intellectual and
professional courage of no ordinary degree. We have been singularly fortunate
in finding scholars of great distinction who are willing to undertake it.

There is a wealth of ways in which world history can be written. The old-
est and simplest view, that it is best understood as the history of contacts
between peoples previously isolated from one another, from which (as some
think) all change arises, is now seen to be capable of application since the
earliest times. An influential alternative focuses on the tendency of economic
exchange to create self-sufficient but ever expanding “worlds” which sustain
successive systems of power and culture. Another seeks to understand the dif-
ferences between societies and cultures, and therefore the particular character
of each, by comparing the ways in which their values, social relationships, and
structures of power have developed. The rapidly developing field of ecolog-
ical history returns to a very ancient tradition of seeing interaction with the

xvi
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physical environment, and with other animals, at the center of the human
predicament, while insisting that its understanding demands an approach
which is culturally, chronologically, and geographically comprehensive. More
recently still “Big History,” led by a contributor to this series, has begun to
show how human history can be integrated with that not only of the natural,
but of the cosmic environment, and better understood in consequence.

The Blackwell History of the World seeks not to embody any single approach,
but to support them all, as it will use them all, by providing a modern, compre-
hensive, and accessible account of the entire human past. Each volume offers
a substantial overview of a portion of world history large enough to permit,
and indeed demand, the reappraisal of customary boundaries of regions, peri-
ods, and topics, and in doing so reflects the idiosyncrasies of its sources and
its subjects, as well as the vision and judgment of its author. The series as a
whole combines the indispensable narratives of very long-term regional devel-
opment with global surveys of developments across the world, and of interac-
tion between regions and what they have experienced in common, or visited
upon one another, at particular times. Together these volumes will provide a
framework in which the history of every part of the world can be viewed, and
a basis upon which most aspects of human activity can be compared across
both time and space. A frame offers perspective. Comparison implies respect
for difference. That is the beginning of what the past has to offer the future.

R. I. Moore

SERIES EDITOR’S ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The editor is grateful to all the contributors for advice and assistance on the
design and contents of the series as a whole, as well as on individual volumes.
Both editor and contributors wish to place on record, individually and collec-
tively, their thanks to John Davey, formerly of Blackwell Publishing, without
whose vision and enthusiasm the series could not have been initiated, and to
his successor Tessa Harvey, without whose energy, skill, and diplomacy, sus-
tained over many years, it could not have been realized.

xvii



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This book has been very long in the writing, and I have accumulated many
debts as I have written it. While working on it, I had positions in history depart-
ments at Macquarie University and San Diego State University, and I want to
thank both departments and universities for providing friendly and collegial
environments, for granting periods of sabbatical leave, and for financial sup-
port during research trips and trips to conferences. Colleagues in both uni-
versities offered innumerable suggestions, ideas, insights, and references. I also
want to thank librarians at both universities for their help in finding and order-
ing books. I spent productive periods of research leave at the Kluge Institute of
the Library of Congress, the National Humanities Center in North Carolina,
the library of the School of Slavonic and Eastern European Studies and the
British Library in London, the Russian State Library (former Lenin Library)
in Moscow, the Widener Library at Harvard, the University of Sydney, and the
Australian National University in Canberra. I also received a generous grant
from the Australian Research Council in 2010; that gave me the time, travel,
and resources needed to finish this huge project.

I owe too many debts to too many colleagues to list all individually, but
I do want to thank some whose conversations over the years have provided
unexpected and valuable insights. They include (in alphabetical order) Tom
Allsen, Richard Bosworth, Terry Burke, Nick Doumanis, Ross Dunn, Sheila
Fitzpatrick, Steven Fortescue, Graeme Gill, Geoffrey Hosking, Sasha Pavkovic,
Daniel Waugh, Stephen Wheatcroft, and many, many others.

Bob Moore commissioned this entire project, and has kept a kindly eye on
it over a much longer period than I care to remember. He has been immensely
patient, supportive, and encouraging. I grew up in Nigeria, where my first, and
perhaps best, teacher was my mother, Carol. Chardi, Joshua, and Emily have
put up with this project, and the absences and research trips it involved, over
many years, with love and generosity. I owe my family an immense debt for
their love and support. I also want to thank my extremely able and consci-
entious research assistants, Mandy Kretzschmar and Lana Nadj, who helped
with bibliographical research and ensured some consistency in the spelling of
words and names in many different languages. My editors at Wiley Blackwell,

xix



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Haze Humbert, Fiona Screen, and Brigitte Lee Messenger, did a superb job
of ensuring stylistic consistency in a complex manuscript.

I alone am responsible for remaining errors of fact, emphasis, and logic,
and for not managing to cover all of the rich scholarship on the vast territory
traversed by this book.




PRrEFACE: THE IDEA OF INNER
EURASIA

1THE ARGUMENT: CENTRAL THEMES

This volume covers a vast area — the central, or “Inner” half of Eurasia — and
more than 750 years of that region’s history. Writing at this scale, it is easy to
overlook the contingent events, the pathways not taken. So, though my central
argument is about sustained ecological and geographical pressures that shaped
the region’s history in enduring ways, I have tried not to ignore the alterna-
tive histories and might-have-beens — Lenin falling under a tram in September
1917, or a Lithuanian conquest of Muscovy, or a revived Mongolian Empire
in the sixteenth century.

Contingencies have shaped the writing as well as the argument of this book.
In April 2016, I was in London, working in the British Library on footnotes,
formatting, transliterations, and the many other obsessive details involved in
finishing a manuscript, when I picked up a Russian-language newspaper, Pul’s
UK, “Pulse UK.” Its front page advertised an article on “Yurta v Khaigaite,”
“A Yurt in Highgate.” For an English-trained historian who lives in Australia,
the phrase reeked of globalization. But it also captured something of the
project I have been working on for more than two decades: a history of Inner
Eurasia, a huge region whose two historical poles in the last millennium have
been Mongolia and Russia. Finding a free Russian-language newspaper in
London also reminded me how much more globalized today’s world is than
the world I grew up in, or even the world in which I began this project. (I was
reminded recently that I signed a contract for this project in 1991, the year
the Soviet Union broke up; that was before any of the events described in this
book’s last two chapters.) Later that day, I had a beer in a nearby pub, “The
Rocket.” That was a serendipitous reminder of a second major theme of this
volume: the fossil fuels revolution (of which steam engines were a major early
component) and the way it has transformed our world, including, in rather
distinctive ways, the world of Inner Eurasia.

The first volume of this history appeared in 1998.! Taken together, the two
volumes tell the story of a distinctive world region that includes all of the for-
mer Soviet Union, as well as Mongolia and Chinese Xinjiang. It includes all
of the inner, more northerly, more arid half of the Eurasian land mass. Inner
Eurasia’s complement is “Outer Eurasia.” Outer Eurasia includes China,

xxi
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Map 0.1 Inner and Outer Eurasia. Adapted from Encarta.

South-East Asia, the Indian sub-continent, Persia, and Europe (Map 0.1).
Outer Eurasia has been the subject of much more historical scholarship
because it had much larger populations, more cities, and more complex soci-
eties that generated abundant historical records. To study the history of Inner
Eurasia, therefore, is to study regions that have been relatively neglected by
traditional synoptic historiography.

The first volume of this history began when human (or human-like crea-
tures) first entered Inner Eurasia, over 100,000 years ago. It ended in the thir-
teenth century with the rise of the Mongol Empire, the first empire to dominate
most of Inner Eurasia. The second volume describes Inner Eurasia in a more
inter-connected era, in which its many different communities and polities were
shaped by influences from all of Eurasia and eventually from the entire world.

This volume begins with the breakup of the Mongol Empire after 1260,
and the creation of regional khanates. Then it tracks the decline of pastoral
nomadic polities, and the rise of a second Inner Eurasian empire, based on
agriculture rather than on pastoral nomadism. That empire began as Muscovy
and became Russia. It arose in the forested lands north-west of the Urals. By
the late nineteenth century, it ruled most of Inner Eurasia. But the world was
changing around it, in an era of global competition and fossil fuels. Strug-
gling to cope with these changes, the Russian Empire collapsed in 1917. It
was speedily rebuilt in a new form, that of the Soviet command economy. By
1950, the Soviet Union not only dominated Inner Eurasia, as the Mongol and
Russian empires had done before it, it had also become a global superpower. In
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1991, like the Mongol Empire in 1260, the Soviet Union also collapsed while
still a superpower. In its place, there emerged new, independent polities, all
struggling to find a place in a globalized, capitalist world.

These volumes cover so much history that their approach has to be synoptic.
They rest mainly on the work of other historians rather than on exhaustive pri-
mary research. One advantage of synoptic histories is that they will generally
be more accessible to non-specialists. But, like gambits in chess, they begin
with a sacrifice: they give up the expert’s accumulated knowledge of partic-
ular, sharply focused topics, because this type of expertise is unattainable at
very large scales. So synoptic histories may miss details or nuances that spe-
cialists will regard as important. But the point of a sacrifice is to see the game
in new ways that offer new strategic perspectives and insights. (Of course, the
aficionado of gambits will also argue that conventional strategies are gambits,
too, because they sacrifice the possibility of unexpected insights and limit your
view of the game.)

The main new insight we gain by reframing the history of this region is an
appreciation of some important and distinctive features shared by all Inner
Eurasian societies. In her wonderful history of the medieval world system, Janet
Abu-Lughod argues that new insights often arise not just from new research
and new facts, but also from “changing the distance from which ‘facts’ are
observed and thereby changing the scale of what falls within the purview.”? If
a shift in the light can change what a photographer sees, so, too, a shift in the
concepts we use to illuminate the past can change what we see as historians,
sometimes in subtle ways, sometimes in more profound ways.

A single large question shapes the argument of both volumes: how has Inner
Eurasia’s distinctive ecology and geography shaped its history? In particular,
how have geography and ecology shaped patterns of state building and resource
gathering, or patterns of “mobilization.” In exploring these patterns, the argu-
ment builds on two central ideas: the geographical concept of Inner Eurasia,
and the historical concept of mobilization. Both require explanation.

INNER EUrAsIA

The idea of Inner Eurasia was introduced and defined in Volume 1, where I
argued that there is an ecological and geographical coherence to this entire
region that has shaped its political and cultural history over many millennia,
and continues to do so today. This section will summarize those arguments.>
Inner Eurasia includes the inner and northern half of the Eurasian land-
mass. At about 27 million sq. kilometers, Inner Eurasia is similar in size to its
complement, Outer Eurasia. But it is distinctive enough to deserve its own his-
tory. Of course, such claims must not be overstated. Not everything changes
at the imaginary border between Inner and Outer Eurasia. Nevertheless, par-
ticularly at large scales, the differences are important and durable enough to
have generated distinctive histories. Focusing on how geography and ecology
shaped Inner Eurasia’s history can help us move beyond nationalistic accounts
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of the past that smuggle in essentially metaphysical assumptions about the dis-
tinctiveness of particular peoples, nations, or ethnicities. By making this move,
nationalist historiographies often assume what needs to be explained. They
also run the risk of anachronism. Was there really a distinct “Russian” peo-
ple in the thirteenth century? Modern Ukrainian nationalists would certainly
deny such a claim. Were the Mongols of the thirteenth century really the same
“people” as today’s Mongols? Did the Uzbek and Kazakh “nations” first appear
in the fifteenth century?

Focusing on geography rather than ethnicity can, of course, generate new
forms of “essentialism.” The danger is apparent in modern “Eurasianist” writ-
ings, which also find an underlying coherence in the histories of all the lands
once within the Russian and Soviet empires.* The argument of this book over-
laps at some points with Eurasianist approaches to the history of Inner Eurasia,
but it also differs from them in important ways. Above all, its approach is schol-
arly, tentative, and exploratory. It tries to identify some ways in which durable
aspects of Inner Eurasia’s geography and ecology may have shaped the histo-
ries of Inner Eurasian societies and polities, without overstating the region’s
coherence or understating the role of contingency and the unexpected.

At very large scales, three large features of Inner Eurasian geography have
influenced its history. Inner Eurasia differs from Outer Eurasia ecologically,
demographically, and topographically.

Ecologically, Inner Eurasia is generally less productive than Outer Eurasia.
Interiority means that most of it receives less rainfall because it is far from
the oceans, and its long, northern Arctic shores are ice-bound for much of
the year (Map 0.2). Remoteness from ice-free oceans also ensures that Inner
Eurasian climates are generally more extreme, more “continental,” than those
of Outer Eurasia because they are not moderated to the same extent by large
bodies of open water. Inner Eurasia is also more northerly than most of Outer
Eurasia, so that its climates are generally colder, and it receives less sunlight
for photosynthesis (Map 0.3).

Inner Eurasia’s distinctive ecology helps explain a second distinctive feature:
its demography. Aridity, lack of sunlight, and continental climates explain why
it took so long for agriculture to get going in most of Inner Eurasia, while
it flourished in much of Outer Eurasia. In Inner Eurasia, there were a few
regions of early agriculture along China’s northern and northwestern borders,
in small irrigated oases in Central Asia, and in regions of rainfall agriculture
north of the Black Sea. But then it stalled, so agriculture was a late arrival in
most of Inner Eurasia. That meant that, for much of the agrarian era of human
history, when agriculture provided the people and resources for wealthy states
and empires, Inner Eurasia remained a region of low productivity and thin
populations. Only from about 1,500 years ago, when large numbers of peasants
began migrating from eastern Europe into the forested lands west of the Urals,
did rainfall agriculture start to spread more rapidly through Inner Eurasia. As
agriculture spread, populations increased, and so did the number of villages,
towns, and cities. Nevertheless, the large differences persisted. The late arrival
of agriculture meant that Inner Eurasian societies had access to less energy and
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Map 0.2 Interiority and low rainfall. Interiority means generally lower rainfall than in Outer Eura-
sia. Darker shading = higher rainfall. Adapted from Encarta.

Map 0.3 Northerliness and low agricultural productivity. Northerliness means lower temperatures,
less sunlight, and generally less photosynthesis than in Outer Eurasia. Darker regions inside the
dotted line have average January temperatures below 0°. Adapted from Encarta.
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Map 0.4 Generally lower agricultural productivity than Outer Eurasia means low population den-
sity, even today. Darker regions have denser populations. Adapted from Encarta.

less food than most societies of Outer Eurasia, so they were (and they remain)
more thinly settled than most Outer Eurasian societies (Map 0.4).

For several millennia, the dominant productive technology of Inner Eurasia
was pastoral nomadism, a lifeway that depended primarily on domesticated
animals rather than domesticated plants. Herding horses, sheep, and cattle
worked well in the arid steppelands that cross the southern half of Inner
Eurasia like a belt. But if you rely on animals rather than plants, you live higher
on the food chain than farmers, and that means less energy is available because
so much energy is lost as it moves from photosynthesizing plants to herbivores
and up through the food chain. This is why the food chain generates a sort
of ecological pyramid, with smaller populations the higher you climb. Just as
you find fewer lions than zebra in a given area of savanna, so, too, you find
fewer pastoral nomads than farmers for a given area of land. Indeed, ecolo-
gists often argue that so much energy is lost as it moves up the food chain
that populations decline by approximately 90 percent at each step. This means
there is a neat ecological logic to the fact that Inner Eurasian populations were
usually between one tenth and one twentieth the size of Outer Eurasian pop-
ulations, even though the two regions are about the same size (Table 0.1 and
Figure 0.1).> Demographic statistics highlight the fundamental contrast in pro-
ductivity between the two halves of the Eurasian landmass.

Low population density shaped Inner Eurasia’s political, economic, and
social history. Above all, it meant that people (and the stores of energy that
they represented) were scarcer and more valuable relative to land than in Outer

XXVi



PrREFACE: THE IDEA OF INNER EURASIA

Table 0.1 Populations of Inner and Outer Eurasia

Inner Eurasia Outer Eurasia Ratio (%):

Date pop. (mill.) pop. (mill.) Inner/Outer Eurasia
-200 4 105 4
0 5 143 4
200 6 162 4
400 7 157 5
600 8 161 5
800 9 178 5
1000 10 215 4
1100 12 268 5
1200 16 301 5
1300 17 301 6
1400 17 287 6
1500 20 353 6
1600 24 466 5
1700 30 525 6
1800 49 792 6
1900 129 1,331 10
2000 340 4,050 8

Source: McEvedy and Jones, Atlas of World Population History, 78-82, 158-165.

Eurasia. This is why political systems in Inner Eurasia often seemed more inter-
ested in mobilizing people than in controlling land.

The third distinctive feature of Inner Eurasia is its topography. Dominating
Inner Eurasia is the largest area of flatlands in the world, a feature that aided
the movements of pastoralists, merchants, and armies, and deprived cities and
states of natural defenses. Successful and mobile armies could advance over
huge distances without facing major geographical barriers. This is one reason
why Inner Eurasia was home to the largest contiguous empires that have ever
existed: the Mongol, Russian, and Soviet empires (Figure 0.2). On the other
hand, the ecology and sheer size of the vast Inner Eurasian flatlands posed dis-
tinctive challenges to armies unused to them. As the Persian emperor Darius
discovered in the sixth century BCE, the Han emperor Wudi in the first century
BCE, and Napoleon and Hitler in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, mov-
ing infantry armies through the vast, arid plains of Inner Eurasia could be a
costly, dangerous, and thankless task.

MOBILIZATION

The second idea that needs some explanation is that of “mobilization.” Mobi-
lization means gathering resources, whether in the form of labor, energy, or
materials.

All complex systems mobilize energy and resources, from stars to plants
to political systems. They all depend on flows of energy, and understanding
how they capture and use energy can help us understand how complex sys-
tems work.® The biosphere traps energy from sunlight through photosynthesis;
humans tap those flows of energy to feed and support themselves; and states
mobilize energy and resources from the populations and lands they rule. In
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Figure 0.1 Populations of Inner and Outer Eurasia: same area, different demography. Data from
McEvedy and Jones, Atlas of World Population History, 78-82, 158-165.

effect, the appearance of states in the last five thousand years of human history
has added a new step to the food chain as elites mobilized energy from other
humans who mobilized it from other organisms.

The illustration in Figure 0.3 is from the early twentieth century. In car-
toon fashion, it captures the idea of mobilization nicely, as resources gen-
erated by the population are squeezed out of them, pumped to the govern-
ment, and occasionally siphoned off by intermediate groups of what a modern
economist might call “rent-takers.” The sixteenth-century Muscovite notion of
“kormlenie” — literally the right of officials to “feed” off the population — cap-
tures perfectly the idea of mobilization as an extension of the food chain. In
the 1990s the same word was used to describe the pillaging of state property
that took place after the breakup of the Soviet Union.”

We can learn a lot about states by studying exactly kow they mobilized
resources. Inevitably, their methods depended on the environments in which
they emerged, and the methods their subjects used to mobilize food, energy,
and supplies. In Inner Eurasia, limited resources, scattered populations, and
vast distances explain why mobilizing was generally harder than in Outer
Eurasia, and would require different strategies. These strategies would shape
the political cultures of the entire region, which is why the idea of mobilization
will play a strategic role in the argument of this volume.

Mobilizing the energy, products, and military power of pastoral nomads was
a very different task from that of mobilizing energy, resources, and military
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Figure 0.2 Largest world empires. Taagepera, “Overview of the Growth of the Russian
Empire,” 5.

power from peasant farmers. Mobilizing resources from peasants was also a
trickier challenge in regions such as Inner Eurasia, where agricultural produc-
tivity was low, than in more productive regions. In Inner Eurasia, would-be
mobilizers had to muster resources over large areas, and that required high
levels of elite mobility and coordination. Competition between rival mobilizers
increased the importance of mobility and coordination over large areas, cre-
ating sustained pressure to build highly centralized mobilizational machines
with enormous reach. We will see later the many ways in which such pressures
shaped methods of mobilization and state formation in Inner Eurasia over
many centuries, creating centralized and disciplined political cultures whose
habits still shape the region’s history today. In Inner Eurasia, direct mobi-
lization of resources through the effective threat of state coercion was gener-
ally more important than mobilization through commercial exchanges. Direct
mobilization is sometimes described as “tribute-taking.”8
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Figure 0.3 A mobilization pump, from a Red Cross cartoon produced during the Russo-Japanese
War of 1904-1905. Money to support wounded soldiers is squeezed from the peasantry and
accepted in the form of donations; that money is tapped legally and illegally as it is piped to the
government, various sections of which take significant shares of it, before the reduced flow travels
through Siberia, where more is tapped, leaving very little at the end for wounded soldiers. Christian,
“Living Water,” 4. Reproduced with permission of Oxford University Press.

In the last two centuries, however, the fossil fuels revolution and the growth
of commerce have transformed strategies of mobilization everywhere, and
these changes would pose new challenges to Inner Eurasian societies.

On the one hand, Inner Eurasia, which had seemed ecologically impover-
ished in the agrarian era of human history, suddenly began to look more pros-
perous in an era that drew power and wealth from fossil fuels and mineral ores,
both of which Inner Eurasia had in abundance. In this sense, Inner Eurasia
was a beneficiary of the fossil fuels revolution.

On the other hand, fossil fuels technologies relied much more than tradi-
tional technologies on efficiency and technological innovation. So they worked
best with more commercial strategies of mobilization that encouraged inno-
vation and efficiency and relied more on market forces. As markets became
global from the sixteenth century, and new opportunities for arbitrage on a
global scale generated increasing flows of wealth, strategies of commercial
mobilization became increasingly powerful. There emerged city-states, and
eventually whole societies, such as the Netherlands and the UK, whose wealth
came largely from commercial mobilization. These are the societies that Marx
described as “capitalist.” Their great advantage was that mobilizing through
markets encouraged more creative and effective use of energy and resources
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than more coercive forms of mobilization, because entrepreneurs had to econ-
omize in order to undercut rivals and make profits. So commercial mobilization
could generally make energy and resources go further than traditional strate-
gies of direct mobilization.

The new technologies of the fossil fuels era emerged in western Europe,
within societies that relied increasingly on commercial mobilization. And they
posed difficult problems for the mobilizational strategies of the societies that
dominated Inner Eurasia by the nineteenth century. Could they survive into
the modern era while relying on traditional strategies of direct mobilization
to mobilize Inner Eurasia’s vast reserves of fossil fuels and mineral ores? Or
would they have to go through the painful process of renovating their traditional
mobilizational strategies in order to unleash the power of market forces? Much
of the history of Inner Eurasia in the fossil fuels era would be shaped by these
tensions.

The fossil fuels revolution will divide this book in half, because we will
see that, though it was possible to enter the fossil fuels era using traditional
strategies of direct mobilization, and Inner Eurasia’s vast resource wealth, it
was hard to stay the course without also unleashing the power of the market.
In Inner Eurasia, that difference greatly complicated the task of entering the
modern era.

MOBILIZATION IN INNER EURASIA

The core argument of this volume, then, is that the geography and ecology of
Inner Eurasia created durable pressures that shaped structures of mobilization
over many centuries and remain significant today. Those structures depended
mainly on direct mobilization of resources over large areas by highly central-
ized, disciplined elite groups with great reach. Market forces played a more
limited role in mobilization, which created a persistent bias towards extensive
rather than intensive forms of growth. But it is important to stress that this
is not a deterministic argument. We will note many points at which the his-
tories of different parts of Inner Eurasia might have taken different pathways.
It is not hard to imagine alternative pathways into and out of the revolution-
ary crisis of 1917, or to imagine a powerful Lithuanian empire dominating
fourteenth-century Muscovy, or to see different, and perhaps less centralist
outcomes to the breakdown of the Soviet era. Nevertheless, I will argue that
the ecology and geography of Inner Eurasia created sustained pressures that
made the emergence of centralist patterns of rule and economic management
particularly likely. And I will also argue that it was vanishingly unlikely that
powerful pastoral nomadic polities would survive into the era of fossil fuels.
In this sense, I will argue that geography and ecology have shaped patterns of
mobilization and governance that are still apparent today.

The argument will proceed chronologically, through periods of varying
length. Within each period, the book’s chapters will survey different regions
of Inner Eurasia, relying loosely on a distinction between heartland regions,
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the primary drivers of change, and other parts of Inner Eurasia whose influ-
ence was less far-reaching. I have tried to structure the argument so that, while
it brings out the coherence of Inner Eurasian history as a whole, readers can
also pick and choose to get an overview of the distinctive histories of differ-
ent regions: the lands west of the Volga which became the Russian imperial
heartlands, the urbanized lands of Central Asia both in the west (lands dom-
inated by the Russian and Soviet empires for much of the twentieth century)
and the east (Xinjiang), the Kazakh steppelands, Siberia, and also Mongolia
(the heartland in the thirteenth century).

NOTE ON GEOGRAPHICAL TERMINOLOGY

In a book that covers the history of half of Eurasia over more than half
a millennium, geographical terminology can be extremely confusing. In the
Soviet period, the phrase “zsentral’naia Aziia” referred to modern Xinjiang, to
Central Asia east of the Pamirs, while English-speaking scholars have often
used the phrase “Central Asia” for Soviet Central Asia, sometimes also includ-
ing Kazakhstan and parts of Xinjiang. Xinjiang itself is a modern name, first
used systematically from the eighteenth century, for a region previously known
as Turkestan or Moghulistan.

For the sake of clarity, and at the risk of anachronism, I have adopted some
arbitrary labels to refer to major regions of Inner Eurasia.

Moving from west to east, I will often refer to three broad divisions: Western,
Central, and Eastern Inner Eurasia, with the Volga river and the Altai as rough
border markers (Map 0.5). These divisions break the steppes into three major
regions, which I will refer to as the Pontic steppes, the Kazakh steppes, and
the Mongolian steppes. As we move from north to south, each of these three
regions includes forest lands, regions of steppe and arid steppe or desert, and
more urbanized southern borderlands.

I will use the term “Central Asia” to include the entire Central region south
of Siberia, so it includes both the Kazakh steppes and the agrarian and urban-
ized region south of the Kazakh steppes, which I will describe as “Transoxi-
ana.” I will use the modern term, Xinjiang, to refer to eastern Central Asia,
those parts of Central Asia that lay east of the Pamirs and south of Mongolia
and Siberia, and are now part of China. In earlier periods, I will sometimes use
the more ancient term “Moghulistan” for Xinjiang. The Silk Roads threaded
their way through northern Xinjiang, which includes the regions I will describe
as Zungharia and Uighuristan. Zungharia is the region of steppe, farmland and
towns that lies to the north west of the Tarim basin within modern Xinjiang.
Semirechie lies within modern Kazakhstan, but is really a western continua-
tion of Zungharia. I will use the term, Uighuristan for the region of steppe
and desert east of Zungharia and north of the Tarim basin, taking the oasis of
Hami/Kumul as a rough dividing point between Zungharia and Uighuristan.
Southern Xinjiang is dominated by the Tarim basin or Altishahr, the southern
parts of Xinjiang surrounding the terrible Taklamakan desert. I will normally
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Map 0.5 Major regions of Inner Eurasia. Adapted from Encarta.

use the term Mongolia to refer to the land included today within independent
Mongolia, while the term “Inner Mongolia” refers to the southern parts of
Mongolia that lie, today, within China.

Many other terms will be used only where historically appropriate. 1 will
refer to the Principality of Moscow before the sixteenth century, to Muscovy
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and to the Russian Empire in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, while I will refer to the Soviet Union (or
the Soviet Empire) for most of the twentieth century.

From the seventeenth century onwards, I will use the term “heartland,”
not for the whole of Inner Eurasia (which is how the geographer Halford
Mackinder used the term because he saw Inner Eurasia as a global heartland),
but for those regions that had the greatest impact, the primary drivers of Inner
Eurasian history. In the eight centuries covered by this volume, the heartland
shifted westwards. In the thirteenth century, it lay in the Mongolian steppes,
with Karakorum as its capital. It was dominated by pastoral nomads. After
the collapse of the unified Mongol Empire in 1260, there was no clear Inner
Eurasian heartland until the seventeenth century, though it is possible to iden-
tify several regional “heartlands.” From the seventeenth century onwards, it
makes sense to describe Muscovy and the Russian Empire as a new heartland,
which would eventually expand to embrace as large an area as the Mongol
Empire. China, though not itself part of Inner Eurasia, was a powerful driver
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of change in the eastern parts of Inner Eurasia from the thirteenth century to
today.

NOTE ON SPELLING

Spelling and transliteration of words and names from many different periods,
countries, and languages is as tricky as geographical terminology. I have aimed
at internal consistency, and all the names I have used can be found in reputable
scholarly sources. But, beyond that, I have preferred simplicity and ease of
recognition over linguistic precision and consistency in transliteration. This
means that I have preferred Khrushchev to Khrushchév, Hulegu to Hiile’i
(I have dropped a lot of diacritics in the body of the text because they mean
little to non-specialists), and Karakorum over Qaraqorum. It also means that
the spellings I use are those most likely to be recognized by English-speaking
users (thus, Kiev rather than Kyiv). In choice of spellings, my primary goal has
been ease of reading for those who are not specialists in the many different
histories surveyed in this volume.

Many place names have changed over time. The Mongolian capital in
the nineteenth century was known as Khuriye and, by most foreigners, as
Urga. Today, it is Ulaanbaatar. The Russian capital, St. Petersburg, became
Petrograd in 1914, and Leningrad in 1924. In 1991, it became St. Petersburg
once more. As much as possible, I have tried to use contemporary names,
though I have often included reminders of different names that may be more
familiar to modern readers.

NoTE oN CHRONOLOGY

Until February 1, 1918, the Russian Empire used the Julian calendar, which
by this time was two weeks behind the Gregorian calendar, used in western
Europe since the sixteenth century. The dates given in this book are those that
would have been used by contemporaries if they used either of these calendars.
For the Russian Empire this means that I use dates according to the Julian
calendar before February 1, 1918, and then Gregorian dates after that date
(February 14, 1918 under the Gregorian calendar). This means that dates for
the Russian Empire before February 1, 1918 are 14 days behind those for the
same date in Europe, but normally this difference is not significant. Where
it may matter, some sources give dates according to the Julian calendar (OS
or “Old Style”) and the Gregorian calendar (NS or “New Style”). Thus, the
“QOctober Revolution” (OS) actually took place in November according to the
Gregorian calendar (NS), so some sources describe it as the November Revolu-
tion. For the same reason, some sources say that the T'sar resigned in February
rather than March 1917. After February 1 (February 14 NS), 1918, when the
new Soviet government adopted the Gregorian calendar, there is a chronologi-
cal gap of two weeks during which nothing happened because the day following
February 1, 1918 (OS) was February 15, 1918 (NS).
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NOTES

1 See Christian, ““Inner Eurasia’ as a Unit of World History”; Christian, A History of
Russia, Central Asia and Mongolia, Vol. 1.

2 Abu-Lughod, Before European Hegemony, Preface.

3 For more detailed explanations, see Christian, A History of Russia, Central Asia and
Mongolia, Vol. 1, Ch. 1, and Christian, “‘Inner Eurasia’ as a Unit of World History.”

4 On Eurasianist thought and its role in modern Russia and elsewhere, see Bassin and
Pozo, The Politics of Eurasianism.

5 McEvedy and Jones, Atlas of World Population History, 18, 78-79, 122, 157-169; and
Biraben, “Essai sur ’évolution du nombre des hommes,” 16; figures for 2000, using
roughly comparable areas, from World Development Indicators, Table 1.1, “Size of the
Economy,” 18-20.

6 Chaisson, Cosmic Evolution; Christian, Maps of Time; Christian, “The Return of Uni-
versal History.”

7 Hedlund, Pusin’s Energy Agenda, 336.

8 See Wolf, Europe and the People withoutr History, Ch. 3.
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PART 1

Inner Eurasia in the Agrarian Era:
1260-1850






[1] INNER EURASIA IN THE LATE
THIRTEENTH CENTURY: THE
MonNGoL EMPIRE AT I1TS HEIGHT

THE WORLD IN 1250

First it should be known that in every clime of the world there have been and are
people who dwell in cities, people who live in villages, and people who inhabit the
wilderness. The wilderness dwellers are particularly numerous in territories that
are grass lands, have fodder for many animals, and are also far from civilization
and agricultural lands.!

In 1250, human societies were still divided into zones so disconnected that
they could almost have lived on separate planets. Human communities in Afro-
Eurasia, the Americas, Australasia, and the Pacific had barely any contact with
each other.

Of these world zones, the Afro-Eurasian zone, reaching from the Cape of
Good Hope to northeastern Siberia, was by far the largest, had the most peo-
ple, the greatest variety of cultures, cuisines, and technologies, and enjoyed
the most vibrant exchanges of goods, peoples, ideas, and even diseases. These
exchanges were most vigorous within the densely populated agrarian soci-
eties of Outer Eurasia, from China through South-East Asia, to India, the
Middle East, North Africa, the Mediterranean region, and Europe. But
increasing exchanges also forged connections through the southern parts of
Inner Eurasia, along the so-called Silk Roads.? Many of these connections
were created by regional pastoralists and traders. But they flourished best when
Outer Eurasian empires that bordered on Inner Eurasia, such as China or
Persia, became interested in long-distance trade through the region, and pro-
tected merchant caravans or sent caravans of their own, or when powerful Inner
Eurasian empires tried to tap the wealth of neighboring regions of Outer Eura-
sia, or when both types of polities existed simultaneously.

Since the first millennium BCE, such mechanisms had driven several pulses of
trans-Eurasian integration. At the start of the Common Era, large empires in
Han China, Persia, and the Mediterranean, and steppe empires such as the

A History of Russia, Central Asia and Mongolia: Volume II: Inner Eurasia from the Mongol Empire
to Today, 1260-2000, First Edition. David Christian.
© 2018 David Christian. Published 2018 by John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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Xiongnu in Mongolia, or borderland empires such as the Kusana in mod-
ern Central Asia and Afghanistan, synergized transcontinental exchanges. A
second integrative pulse coincided with the rise of Islam from the seventh
century cg.> It linked powerful empires in the Mediterranean region, Persia
and China, with Turkic steppe empires. In the thirteenth century, the Mon-
gol Empire emerged during a third integrative pulse, and helped create long-
distance exchanges more vibrant than ever before.* Janet Abu-Lughod has
argued that this pulse created the first Afro-Eurasian “world system,” by briefly
linking eight regional networks of exchange into a single system (Map 1.1).

The globalizing pulse of the thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries net-
worked more of Afro-Eurasia more powerfully than ever before. In Inner
Eurasia, with its scattered populations and limited surpluses, new flows of
wealth could have a spectacular impact. Here, they jump-started political, eco-
nomic, cultural, and military mobilization in a sort of “sparking across the
gap.”® The Mongol Empire’s Chinggisid rulers understood what vast arbitrage
profits could be made by moving goods such as silk or tea or silver, which were
rare and expensive in one part of Eurasia but common and cheap in another,
and many Mongolian leaders, including Chinggis Khan’s own family, formed
profitable trading partnerships, or ortog, with Central Asian merchants.” These
yoked the financial and commercial expertise of Central Asian cities and mer-
chants to the military power of Mongol armies, in alliances that mobilized what
were, by Inner Eurasian standards, colossal amounts of wealth.
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Map 1.1 Abu-Lughod map of Afro-Eurasian trade circuits prior to 1500. Abu-Lughod, Before Euro-
pean Hegemony, 34. Reproduced with permission of Oxford University Press.
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By protecting trans-Eurasian commerce, Mongol rulers encouraged travel
and trade along the Silk Roads. For the first time in world history, many indi-
viduals crossed the entire continent. They included Marco Polo, the Mon-
gol soldiers and commanders who campaigned from Mongolia to eastern
Europe, and the Nestorian Christian missionary Rabban Sauma, who left
northern China for Persia in about 1275, before traveling to Rome and Paris
as an ambassador of the Mongol ruler of Persia, the II-Khan.? In about 1340,
Francis Balducci Pegolotti, an agent of the Florentine mercantile company of
the Bardi, compiled a handbook for Florentine merchants, which asserted con-
fidently that, “The road you travel from Tana [modern Azov] to Cathay is per-
fectly safe, whether by day or by night, according to what the merchants say
who have used it.”® At about the time that Pegolotti’s guidebook was pub-
lished, the Muslim traveler Ibn Battuta accompanied caravans from the Black
Sea through the Pontic and Khorezmian steppes to Central Asia and on to
India. He may have traveled to China before returning to his native Morocco
and making one final trip across the Sahara.!°

Warmer climates and several centuries of demographic growth helped drive
the thirteenth-century pulse of integration. Particularly in previously under-
populated regions on the borders of major agrarian regions, populations rose
fast from late in the first millennium CE, as peasants migrated down the demo-
graphic gradient into underpopulated regions in southern China or western
Inner Eurasia, bringing new technologies and new crops or crop varieties, and
driving commerce and urbanization (Figure 1.1). According to McEvedy and
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Jones, the population of Outer Eurasia changed little between 200 and 800
CE, by which time it was 180 million.!! Then growth picked up. By 1000 cE,
215 million people lived in Outer Eurasia, and by 1200 cg, 315 million. In
much of Eurasia, population growth may have been linked to the generally
warmer and wetter climates of the “Medieval Climate Anomaly,” which John
L. Brooke dates to 900-1275.12 During this period northern hemisphere tem-
peratures were on average more stable and warmer than they would be again
until the twentieth century (Figure 1.2).13

The Medieval Climate Anomaly played out somewhat differently in Inner
Eurasia. Here, it generated long periods of drought and cold from 1000 cE until
the late fourteenth century. These bleak conditions provide the background to
the civil wars of Chinggis Khan’s youth, as they limited livestock levels and
impoverished pastoralists. Climates were particularly cold during the 1180s
and 1190s. However, recent tree-ring evidence suggests that there was a brief
period of exceptionally wet conditions in Mongolia between 1211 and 1225,
during which expanding grasslands allowed livestock herds to multiply, fuel-
ing the explosive growth of the Mongol Empire under Chinggis Khan.!* But
colder, drier conditions returned to Inner Eurasia for much of the thirteenth
century, after which humidity increased in the late fourteenth century, reaching
a peak between 1550 and 1750.1°

Demographic information for Inner Eurasia is even less reliable than for
Outer Eurasia. However, except for brief periods of growth in livestock popu-
lations, it is unlikely that there was sustained long-term growth in the steppe
zones, because pastoral nomadic societies had probably reached their maxi-
mum carrying capacity as early as the first millennium BCE, after which there
remained no unused regions of steppeland.!® Growth was also limited in the
oases of Central Asia, where deserts limited the farmable area, while irriga-
tion agriculture could flourish only in periods of political stability and under
rulers who maintained and extended irrigation canals. However, in the agrar-
ian fringes of Inner Eurasia, along the western borderlands of Kievan Rus’,
populations probably did increase. Here, peasant farmers from eastern Europe
brought new lands into cultivation, often under the protection of new regional
principalities. Even here, though, a combination of arid conditions, poor forest
soils, and warfare during the Mongol invasions probably slowed growth in the
first half of the thirteenth century.
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The figures of McEvedy and Jones suggest that the population of Inner Eura-
sia grew from about 9 million in 800 to about 12 million in 1100 and 16 million
in 1200 (when the population of Outer Eurasia was about 315 million). Then
growth slowed, rising to just 17 million by 1300. Most of this growth was prob-
ably in the agrarian lands of Kievan Rus’. The different population histories of
different parts of Inner Eurasia mark the beginnings of a belated agricultural
invasion of Inner Eurasia that would eventually transform the entire region.

Karakorum: THE M oNGOL EMPIRE AT ITS APOGEE,
AND A PuzzLE

Mongol power was at its height between 1250 and 1260. In the late 1250s,
Khan Mongke ruled the largest land empire that had ever existed (see Figure
0.2). His authority reached from eastern Europe to the newly conquered
regions of Persia (the II-Khanate), to Central Asia, Xinjiang, Mongolia, and
northern China. No single ruler would control such a vast area again until the
late nineteenth century, when the Russian Empire ruled slightly less territory
than Mongke.

As remarkable as the Mongol Empire’s size was the speed of its creation, a
story told in Volume 1 of this history. Andrew Sherratt’s metaphor of “spark-
ing across the gap” is apt here, with its hint that in regions of limited human
and material resources such as Inner Eurasia, weak external charges can spark
explosive change. In any case, pastoral nomadic communities were inherently
unstable. Sudden outbreaks of disease, or the climatic shock known as dzhut
(which covered grass with ice so that herds starved to death) could destroy
herds and ruin families and clans in days. Instability was guaranteed by the
constantly changing relationship between natural resources (above all grass-
lands and water), the size of herds, and the size of human populations. Sudden
changes in any of these factors could ignite wars over pasturelands and herds
because, since the middle of the first millennium BCE, there were no remaining
reserves of pasturelands. Local wars, in turn, could cascade into large mili-
tary mobilizations and long-distance military migrations with the formation of
regional military alliances.!”

In 1150 cE, Mongke’s grandfather, Temujin, the founder of the Mongol
Empire, was an outcast in a Mongolia torn apart by vicious civil wars. Half
a century later, in 1206, Temujin assumed the title of Chinggis Khan, becom-
ing supreme ruler of the Mongols and their many allies. At his death in 1227,
Chinggis Khan’s empire reached from northern China to Central Asia. Juvaini,
a Persian who served the Mongols and visited their capital, Karakorum, in
1252-1253, knew individuals of Chinggis Khan’s generation who had lived
through these astonishing years. He described their experiences in typically
flowery language:

they [the Mongols] continued in this indigence, privation and misfortune until
the banner of Chingiz-Khan’s fortune was raised and they issued forth from the
straits of hard-ship into the amplitude of well-being, from a prison into a garden,
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from the desert of poverty into a palace of delight and from abiding torment into
reposeful pleasances; their raiment being of silk and brocade, ... And so it has
come to pass that the present world is the paradise of that people...!8

Karakorum, the empire’s capital from 1235 to the 1260s, provides an apt
symbol of these astonishing changes. It was built near the Orkhon river, in
a region fertile enough to support some agriculture. Many khans had built
their winter camps here, and some had built imperial capitals. The area had
been sacred to the Xiongnu in the second and first centuries BCE, to the Turk
in the sixth and seventh centuries CE, and to the Uighurs in the eighth and
ninth centuries.!® Chinggis Khan understood and valued the region’s imperial
traditions, for many Uighurs served him, so he knew that the Uighur Empire
had built a capital nearby at Karabalghasun/Ordu-Baligh. Before settling on
Karakorum as his own winter camp in ¢.1220, Chinggis Khan surveyed the
old Uighur site and found a stone stele, inscribed in Chinese with the name of
the third Uighur emperor, Bogu kaghan (759-779). In 1235, Chinggis Khan’s
heir, Ogodei, recruited a Chinese official, Liu Ming, to start building a cap-
ital with mud walls, permanent buildings, and a complex of royal palaces
(Figure 1.3).20

Figure 1.3 Karakorum. Reconstruction of Ogodei’s palace, from a University of Washington site.
Courtesy of Daniel C. Waugh.
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Karakorum grew like a gold rush town. Oceans of wealth arrived as military
booty or with trade caravans. Fortunes were made and lost with such dizzying
speed that commercial rules lost all meaning. Juvaini writes:

At the time when he ordered the building of Karakorum ... [Ogodei] one day
entered the treasury where he found one or two zimen [thousands] of balish [gold
ingots]. “What comfort,” he said, “do we derive from the presence of all this
money, which has to be constantly guarded? Let the heralds proclaim that who-
ever wants some balish should come and take them.” Everybody set forth from
the town and bent their steps towards the treasury. Master and slave, rich and
poor, noble and base, greybeard and suckling, they all received what they asked
for and, each having obtained an abundant share, left his presence uttering their
thanks and offering up prayers for his well-being.?!

People as well as goods flowed towards Karakorum: merchants, ambassadors,
princes, priests, and soldiers, and also captives. The Mongols mobilized vast
numbers of captives, most of them artisans, from all parts of the empire, and,
despite its remote location, Karakorum became remarkably cosmopolitan.?2
The Franciscan friar William of Rubruck, who visited in 1254, met people
from China and Korea, from Central Asia, Turkey, and Europe.?? But Rubruck
was not impressed with the city itself, perhaps because he had lived in Paris.
“[D]liscounting the Chan’s palace,” he wrote, “it is not as fine as the town
of St. Denis.”2* Even when the khan was in residence with all his followers,
Karakorum’s population was probably less than 15,000.2% Marco Polo visited
in the early 1270s (10 years past its prime) and described it as three miles in
circumference and “surrounded by a strong rampart of earth, because stones
are scarce here.”?® Beyond its two main streets, which have been excavated
by Soviet and Mongolian archaeologists, most of its dwellings were probably
tents.?’

Despite its size and remoteness, for a few years Karakorum acted as a capital
for much of Eurasia. In August 1246, leaders came from all parts of Eurasia
to the quriltai that elected Khan Guyug as the empire’s third supreme ruler.?8
Juvaini, who first visited Karakorum just six years later, provides a glittering
roll call of this international gathering:

when messengers were dispatched to far and near to bid princes and noyans
[Mongol lords] and summon sultans and kings and scribes, everyone left his
home and country in obedience to the command. ... Sorqotani Beki [mentioned
first, presumably because she was the mother of Juvaini’s boss, the Persian II-
Khan] and her sons arrived first with such gear and equipage as “eye hath not
seen nor ear heard.” And from the East there came Kéten with his sons; Otegin
and his children; Elchitei; and the other uncles and nephews that reside in that
region. From the ordu of Chaghatai [Chinggis Khan’s second son] came Qara,
Yesui, Biiri, Baidar, Yestin-Toga and the other grandsons and great-grandsons.
From the country of Sagsin [Saray, on the Volga delta, Batu’s capital] and Bul-
ghar, since Batu did not come in person, he sent his elder brother Hordu [khan of
the “Blue Horde” in the Kazakh steppes] and his younger brothers Siban, Berke,
Berkecher and Toqa-Timur [all of whom we will meet later; now we move to
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sedentary regions of Inner and Outer Eurasia]. From Khitai [China] there came
emirs and officials; and from Transoxiana and Turkestan the Emir Mas’ud [the
son of Mahmud Yalavach, whom we will also meet] accompanied by the grandees
of that region. With the Emir Arghun there came the celebrities and notables of
Khorasan, Iraq, Lur, Azerbaijan and Shirvan. From Rum [Anatolia] came Sul-
tan Rukn-ad-Din and the Sultan of Takavbor; from Georgia, the two Davids;
from Aleppo, the brother of the Lord of Aleppo; from Mosul, the envoy of Sultan
Badr-ad-Din Lu’lu; and from the City of Peace, Pabhdad, the chief cadi Fakhr-ad-
Din. There also came the Sultan of Erzerum, envoys from the Franks [probably
a reference to the mission of the Franciscan, John of Plano Carpini], and from
Kerman and Fars also; and from ‘Ala-ad-Din of Alamut, his governors in Quhis-
tan, Shihab-ad-Din and Shams-ad-Din.?°

The gatherings at which Chinggis Khan’s three successors were enthroned (in
1229, 1246, and 1251) were perhaps the most international meetings of leaders
before the twentieth century: the thirteenth-century equivalents of meetings
of the United Nations. But deep in the Mongolian steppe, it was not easy to
support such numbers. According to Juvaini:

this great assembly came with such baggage as befitted such a court; and there
came also from other directions so many envoys and messengers that two thou-
sand felt tents had been made ready for them: there came also merchants with
the rare and precious things that are produced in the East and the West. When
this assembly, which was such as no man had ever seen nor has the like thereof
been read of in the annals of history, was gathered together, the broad plain was
straitened and in the neighbourhood of the ordu there remained no place to alight
in, and nowhere was it possible to dismount. ... There was also a great dearth of
food and drink, and no fodder was left for the mounts and beasts of burden.3?

How was it possible to generate such power in an environment of such scarcity?
The Mongol Empire raises this puzzle in an acute form. But the puzzle is more
general and applies to the whole history of Inner Eurasia. Why did the world’s
largest contiguous empires appear in this region? How did the Mongol Empire,
the Russian Empire, and eventually the Soviet Union mobilize such power and
wealth despite Inner Eurasia’s ecological limitations?

Answering that puzzle will be one of the main tasks of this volume. The rest
of this chapter will focus on the mobilizational strategies and methods used by
pastoral nomadic polities like the Mongol Empire.

SoME RULES oF MOBILIZATION IN INNER EURASIA

The mobilization systems that emerged in Inner Eurasia can seem puzzling
because so many of our ideas about mobilization and state formation are
derived from the study of agrarian polities in Outer Eurasia.

In agrarian regions, the rules of state formation are well understood. It was
not difficult mobilizing resources from peasants because peasants everywhere
are tied to their villages, and weakened by geographical dispersion, limited
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education, and resources. So the main challenge for elites keen to “feed on”
peasant resources was to build mobilizational structures just strong enough to
extract labor and resources household by household or village by village. Coer-
cion always played a significant role, so elites had to have disciplined groups
of enforcers that could back up the demands of local tax collectors or over-
lords. But to deal with individual villages, these groups did not need to be
large. However, coercion rarely worked on its own. Elites claimed legitimacy
for their fiscal claims by aligning themselves with systems of religious belief
or rule that justified their authority. They also offered protection for house-
holds and land. And, as so many traditional “how to rule” manuals insisted,
it made sense to limit fiscal demands, both to earn the gratitude of peasants
and to ensure they lived well enough to keep producing and paying year after
year. Where agrarian populations were large, and elite groups were organized
over large areas, such methods could mobilize enough people and resources
to build imperial armies and magnificent cities, to support wealthy aristocra-
cies, to engage in international trade in luxuries, and all too often, to mobi-
lize the resources and people of neighboring regions through warfare and
conquest.

It is because these rules seem so obvious that the rather different rules of
mobilization in traditional Inner Eurasian societies can seem puzzling.

In the first place, resources were more scattered in Inner Eurasia, in contrast
to Outer Eurasia, where they were concentrated conveniently in barns, villages,
towns, and cities. In Inner Eurasia, would-be mobilizers had to mobilize peo-
ple, animals, and resources scattered in small denominations over large areas.
State-building was the political equivalent of a livestock muster. To mobilize
over large areas, mobilizers had to be mobile. Like pastoral nomads and their
livestock, they had to do a lot of grazing over large areas, and their grazing
had to be coordinated over vast distances. Indeed, the larger the area the bet-
ter, as more grazing meant more resources, so that advantages accumulated to
large systems, in distinctively Inner Eurasian economies of scale. This power-
ful feedback cycle helps explain why Inner Eurasia, despite its limited human
and material resources, was home to the largest contiguous empires ever
created.

Where land was abundant and people scarce, mobilizers focused on people
and animals, rather than land. This is why, for leaders such as Chinggis Khan:

human capital was of primary importance ... and the political struggles that
accompanied the formation of the Mongol state concentrated on the control of
people and herds rather than territorial gains. The demographic imbalance also
meant that in order to continue to expand, the Mongols had to make use of the
already conquered (and submitted) subjects. The first and perhaps most wide-
ranging means for Mongol mobilization was therefore the army.’!

Agriculturalists in Inner Eurasia would come to share similar ideas on mobi-
lization. In 1763, a Russian noble, Count Zakhar Chernyshev, wrote, “[A] state
is able to support its army not through the extensiveness of lands, but only in
proportion to the people living in them and the revenues collected there.”?

11
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MOBILIZING RESOURCES IN THE STEPPES

Pastoralist societies used distinctive mobilizational strategies that arose from
their distinctive lifeways. Unlike peasants, pastoralists were highly mobile. They
grazed their animals over large areas, and they were used to controlling and
directing the movements of large animals. In short, they were good at rounding
up scarce calories over large areas. Inner Eurasian pastoralists traditionally used
five main species of livestock: horses, cattle (or yaks in highland regions), sheep,
goats, and camels. Around these animals there developed entire lifeways that
included the use of tents made from wooden frames, usually covered with felt
(gers in Mongolian or yurzs in Turkic languages), regular, well-understood and
controlled migration routes, and a clear division of labor by gender, age, and
rank.33 So well adapted were these lifeways to the steppelands of Inner Eurasia
that many of their features have survived today in parts of Central Asia and
Mongolia.

The construction of the ger — and the organization of domestic space within it —
today is virtually indistinguishable to that described by William of Rubruck and
Marco Polo in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. ... The uurga pole-lasso,
the making of airag (fermented mares’ milk), and a whole range of other current
pastoral techniques date back to the thirteenth century at least.>*

Mobilizing resources from pastoralists was harder than mobilizing from peas-
ants. Pastoralists could flee easily, they were good fighters, and they generally
had few resources apart from their herds. But mobilizing armies of pastoral-
ists was relatively easy. Pastoral nomadic lifeways trained everyone in the han-
dling and hunting of large animals and the skills needed to navigate over large
distances and survive in the steppes, while constant petty feuds over pasture-
lands, livestock rustling, or vengeance for crimes provided regular training in
combat.?> Forming armies was much easier and cheaper in the steppelands
than in agrarian regions.

Those armies could be used, in turn, to mobilize resources from neighboring
agrarian regions. In the ninth century cg, a Chinese official noted:

for us to mobilise our forces would take at least ten days or a few weeks, while
for them [the Uighurs] to take our men and animals prisoner would take at most
a morning or an evening. By the time an imperial army could get there, the bar-
barians would already have returned home.?®

In summary, forming armies was cheap and easy in the steppelands, but mobi-
lizing resources was difficult, because they were scarce and scattered; whereas
in agrarian regions, there were plenty of resources and people, but forming
armies was complex and expensive because peasants lacked military skills.
These differences explain why, in the pastoral nomadic world, mobilization
began with the formation of armies rather than with the collection of resources
to pay for armies. And forming pastoralist armies began with the ties of kin-
ship and tradition that structured pastoral nomadic societies. Households were
embedded within systems of rank and lineage, of clans and family groups, that
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controlled the allocation of pasturelands and adjudicated disputes.3” Where
military skills were almost universal, building small raiding parties was easy,
because the same leaders who allocated pasture routes could also summon
young men for combat. But raiding parties allowed little more than the odd
booty raid. Building larger mobilizational systems in the steppes was a more
complex operation, and involved two further steps: binding smaller armies
into larger armies, and finding resources worth a significant mobilizational
effort.

Linking armies required difficult negotiations between local and regional
leaders, to create leadership structures that could coordinate the activities
of separate armies over large areas. Such negotiations could only work if
the rewards seemed substantial, so building military alliances and identify-
ing promising mobilizational targets went together. For pastoral nomads, the
most promising targets were neighboring agrarian regions, where resources
were more abundant and diverse than in the steppes. This helps explain the
geography of pastoral nomadic mobilizational systems, most of which emerged
in a zone along the southern fringes of Inner Eurasia, from the Ordos in
northern China, through Central Asia to the Pontic steppes. Here, pastoral
nomads could mobilize from nearby agrarian regions or cities or trade routes.
As Thomas Barfield has shown, using steppe armies to mobilize from agrarian
regions was the preferred strategy of all Inner Eurasia’s most powerful pastoral-
ist empires. (See Map 1.2.)38

Map 1.2 The zone of ecological symbiosis. Adapted from Encarta.
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The techniques used by pastoralists to mobilize resources from agrarian
regions became increasingly varied and sophisticated over 2,000 years. At their
simplest, they took the form of crude booty raids whose destructiveness made
long-term mobilization impossible. But over time there appeared systems of
regular, sustained tribute collection, often combined with lucrative trading
relationships. These more restrained methods of mobilization could evolve
into formalized systems of tax collection and trade that could transfer huge
amounts of wealth into the steppes and enrich thousands of pastoralists over
many years.>°

But none of these methods worked without some way of binding together
regional nomadic armies into durable and disciplined coalitions. And this was
the most difficult challenge for would-be mobilizers in the steppes: holding
together military alliances that could mobilize from agrarian regions over many
years, despite being formed from diverse, geographically scattered groups of
pastoralists. Given the volatility of steppe politics, maintaining loyalty and dis-
cipline was an extraordinarily difficult juggling act that required a carefully cal-
culated and ever-changing mixture of rewards and punishments. That required
great political finesse from leaders because, in a world with few formalized
institutions, alliances that depended almost entirely on personal relationships
could snap in an instant over a casual insult or a single bad decision or military
reverse.

What could hold such alliances together? First, flows of booty, skillfully dis-
tributed, could bind individuals, clans, and whole tribes into larger alliances.
Knowing that their leader had the necessary vision and political skills made
it worthwhile for regional chiefs to accept subordination to a supreme khan.
Indeed, it often makes sense to think of such systems not as “states,” but rather
as businesses, medieval versions of Walmart, perhaps, whose profits and costs
were shared by leading participants.

. according to the Mongol tradition [the empire] was a joint property of the
whole family of Chinggis Khan, among whom the Qa’an was only primus inter
pares. The conquered lands were regarded as a common pool of wealth, that
should benefit all the family members, and this principle was expressed in grant-
ing to individual princes local rights, mainly revenues from the conquered areas
or lordship over a certain segment of the population.*

Most important of all in a world of personalistic politics were the skills of indi-
vidual leaders and the cohesion and discipline of leadership groups. Building
elite discipline began with family, clan, and lineage networks, the default social
glue of most human societies without bureaucratic institutions. A skillful and
charismatic leader could use such ties to build large, powerful, and disciplined
mobilizational systems by the modular addition of clan to clan and tribe to
tribe.

But ties of kinship depended on trust and were easily broken. So the most
powerful mobilizational systems in Inner Eurasia braced ties of kinship with
more impersonal ties of mutual advantage, service, and military discipline.
Temujin was a master at reinforcing or replacing ties of kinship with more
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reliable ties of fealty and mutual advantage to build a loyal and disciplined
following. By skillfully balancing rewards (derived from large flows of resources
from agrarian regions or trade) and discipline (based on the leader’s power to
promote, demote, and even execute followers), Temujin’s keshig, his group of
immediate followers, set a benchmark for elite discipline that would shape pol-
itics in the region for many centuries.

The great North African Muslim scholar Ibn Khaldtn (1332-1406) used the
Arabic term asabiyya to capture the importance of elite cohesion and discipline.
In 1401, during the siege of Damascus, he explained to Timur (who already
understood this perfectly well) that “[s]overeignty exists only because of group
loyalty (“asabiyya), and the greater the number in the group, the greater is the
extent of sovereignty.”*! The extraordinarily high level of discipline within the
Mongol elite would find an eerie echo seven centuries later in the astonishing
elite discipline of the Stalinist nomenklatura.

Elite discipline is important in all mobilizational systems. But it was pecu-
liarly important in Inner Eurasia, where potential targets were well defended,
surpluses were smaller, resources and potential allies were dispersed, politics
was volatile, and institutional structures were fragile. Here, mobilizing large
flows of resources meant exerting exceptional pressure over large areas, and
in mobilizational systems, as in steam engines, the amount of pressure that
could be exerted depended on the strength and resilience of the container.
Too much pressure, and a mobilizational system, like a boiler, could burst. But
an elite riveted together by a leader with charisma, and the skill needed to bal-
ance rewards and punishment, could generate enormous pressure and mobi-
lize vast resources even from bases in the relatively impoverished lands of Inner
Eurasia.

THE SMYCHKA: YOKING TOGETHER STEPPE ARMIES AND
AGRARIAN RESOURCES

A simple metaphor or model may help bring together these ideas on the dis-
tinctive challenges of mobilizing in the Inner Eurasian steppes. In the 1920s,
Soviet leaders talked of building socialism by “yoking together” the proletariat
and peasantry, just as peasant farmers yoked teams of oxen or horses behind a
plow. They called this “yoking together” a smychka. (See Chapter 13.)

Pastoral nomadic mobilization systems in Inner Eurasia also depended on
a sort of smychka that yoked together two large social beasts: armies from the
steppes, and wealth generators from agrarian regions. As Anatoly Khazanov,
Thomas Barfield, Nicola Di Cosmo, and others have shown, the most success-
ful steppe rulers built large and disciplined armies that could mobilize large
flows of resources from wealthy agrarian regions. Like the peasant’s plow-team,
the Inner Eurasian smychka yoked together social beasts that would otherwise
have grazed separately. Indeed, this is why it makes sense to describe the large
political systems created so many times in the steppes as “empires,” or polities
that ruled over peoples with very different cultural, ecological, and historical
traditions.
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Figure 1.4 Diagrammatic representation of the smychka.

But to hold a smychka together, you needed a strong yoke and a skillful driver.
If the first two components of the smychka were steppe armies and agrarian
wealth, the third was elite discipline. Without the yoke and the whip, the two
beasts headed off in different directions and plowing ceased. No steppe empire
could survive long without a high level of elite discipline and cohesion. The
peculiar importance of good leadership under the difficult mobilizational con-
ditions that existed in Inner Eurasia helps explain a persistent bias towards
autocratic rule in many regions of Inner Eurasia. (Figure 1.4.)

Because historians have normally focused on state formation in agrarian
regions, the metaphor of a smychka may seem back-to-front. But thinking
in this slightly counter-intuitive way can highlight some distinctive features
of Inner Eurasia’s political history. For example, the idea of the smychka
emphasizes the geographical, cultural, ethnic, and political division between
the armies that mobilized Inner Eurasian resources and the farmers, traders,
and city-dwellers who produced most of these resources. Yoking these groups
together was never easy, so another distinctive feature of the smychka is the
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sustained cultural tension between different regions. This is a feature that
steppe empires share with modern empires in so far as both are large mobi-
lizational systems in which outlying regions differ in their cultural and histor-
ical heritage from the mobilizational heartlands. No steppe empires managed
to generate a sense of solidarity that could bridge such deep ecological, cul-
tural, and ethnic chasms. And, as sociologists from the time of Durkheim have
argued, building durable or stable polities from components that do not share
basic religious, cultural, or political norms is extremely difficult. The failure
of the traditional steppe smychka to build widely accepted forms of legitimacy
was one of its main weaknesses, and we will see many examples of the political
fissures this could cause.

Of course, the cultural divide was far from absolute, which points to another
important feature of the smychka. Its two lead animals were forced into close
contact and over time they adapted to each other’s habits and ways of doing
things. In addition to wealth, people, and resources, the smychka mobilized
consumer goods, knowledge, technologies, and cultural goods, including reli-
gions. We will see that agrarian regions, such as Muscovy, learnt much about
politics, mobilization, and warfare from steppeland overlords. But even more
cultural and economic wealth flowed in the opposite direction.

As Juvaini wrote of the Mongols in the imperial period:

all the merchandise that is brought from the West is borne unto them, and that
which is bound in the farthest East is untied in their houses; wallets and purses are
filled from their treasuries, and their everyday garments are studded with jewels
and embroidered with gold...*?

The Mongol military machine mobilized the military skills of Chinese mili-
tary engineers, including their use of gunpowder weapons, particularly bombs,
often fired by trebuchets, and “fire-lances.” They may even have used the
first true guns, which recent evidence suggests were invented in the Xia Xia
state while Chinggis Khan was alive.*> The Mongol bureaucracy mobilized the
bureaucratic skills of the Uighurs, and the fiscal skills of Muslim merchants.
Religious traditions, too, circulated within pastoral nomadic empires, and were
inspected carefully for their political and ideological value.

Over time, pastoral nomadic elites adopted many of the technologies, con-
sumer goods, and cultural goods of the agrarian world, and gradually habits
of consumption and even prayer began to transform the culture and lifeways
of the steppes, and particularly the steppe elites. At least since the time of the
Khazar Empire, late in the first millennium, some pastoral nomadic elites had
converted to religions from the agrarian world. These cultural transfers sug-
gest some of the ways in which steppe empires decayed. The traditions of the
agrarian world had their greatest impact on pastoralist elites, and over time
they could divide khans from the herders who made up their armies. Pastoral-
ist leaders who became too used to the cities from which they drew most of
their wealth, and to the silks, wines, and religious traditions of the agrarian
world, could quickly lose their grip on steppeland armies, as the agrarian and
steppeland drivers of the smychka began to pull in different directions.
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Finally, the metaphor of a smychka highlights the importance of the con-
stantly shifting balance of power between pastoral and agrarian regions. The
smychka required military superiority, so it was difficult to operate in regions
such as Central Asia, where pastoralist groups were divided and the balance
of power between farmers and pastoralists was more even. Particularly in the
more urbanized regions of Central Asia, the balance of power between agrar-
ian and steppe regions was so stable for so long that the smychka’s two beasts
constantly butted heads, creating a perpetual stasis. The most favorable con-
figuration for a successful smychka was when steppe armies had a clear military
superiority over nearby agrarian regions from which they mobilized.

THE FINAL YEARS OoF THE MloNGoL EMPIRE

The Mongol Empire was the most powerful mobilizational machine of this kind
ever created in Inner Eurasia. But it, too, shows the brittleness typical of the
smychka. The empire nearly fractured during the short reign of Guyug (r. 1246—
1248). But it held together during the reign of Mongke (r. 1251-1259), who
had inherited some of the political skills of his grandfather, Chinggis Khan.**
After his election in 1251, Mongke launched a brutal purge of the Chaghatayid
and Ogodeid lines, descendants of Chinggis Khan’s middle sons. As many as
300 Chinggisid nobles and commanders may have been tried and executed,
after being hunted down by military search parties organized in huge military
nooses as if for bartue hunts.*>

For a decade, Mongke balanced rewards and discipline skillfully to maintain
elite discipline, and the empire continued to expand during two new campaigns
of conquest that generated the vast flows of resources described by Juvaini. The
first campaign, under Mongke’s brother, Qubilai, invaded southern China. The
second, under another brother, Hulegu (1217-1265), conquered Persia and
parts of Mesopotamia. Both campaigns yielded huge rivers of booty that could
be redistributed to regional elites. Government officials collected resources
and booty at strategic urban centers, under the supervision of three secretari-
ats, one in Beijing, one in Besh-Baligh, and one in Transoxiana.*0 The west-
ern regions, ruled by Mongke’s cousin, Batu, were less tightly integrated into
the system. But even Batu, by now the senior Chinggisid, accepted Mongke’s
authority and participated in his military campaigns. In August 1253, Batu’s
officials told William of Rubruck that, “Baatu [Batu] has no power to do with-
out Mangu Chan’s [Mongke Khan’s] consent. So you and your interpreter
must go to Mangu Chan [Mongke Khan].”*” They were not making this up.
Perhaps because he was aware that major sources of booty might be drying up,
Mongke was meaner with the empire’s wealth than his predecessors. So, when
Batu requested 10,000 ingots of silver to buy pearls, Mongke sent him 1,000,
as a loan against future grants, along with a lecture on thrift.4®

In 1259 the Mongol Empire seemed more powerful than ever before. A year
later, it did not exist. Mongke’s sudden death in August 1259 illustrated the
key role of leadership in the smychka, because immediately after his death the
system sheared apart, splitting from top to bottom.

18



INNER Eurasia IN THE LATE THIRTEENTH CENTURY

NOTES

1 Rashid al-Din Tabib, Compendium of Chronicles, 21.

A recent survey is Liu, “Regional Study.”

On the centrality of Islamic civilization by the thirteenth century, see Cook, “The
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A recent survey is Biran, “The Mongol Empire and Inter-Civilizational Exchange.”

Abu-Lughod, Before European Hegemony.

The metaphor comes from Sherratt, “Reviving the Grand Narrative.”

On Mongol relations with their merchant partners, see Allsen, “Mongol Princes
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429-430.

On Rabban Sauma, see Rossabi, Voyager from Xanadu.
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book appear on 143-173.

10 On Ibn Battuta’s journey, see Dunn, The Adventures of Ibn Battuta.
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28 Guyug was not quite a supreme ruler, as he failed to enforce his authority over
Batu, so he is referred to in the major Persian sources as a “khan” rather than as a
“kaghan,” the title assumed by Ogodei at his enthronement in 1229; Fletcher, “The
Mongols.”
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33 Sneath, “Mobility,” 224-225.

34 Sneath, “Mobility,” 223.

35 On the “topos” of steppe nomads as “natural warriors,” and some warnings about
its limitations, see Di Cosmo, Warfare in Inner Asian History, 1-29, partic. 3—-12;
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[2] 1260-1350: UNRAVELING AND THE
BuiLpiNG oF NEwW POLITIES

The Mongol Empire illustrates both the strengths and weaknesses of the Inner
Eurasian smychka. Given effective leadership, the main factors limiting Mongol
power were the ability to hold alliances together as the empire expanded across
Inner Eurasia, and the need to maintain the flow of resources that glued the sys-
tem together (Figure 2.1; Map 2.1). Successful wars mobilized large amounts
of booty that could be distributed to regional leaders, while the Mongols were
fortunate in having several very capable rulers, beginning with Temujin him-
self. The good fortune and political virtuosity of Chinggis Khan help explain
the early successes of the empire, not just because he juggled predation and
alliance-building with such skill, but also because he had the foresight to nom-
inate Ogodei as his successor.

1THE BREAKUP OF THE UNIFIED M ONGOL
EMPIRE: 1260

Khan Mongke died suddenly on August 11, 1259, campaigning in Sichuan
province in China. The empire fell apart almost immediately. With no obvious
successor to Mongke, the empire split along genealogical fault lines, as different
Chinggisid princes asserted their authority over their home territories or uluses
to form four smaller empires: in China and Mongolia, Central Asia, the western
region later known as the Golden Horde, and the II-Khanate in Persia.

The Chinggisid family (Figure 2.2) understood the breakup as a partition-
ing of the family business, and they also understood exactly when it occurred.
Forty-five years later, in 1305, I1-Khan Oljeitu (r. 1304-1316), the Chinggisid
ruler of Persia and great-grandson of the II-Khanate’s founder, Hulegu, wrote
to King Philippe IV of France that, “We, ... descendants of Chinggiz Khagan
should put an end to the vituperation which had been going on for forty-five
years up to now.”!

A History of Russia, Central Asia and Mongolia: Volume II: Inner Eurasia from the Mongol Empire
to Today, 1260-2000, First Edition. David Christian.
© 2018 David Christian. Published 2018 by John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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Figure 2.1 Photograph of part of Baldugin Sharav’s painting, One Day in Mongolia.
Courtesy of Daniel C. Waugh.

Explaining the breakup is not hard. Mongke, unlike Chinggis Khan, had
failed to appoint a successor, so that no one was ready and prepared to hold
the system together after his death. Those who survived him had to put most of
their efforts into defending their own uluses, and differences between the uluses
magnified conflicts within the family. Particularly deep were the differences
between regions with large agrarian populations, such as China and Persia, and
the largely pastoralist u/uses of Inner Eurasia. Besides, the ruling family itself
was changing. Its younger members had become accustomed to the wealth and
luxuries of the agrarian world, and none had the ambition, the determination,
the ruthlessness, or perhaps the sheer luck of Chinggis Khan.
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Map 2.1 The Mongol Empire at its height in 1250. Adapted from Atwood, Encyclopedia, 366.

But these are relatively superficial reasons for the breakup, and the empire
could surely have survived longer if it had not begun to run out of resources.
The empire was now so huge that it was difficult to coordinate its different
armies, or move revenues and officials across the empire. Even more important,
the huge flows of resources and people that had held the empire together in
the past were beginning to dry up. There were no longer any easy conquests
to be had after the conquest of Persia. Even if Mongke had survived, further
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Figure 2.2 Genealogy of Chinggis Khan’s family (shading = Supreme Khans).
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conquests would prove as tough and as expensive as the China campaigns in
which he perished. Little now held the empire together apart from the prestige
and authority of Mongke himself, which is why the empire unraveled so fast
after his death.

Here, we will largely ignore the Outer Eurasian u/uses of China and Persia,
and focus on the Inner Eurasian uluses that emerged in Mongolia, Central Asia,
and the Pontic steppes. The histories of the Inner Eurasian uluses would be
shaped largely by their geography, and by the skills and fortunes of their leaders.
Above all, their fate would depend on the capacity of rulers to sustain regional
flows of resources large enough to support regional versions of the smychka.

THE LEFT WING: MoNGoLIA AND YUAN CHINA

We begin with Mongolia, the heartland and driver of the Mongol Empire.
While it might have seemed natural for power to drift back to this region, that
did not happen. Never again would Mongolia generate as much mobilizational
power as in the thirteenth century.

In the far east of Inner Eurasia, the borders between forest, steppe, and
arable lands are clearer and less negotiable than in most other regions. North
of Mongolia lie the forests of eastern Siberia, which were populated by foragers
and herders with limited but valuable resources such as furs. Mongolia, lying
between Siberia and the Gobi desert, was a large region of hilly steppe that
had been settled by pastoralists since the second millennium BcCE. South of the
Gobi desert lay more pasturelands in the Ordos region, as well as the rich farm-
ing regions of greater China. Along China’s northern borders, pastoralists and
farmers met in the most sustained trans-ecological confrontation anywhere in
the world. Geography and ecology would play a determining role in the battle
for control of the Chinggisid family business in the east.

In accordance with steppe tradition, Arig-Boke (d. 1266), the youngest
son of Chinggis Khan’s youngest son, Tolui, inherited the family’s Mongolian
homeland. This gave him control of the capital, Karakorum. He also acquired
Mongke’s great seal, which was passed to him by one of Mongke’s officials.
Within weeks of Mongke’s death Arig-Boke summoned a quriltai to elect a
new khagan. But if he hoped to replace Mongke, geography was against him.

The breakup of the empire cut the northward flow of resources from
China, which was now controlled by Arig-Boke’s elder brother, Qubilai (1215—
1294). Qubilai had been campaigning with Mongke in southern China and
excused himself from attending the gquriltai summoned by Arig-Boke on mil-
itary grounds. But when Arig-Boke began moving troops to north China,
Qubilai abandoned the campaign against the Song and headed north, in a
strategic retreat that may have postponed the final conquest of south China
for two decades.? In April 1260, Qubilai summoned a separate quriltai at his
northern capital of Kaiping (Marco Polo’s Shangdu and Coleridge’s Xanadu),
10 days north of the future capital, Beijing. After three ritual refusals to take
the throne, Qubilai declared himself Mongke’s successor as khagan. Arig-Boke
immediately had himself elected khagan at a second quriltar in Karakorum,
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apparently with the support of Batu’s brother, Berke (r. 1257-1267), now khan
of the western regions later included within the Golden Horde. Mongke’s other
brother, Hulegu, now the ruler of Persia, supported Qubilai. These alliances,
formed on either side of the ecological fault lines between the empire’s Inner
Eurasian and Outer Eurasian territories, would prove remarkably durable.

In the east, there followed a four-year civil war. Though Arig-Boke controlled
the symbols of power, Qubilai controlled much greater human and material
resources. To make things worse, Arig-Boke failed to secure control of the
Central Asian ulus that had once been held by Chagatay, Chinggis Khan’s sec-
ond son. That forced him to mobilize soldiers and resources from Mongolia,
Western Xinjiang, and the Yenisei region. In a world of low productivity, the
Yenisei region was important because, as Rashid noted, it had many cities as
well as many nomads. It also produced iron and iron implements, including
weapons and agricultural tools, and had regions of irrigated agriculture, where
wheat, barley, and millet were grown, and settlements in which Chinese arti-
sans produced textiles.3

But Qubilai had China. He also inherited the Mongolian army that had
been fighting the Song. He showed how uneven the balance of resources
was by the simple expedient of canceling the caravans carrying Chinese
provisions to Karakorum. This caused an immediate and devastating famine
in the Mongolian capital.* Late in 1860, Qubilai’s forces occupied much of
Mongolia.

Arig-Boke’s increasingly desperate attempts to mobilize resources from his
under-resourced ulus eventually alienated potential allies. He appointed Alghu,
a grandson of Chagatay, as khan of Central Asia. But Alghu, stung by massive
requisitions for the war against Qubilai, declared his independence, depriving
Arig-Boke of the richest of all his territories. Arig-Boke tried to reconquer
Central Asia in a campaign so brutal that it devastated large regions and caused
a massive famine. According to the historian Bartold,

Arig-boge’s troops seized so much corn in the fertile Ili valley [in 1263] that
throughout the winter the horses were fed on it. Such pillage caused a terrible
famine in the country, and in the long run proved disastrous to the army, for in
the spring of 1264 the horses, accustomed to corn, sickened and died from green
fodder. In these circumstances, Arig-boge was abandoned by most of his generals
who disliked him for his cruelty.’

In the spring of 1264, Mongke’s son, Urung Tash, demanded the jade seal or
tamga of his father, then traveled to China and submitted to Qubilai.® Qubilai
easily repelled Arig-Boke’s attacks on northern China, and in 1264 Arig-Boke
submitted to Qubilai, was forgiven (unlike most of his lieutenants), and died
two years later, in 1266.7 Qubilai now controlled Mongolia and China, and
enjoyed the symbolic support of the II-Khanate. In 1271 he proclaimed the
start of the new Yuan dynasty. But he would never gain the support of Batu’s
realm, the Golden Horde, and he also failed in a 20-year campaign to control
Chagatay’s former wulus in Central Asia and Xinjiang.

In 1266 Qubilai moved his capital from Karakorum to Daidu (Beijing). After
little more than 30 years in the Eurasian limelight, Karakorum became once

27



INNER EURASIA IN THE AGRARIAN Era: 1260-1850

more a provincial steppe settlement. The power, prestige, and wealth that had
flowed into Mongolia under the unified empire now ebbed out again, leaving
Mongolia as little more than a remote Chinese colony. It was important as a
base for warfare with Central Asia, as a supplier of horses, and as a symbol of
the Yuan dynasty’s steppe origins, but it was no longer an independent power.
The government planted garrisons in Mongolia, and supported them by the
forced settlement of Chinese farmers along the Kerulen river; at Chingqai, near
modern Uliastay, 250 miles west of Karakorum; and near Karakorum itself.
Along the Kerulen river, Chinese farmers lived “in sod huts on the banks,
growing wheat and hemp, and ice-fishing in the wintertime.”® In 1307, just
100 years after the great quriltar at which Temujin was proclaimed Chinggis
Khan, Mongolia became a province of Yuan China, with the name of Ling-pei,
and Karakorum became a mere provincial capital.

Mongolia did not flourish under the Yuan. Trade ceased almost entirely,
funds for the post-horse system dried up, and most of the towns and artisan
colonies founded in the imperial era disappeared.” The Mongolian historian
Gongor writes that, “After their retreat into the homeland, the Mongol feu-
dal lords lost the large-scale tribute that China had paid, and the result was
an ever-increasing level of exploitation of their native subjects.”!® A trickle of
resources still flowed into Mongolia from China’s Mongolian ruling elite, and
as early as the summer of 1261, Qubilai sent relief supplies to Karakorum.!!
But for a century, Mongolia was the only region of Inner Eurasia more or less
permanently ruled from Outer Eurasia.

Mongolian soldiers and nobles fared better in China than in Mongolia, par-
ticularly after Qubilai granted Mongols the highest status within his lands.
Qubilai encouraged the Mongol elite to wear traditional Mongol clothing, and
he took part in traditional Mongolian hunts on his visits to Shangdu. Offi-
cial banquets were celebrated in imperial Mongol style, with huge amounts of
alcohol.!? However, not all Mongols in China lived well. Marco Polo described
how Mongolian garrison troops supported themselves from “the immense
herds of cattle that are assigned to them and on the milk which they send into
the towns to sell in return for necessary provisions.”!3

Emigration stripped Mongolia of its nobility and most of its soldiers. When
the Yuan dynasty collapsed in 1368, as many as 60,000 Mongols, many of
them deeply Sinicized, fled back to Mongolia with the remnants of the Yuan
court.!* Under the Ming, Mongolia lost even the symbolic prestige it had
enjoyed under the Yuan dynasty. In 1388, Ming armies crushed a Yuan army
near Lake Buyr and destroyed Karakorum. But the return of so many Mongols
from China undoubtedly created a cultural leaven that would eventually allow
new attempts to form unified Mongolian armies and polities.

THE CENTER: CENTRAL ASIA AND XINYIANG

The complex ecological checkerboard of Central Asia and Xinjiang, where
farming oases and trading cities alternated with steppeland and desert, explains
why it was so difficult to build a stable smychka in the region.
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THE CHAGATAY ULUS

North of Central Asia lay the vast woodlands of western Siberia. To their south,
the Kazakh steppes extended for 3,000 miles from the Urals and the Caspian
Sea to the Altai and Tienshan ranges, and from southern Siberia to the oases
of Transoxiana. Here, most pastoralists nomadized north in the summer and
south in the winter, or practiced forms of transhumance in the mountainous
regions of the Semirechie north of the Tienshan mountains. They often traded
with, ruled, or exacted tributes from the cities along the Syr Darya river. The
pasturelands of Semirechie (in modern Kazakhstan) and Zungharia (in north-
western Xinjiang) extended from Talas to the Altai and eastwards towards
Uighuristan. They contained some fertile regions that supported major trading
towns, such as Turfan and Hami, which effectively controlled access to China.
Semirechie and Zungharia, which contained rich agrarian regions and flour-
ishing towns, constituted, along with the Volga delta and the Crimea, some of
the most valuable and hotly contested regions of steppeland in Inner Eurasia.

South of the Kazakh steppes, but divided by the Pamir mountains, lay the
urbanized oases of Transoxiana to the west and the Tarim basin to the east in
modern Xinjiang. All were watered by rivers flowing from glaciers high in the
mountains, and most lay between the base of the mountains and regions of
steppe or desert. Because they were separated by regions of desert and steppe,
Central Asia’s rich trading cities rarely managed to unite, so they were vulner-
able to steppe armies. Here, any smychka linking pastoralist military power and
urban commercial power was likely to be unstable because pastoralists, too,
were divided by geography.

Beatrice Manz offers a fine short summary of the ecology of Transoxiana:

The Oxus [Amu Darya] region contains both excellent farmland and steppe, and
these moreover are often interspersed. Even within rich and irrigated agricultural
areas ... there is much land which is suitable only for nomadic exploitation. The
many rivers of the region create large areas of brackish marshland, useful for
nomads wintering in the lowland steppes. Almost no part of this region moreover
is distant from the mountains whose foothills provide summer pastures. ... The
nomads of the Ulus lived in close contact with its settled population, whom they
controlled and exploited directly. They knew the value and the requirements of
the agricultural and urban economies, and were able to deal easily with the leaders
of the settled communities under their control.!®

East of Transoxiana and south of the Tienshan mountains lay the Tarim
basin. Surrounded by mountains that provided abundant snow-melt, and with
the harsh and almost impenetrable Taklamakan desert at its heart, the Tarim
basin formed a ring of irrigated oases within which prosperous trading city-
states had emerged. Though usually independent, these cities often paid trib-
utes either to pastoralists from Zungharia or to officials from China. In Central
Asia, in a neat illustration of the geography of the smychka, military power could
be found in the steppelands of Zungharia, Semirechie, or Transoxiana, while
most of the region’s material, human, commercial, and cultural wealth lay in
the urbanized lands to the south.
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Map 2.2 The Chagatay khanate in 1331. Adapted from Atwood, Encyclopedia, 84.

At the height of Mongol power, much of this region fell within a single ulus,
that of Chinggis Khan’s second son, Chagatay (1183—-1242). By personal and
cultural preference, Chagatay controlled his domains from the steppelands of
Zungharia (Map 2.2). According to Juvaini:

In spring and summer he had his quarters in Almaligh and Quyas, which in those
seasons resembled the Garden of Iram. He constructed large pools ... in that
region for the flocking of the waterfowl ... at every stage, from beginning to end
he laid up stores of food and drink.!®

Controlling the ulus from Zungharia made sense for a ruler who grew up in
the steppes. It also made military and political sense, as long as the armies and
administrators of the unified empire, such as the very able governor of Tran-
soxiana, Mas’ud Beg (d. 1289, son of Chinggis Khan’s appointee, Mahmud
Yalavach (fl. 1218-1252)), could hold the smychka together by transferring
revenues from Central Asia’s cities towards their steppelands. However, the
violent purge that followed Mongke’s accession in 1251 removed most princes
of the Chagatayid and Ogodeid lines and ruined the towns of Zungharia. Of
the Tarbagatay mountains, near Quyas, William of Rubruck wrote in the 1250s,
“There used to be sizeable towns lying in the plain, but they were for the most
part completely destroyed so that the Tartars could pasture there, since the
area affords very fine grazing lands.”!” Barthold claimed that the region did

30



1260-1350: UNRAVELING AND THE BUILDING OF NEw POLITIES

not return to early thirteenth-century levels of urbanization before the nine-
teenth century.!8

As we have seen, Chagatay’s grandson, Alghu, asserted his independence of
Arig-Boke almost immediately after being granted authority over Transoxiana.
Like his grandfather, Alghu ruled from the Qayalig/Almaliq region of Zung-
haria where he could assemble pastoralist armies.!® By 1263 Alghu had gained
the support of Transoxiana’s governor, Mas’ud Beg. The link between Alghu
and Mas’ud Beg recreated the smychka by giving Alghu a firm grip on resource
flows from the southern cities.

Alghu also attempted to expand west of the Amu Darya into territory
claimed by the II-Khanate, in modern Turkmenistan and Khorasan. These
regions, in the north-east of modern Iran and the north of Afghanistan, offered
a promising “looting zone”: a borderland region that could provide occasional
booty without the costs of formal rule. Here armies could be kept busy and
their commanders could find temporary pasture lands and booty. At his death
in 1265/6, Alghu seemed well on the way to recreating the Chagatay ulus by
building a new smychka that could balance the key elements of the Central
Asian smychka, with its steppe armies, city-states, flows of commercial wealth,
and looting zones.

Qamu (1235/6-1301)

The next 40 years would be dominated by the figure of Qaidu (1235/6-1301),
a grandson of Ogodei. In 1252, Mongke granted Qaidu pastures in Ogodei’s
former ulus, near the town of Qayaliq in Zungharia. William of Rubruck, who
stayed in Qayaliq for 12 days in November 1253, described it as “a large
town ... containing a bazaar to which merchants resorted in large numbers.”?°
This was a region rich in grazing, fishing, and hunting lands, with a few small
commercial towns.2! With these limited resources Qaidu built a traditional
nomadic following. According to one source, he scolded Qubilai for betraying
Mongol tradition, saying, “The old customs of our dynasty are not those of the
Han laws.”?? Like Chinggis Khan and Ogodei, Qaidu remained true to Mon-
gol religious traditions, though he also tolerated other religions.?> Most of his
subjects were probably Muslims, though there were also Nestorian Christians
in the major cities, and Buddhists in Qayaliq and Hami.

After Alghu’s death in 1265-1266, and a brief civil war with Alghu’s suc-
cessor, Baraq, Qaidu was recognized as khan of the Chagatay u/us in 1269. He
immediately gained the support of Khan Mengu-Temur, the ruler of Batu’s for-
mer ulus in western Inner Eurasia. The treaty of 1269, at which Baraq accepted
Qaidu’s authority, shows that Qaidu had a sophisticated understanding of the
Central Asian smychka. In the 1250s, as governor of Transoxiana, Mas’ud Beg
had restored the wealth of the region’s cities after the devastating Mongol wars
of conquest. He rebuilt irrigation systems, stabilized the currency, and checked
looting by nomadic armies. But much of his work was undone during the con-
flicts after Mongke’s death. Qaidu appreciated Mas’ud Beg’s achievements and
knew how important it was to protect the region’s cities even from his own
armies. In their 1269 treaty Qaidu and Baraq swore an oath “on gold,” that,
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“henceforth they would dwell in the mountains and plains and not hang around
cities, or graze their animals in cultivated areas, or make exorbitant demands on
the peasants.”?* Baraq was encouraged to direct his forces towards the looting
zones of neighboring Khorasan, while Qaidu’s troops harried another looting
zone east of Zungharia, in the borderlands of Uighuristan contested by Qubilai.

In 1271, after the death of Baraq, Qaidu was enthroned in Talas as khan of
the Chagatay ulus. Though Qubilai claimed to be khagan of all the Mongol
realms, Qaidu made no attempt to seek Qubilai’s blessing. In the same year,
Mas’ud Beg pledged allegiance to Qaidu. Qaidu left him in charge of the cities
of Transoxiana until his death in 1289, when Mas’ud Beg’s sons succeeded
him.2> After 1282, when Baraq’s eldest son, Du’a, accepted Qaidu’s overall
authority, there followed almost a quarter of a century of relative stability. Peace
and the protection of the cities that produced most of the ulus’s wealth and
much of its military equipment stimulated an economic revival.

John Dardess describes well how the Central Asian smychka worked in this
period.

This renewed policy of peace and order within the Mongols’ Central Asian realm
and the return of the princes to the steppe zone allowed the Medium Imperium to
maintain preparedness and discipline among its steppe warriors. The princes as
war leaders could give constant personal attention to their nomad cavalry. At the
same time, supplies and revenues could be regularly drawn from their sedentary
economic dependencies, since these were once again protected from casual pillage
or irregular and excessive exactions. The military energies of the princes and
their armies, no longer committed to plunder and internecine war at home, could
instead be directed to war and plunder across the frontiers.?¢

In Transoxiana, Qaidu delegated the administration of taxation to Mas’ud
Beg, who ruled through local kings or maliks. The maliks apparently retained
considerable independence, for most of the region’s coinage was issued in their
names. On the eastern and western fringes of his territory, in Uighuristan
and the border with Khorasan, looting was the most effective form of wealth
mobilization, while also providing training and experience for Qaidu’s armies
and keeping them away from the region’s major cities. Sustained, low-grade
warfare in Uighuristan may have yielded considerable booty, though it also
reduced trade along the Silk Roads, which encouraged Chinese merchants to
shift towards the Indian Ocean sea routes.?’

On his eastern borders, Qaidu withstood two decades of sustained pressure
from Qubilai. He was protected in part by the length of the supply lines from
China. In the late 1280s, Yuan forces began to pull back. Chinese soldiers,
farmers, and artisans were allowed to return from the Tarim basin cities to
north China, and in 1289, the “Bureau of Pacification” in Khotan was closed.?8

"THE CHAGATAY ULUS AFTER QAIDU

Qaidu died in 1301. He was succeeded by Baraq’s son, Du’a, after a brief con-
flict with Qaidu’s own son, Chabar. In 1303, Du’a and Chabar made peace with
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Qubilai’s Yuan successor, Temiir, then sent a delegation to Oljeitu, the Persian
I1-Khan, who immediately joined a new, but largely symbolic treaty between the
major Chinggisid uluses. Like the 1991 treaty establishing a “Commonwealth
of Independent States” after the breakup of the USSR, this did not recreate
the former empire, but formally acknowledged its dissolution.

Under Qaidu’s successors, the fragile unity of the Chagatay u/us broke down
as rulers abandoned the steppelands, settled in the cities, and turned to the
most dynamic cultural and religious traditions of neighboring agrarian regions,
those of Islam. Du’a ruled from a base in Transoxiana. Kebeg (r. 1309, 1318—
1326) built a residence at Nakshab (Qarshi) near Samarkand, and began for
the first time to issue coins with his own name.?° Though not a Muslim, he
was sympathetic to Islam. Ibn Battuta, who visited the region in 1333, writes
that, though an infidel, Kebeg was “just in government, showing equity to the
oppressed and favor and respect to the Muslims.”

Kebeg’s successor, Tarmashirin (1326—1334), also lived in Transoxiana, but
converted to Islam. Ibn Battuta met Tarmashirin in the spring of 1333, and
described him as “a man of great distinction, possessed of numerous troops and
regiments of cavalry, a vast kingdom and immense power.” He found him living
in a large camp or orda between Qarshi and Samarkand, consisting mainly of
tents, including a tent mosque.3? Ibn Battuta’s description of an audience with
him is as fine a description as we have of a Mongol khan of this era, surrounded
by his keshig, or royal guard.

I found him in a tent, outside of which there were men ranged to right and left, the
amirs among them [seated] on chairs, with their attendants standing behind and
before them. The rest of the troops [too] had sat down in parade order, each man
with his weapons in front of him. ... When I entered the king’s presence, inside
the tent, I found him seated on a chair, resembling a mosque-pulpit and covered
with silk embroidered in gold. The interior of the tent was lined with silken cloth
of gold, and a crown set with jewels and precious stones was suspended over the
sultan’s head at the height of a cubit. The principal amirs were [ranged] on chairs
to right and left of him, and in front of him were the sons of the kings holding
fly-whisks in their hands. At the doorway of the tent were the [sultan’s] deputy,
the vizier, the chamberlain, and the keeper of the sign-manual.3!

Despite the rich symbolism of pastoralist tradition, shifting the center of
power into Transoxiana and converting to Islam undermined the smychka by
removing Tarmashirin geographically and culturally from his military base in
the steppes. Tarmashirin introduced sharia law which, with its more individ-
ualistic approach to law, conflicted at many points with kin-based steppeland
traditions. He also failed to summon annual quriltais. In 1334, two years after
Ibn Battuta met him, Tarmashirin was deposed and executed after a revolt in
Zungharia by regional leaders who complained he had broken with the tradi-
tions of the Mongol Yasa by not visiting the steppe regions in four years.32

The Chagatay u/us now split into eastern and western sections, divided by the
Pamirs, and within each region power fragmented even further. “The gan of
the ulus became less and less important. Tribal chieftains dominated, with the
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ruling class now more comfortable in cities than in the steppe.”>3 The eastern
lands of Zungharia, Uighuristan, and the Tarim basin formed a separate ulus of
Moghulistan. The split between the Chagatay lands and Moghulistan, which
had a natural geographical foundation in the geography of the Pamirs and the
Tienshan mountain ranges, would prove more or less permanent, and from
now on we will refer to these regions as Transoxiana or Central Asia (west of
the Pamirs) and Moghulistan or Xinjiang (east of the Pamirs). After a period of
confusion, Tughlugh-Temur (r. 1347-1363), a grandson of Du’a, established
his authority over Moghulistan, ruling it until his death in the early 1360s. In
1353, Tughlugh-Temur converted to Islam, but not until the sixteenth century
would Islam become the dominant religion of Moghulistan.34

The western parts of the Chagatay ul/us would not be reunited until the reign
of Timur, which began in 1370, almost 35 years after Tarmashirin’s death. Yet
the region’s elites retained a sense of belonging to the Chagatay ulus, an identity
that Timur would build on.?®

THE WEST AND THE GOLDEN HORDE

In accordance with Mongol tradition, the lands furthest from the Mongolian
homeland fell within the u/us of Chinggis Khan’s eldest son, Jochi (d. 1225?),
and Jochi’s second son, Batu (effective ruler from 1241 until his death in 1255).
Their ulus included all regions west of the Urals and the Volga. It also included
the cities of Khorezm in Transoxiana, and much of the Kazakh steppes, though
strictly, these belonged to Batu’s elder brother, Orda. Orda’s realms are some-
times known as the “Blue” (or eastern) wing, and the lands west of the Volga
as the “White” (or western) wing.3® But Orda and his successors seem to have
accepted the seniority of Batu and his lineage.

Batu’s uvLus

Like Chagatay’s, the ulus of Jochi included three broad ecological bands. A
forested northern region extended from Siberia to the Baltic; a region of step-
pelands reached from Zungharia to Hungary; and a thin and divided southern
strip of agrarian and desert lands with a sprinkling of oasis or coastal cities
reached from Khorezm to the shores of the Caspian Sea and the Black Sea.
West of the Volga, the three main ecological belts were clearly defined. The
urbanized southern strip was thinner and more vulnerable to predation than in
Central Asia. The forest lands to the north, unlike the underpopulated lands of
Siberia, contained large agricultural populations and the many towns and cities
that had once constituted Kievan Rus’. In Jochi’s ulus, then, steppe armies had
the unique opportunity of building a smychka that could mobilize from farm-
lands and cities and trade routes both to the north and south of the steppes.
However, the first administrators of the new polity, having learned their craft
in Mongolia and Central Asia, looked first to the rich cities and trade routes
of the south. It took them time to work out how best to mobilize from Kievan
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Map 2.3 The Golden Horde during the reign of Khan Ozbeg (1313-1341). Adapted from Atwood,
Encyclopedia, 204.

Rus’ to the north. In the long run, though, the existence of sedentary lands
both to the north and south of the Pontic steppes helps explain the durability
and resilience of the mobilizational machine built by Batu and his successors.

Arabic and Persian sources described the region as “the Tatar lands,” or
the “northern lands,” or “Desht-i-Kipchak” (the land of the Kipchak), or the
“Ulus of Jochi,” or the “Ulus of Batu.” Contemporary Russian sources nor-
mally referred to “the Tatars,” or (from the 1280s) the “orda” (or royal camp)
of the ruler.3” Though created and ruled by Mongols, the region’s elites were
soon Turkicized as they absorbed Turkic tribes and military units from the
Pontic steppes.>® Turkic replaced Mongolian on coinage during the reign of
Tode-Menghu (1280-1287), and after conversion to Islam, in the reign of
Ozbeg, Arabic became the language of religion.3° We will refer to the polity
Batu founded as the Golden Horde, though this is, strictly speaking, anachro-
nistic, as that name first appeared in Russian sources long after its demise. The
name may have originated from the golden ceremonial tent (or orda) of Khan
Ozbeg (1313-1341).4° (Map 2.3.)

Basic sTRUCTURES OF THE GOLDEN HORDE

The Golden Horde was created during the western campaigns of 1237-1241,
which were commanded by Jochi’s son, Batu. Though Batu’s lineage died out
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in 1360, the polity he founded would survive, with some interruptions, for 180
years, until the death of Edigu in 1420.

After Ogodei’s death in 1241, most Mongol armies campaigning in the west
returned to Mongolia. However, Batu and his closest followers settled in the
rich pasturelands of the southern Volga, not far from the old Khazar capital
of Itil. They began to nomadize between summer pastures near the northern
trading towns of Volga Bulgharia (whose old capital, Bulghar, acted briefly as
a provisional capital under emirs from the former Bulghar ruling elite), and
a winter camp at Saray, the new Jochid capital, in the Volga delta (modern
Selitrennoe, north of Astrakhan).! By the early 1260s, Saray was already the
center of a powerful mobilization system. In 1263/4, Mamluk ambassadors
arriving from Egypt to visit the orda of Batu’s brother and successor, Khan
Berke (r. 1258-1267), “traveled for twenty days through a steppe dotted with
tents and [flocks of] sheep, until they reached the river Itil [Volga] ... [O]n its
banks is the camp of the Khan Berke. By means of [the Volga], food and sheep
are brought to them.”#2

After conquering the Pontic steppes, Batu’s armies removed the former
Polovtsian elites and either enslaved their followers (generating a glut in the
slave markets of the Black Sea cities), or incorporated them within their own
armies.*> Then, like his grandfather, Chinggis Khan, Batu allocated grazing
lands to his brothers and followers at a quriltai. When Carpini traveled through
the region in 1246, just 10 years after the conquest of Rus’, and five years after
Ogodei’s death, regional leaders already had their own territories and migra-
tion routes. Most routes, like Batu’s, ran north and south along major rivers,
the Yaik (Ural), the Volga, the Don, and the Dnieper. Dominating the new sys-
tem were 10 to 14 Chinggisid princes or commanders (zemnikz), each control-
ling pasturelands along a major river system. Each regional army consisted, in
principle, of a rumen, or about 10,000 soldiers.** In 1253, William of Rubruck
found that:

every commander, according to whether he has a greater or smaller number of
men under him, is familiar with the limits of his pasturelands and where he ought
to graze in summer and winter, in spring and autumn. For in the winter they
move down southwards to the warmer regions, and in the summer they move up
northwards to the colder ones. They pasture in the waterless grazing grounds in
the winter, when the snow is there, since snow serves them for water.*>

Over time, local uluses evolved into hereditary chiefdoms. The four main
uluses, whose leaders would form the powerful council of four garachi beys,
were based on Khorezm, Saray, the steppes north of the Caucasus, and
Crimea. Within these main uluses there were approximately 70 smaller uluses
corresponding to the 60 to 70 “emirs” mentioned in Arabic sources.*® The
pasturelands of these core regions provided the military foundation for the
Golden Horde, while the hierarchical structure of wluses gave it political and
organizational shape.

Batu’s choice of the Volga delta as his personal base made sense. The region
was surrounded by rich and extensive pasturelands, and had provided a center
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for pastoralist confederations since at least the time of the Sarmatians, early
in the first millennium BCE. It was also an important commercial choke point,
from which it was possible to tax the commercial caravans that traveled east and
west between Central Asia and the Black Sea, or north and south between Per-
sia, Central Asia, and the forest lands of Volga Bulgharia, Rus’, and the Baltic.
The basic structures of the Golden Horde reproduced those of the Mongol
Empire. “From Sarai, the Golden Horde rulers reduplicated almost exactly
the system of dispersed economic dependencies centered upon Karakorum:
Sarai was 700 miles from Moscow, 600 miles from Kiev, and in the opposite
direction, 800 miles from its dependency of Khorezm.”*” The geography of
the new smychka was very clear. Its military power lay in the steppes, while its
wealth lay to the south, west, and north of the steppes, and in the caravans and
ships that moved goods within and through Batu’s ulus.

The Golden Horde had access to three distinct types of mobilizational
regions. The first included the thin strip of cities along its southern borders
from Khorezm to the Black Sea, and the rich trades that passed between them.
The second consisted of the northern Slavic lands once unified within Rus’.
Here, forests, scattered rural populations, and cities, generally poorer than
those of the south, posed distinctive mobilizational challenges. Resources were
abundant but widely dispersed, and pastoralist armies could not keep their
armies long in the woodlands with their limited pastures. Finally, there were
potential looting zones in eastern Europe, Azerbaijan, and northern Iran, and
even, occasionally, in Central Asia.

Batu’s tax collectors focused first on the trading caravans and cities of the
south, where they found a mobilizational environment similar to Transoxi-
ana. In the early years of the Golden Horde, trade caravans and river trades
may have been its most important source of wealth.#® Batu and his succes-
sors understood and respected the commercial, financial, and administrative
expertise to be found in regions such as Khorezm, whose officials replicated
the role once played by Uighur officials under Chinggis Khan. Urgench (mod-
ern Kunya-Urgench), the capital of Khorezm, enjoyed a revival of wealth and
fortunes in the fourteenth century before being destroyed by Timur in 1388.
Ibn Battuta visited the city in February 1333. He described it as

the largest, greatest, most beautiful and most important city of the Turks. It has
fine bazaars and broad streets, a great number of buildings and abundance of
commodities; it shakes under the weight of its population, by reason of their
multitude...?

The Golden Horde also controlled trading cities along the Syr Darya, such
as Otrar, Sygnak, and Dzhend, as well as cities on the northern shores of the
Caspian Sea and the Black Sea. This gave them control over the resources
flowing through the northern, steppe branch of the Silk Roads, which led to
the trading cities of the Black Sea, Byzantium, and the eastern Mediterranean.
At its height, the Golden Horde was able to protect caravans traveling from
Khorezm to the Black Sea. Ibn Arabshah, an Arab historian who wrote in
the early fifteenth century, noted that, “There was a time, when caravans
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departing from Khwarazm by carts moved safely and without danger to their
destination — the Crimea. It took three months to cross that distance.”*® Plenty
of people lived in the arid steppes between so that caravans did not need to
hire guides or bring food or fodder. By the early fifteenth century, though, he
noted that few lived in the steppes and caravans no longer traveled through
them. Black Sea cities had traded between the steppes and the Mediterranean
for at least two millennia, handling products of the forests (honey, wax, and
furs) and of the steppelands (grain, horses, fish, and slaves), as well as more
exotic trade goods from the far north and the far east. All these products
enjoyed sustained demand from Mediterranean consumers. The slave trade
was particularly profitable. Slaves, some sold by their own families, might be
used as servants in the Crimean cities, or sold by European merchants as
domestic servants or concubines in Europe or, particularly if they came from
Central Asia, as soldiers in Mamluk Egypt.>!

So vital was the commercial and financial prosperity and expertise of the
southern cities that in 1267 Khan Mengu-Temur sold control over Caffa (a
town of little significance before this date) to the Genoese, and granted Venice
concessions in Azov (Tana). Both cities flourished, and Caffa became a major
center for the slave trade. In 1332 Ibn Battuta found 200 trading and mil-
itary ships in Caffa’s harbor. He reported that Caffa had a Genoese gover-
nor and most of its inhabitants were “infidels.”?> The Golden Horde took
a good share of the profits from these markets, supervising them through a
governor based in Solgat (Staryi Krim). Eventually, the rulers of the Golden
Horde negotiated treaties that allowed Italian officials to collect fees of 3—
5 percent on the value of all traded merchandise for their Jochid overlords, in
return for considerable independence and Jochid protection for their trade and
subjects.>?

The most important of the Golden Horde’s looting zones were in northern
Persia and eastern Europe. As in the Chagatay ulus, looting zones provided
military training and booty for pastoralists, and helped cement the loyalty of
regional leaders, whose wealth and authority they bolstered. Looting raids also
provided information on the strength of neighbors and rivals, and on possibil-
ities for further expansion.

The third and most distinctive mobilizational region lay in Rus’ and Volga
Bulgharia, in the forested north. The human and material wealth of the north
was scattered in villages and towns that were generally smaller and poorer than
those of Transoxiana or the Black Sea shores. Forests reduced the mobility
of pastoralist armies, and provided little fodder for their horses, so at first the
Mongols probably thought of the region as a western equivalent of Siberia. On
the other hand, river systems linked the major cities of the region into commer-
cial networks that reached from the Baltic to the Volga and Caspian, and down
the Dnieper to the Black Sea and the eastern Mediterranean. These routes had
great potential importance as they connected Saray to the flourishing markets
of northwestern Europe.

For Arabic geographers, as for the Mongols, the ecological similarities of
northern forest peoples blurred the cultural differences between them. Allsen
writes:
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At the western end of the steppe—forest frontier, both the Eastern Slavs and the
Volga Bulgars had mixed economies that combined, in varying proportions, agri-
culture, animal husbandry, hunting, fishing, and urban handicrafts production.
And such a characterization, at least at this level of generalization, can just as
accurately be applied to Qirghiz of the Yenisei or the Jurchens of the Amur basin.
It is not surprising then, that in the Islamic geographical tradition northerners
are much homogenized. The term Saqalibah embraced disparate ruddy complex-
ioned peoples — Scandinavians, Slavs, Finns and Turks — of the northern forests.
The Persian author Gardizi, in the mid-eleventh century, even relates and con-
flates the Saqalibah with the Khirkhiz (Qirghiz) of the Yenisei.’*

The Mongol conquest of Rus’ destroyed many of its cities. There were 14
Jochid campaigns in northeastern Rus’ alone in the 25 years after the invasion
of 1237, and many more followed. So divided were the principalities of Rus’
that, before the 1320s, Mongol contingents were often joined by armies from
the principalities.’>® Some regions, such as the old Rus’ capital of Vladimir,
never fully recovered. Economic activity and building declined, as did the
quality of workmanship, as artisans were dispatched to build and beautify the
steppe cities of the Mongols.’® However, some Rus’ towns, including Nov-
gorod, Pskov, Tver, and Smolensk, escaped the attentions of Mongol armies,
and may even have benefited from an influx of refugees and the decline of their
rivals.

At first, the Mongols used the crudest of methods to mobilize resources
from the north. Batu sent temporary agents or basgags (many of them prob-
ably from Urgench) to Volga Bulgharia and the principalities of Rus’, where
they demanded significant resources. In the 1250s, Mongke held an empire-
wide census and attempted to regularize tax collection from all regions, but his
death in 1259 ended all tax transfers to Karakorum.’” By the end of the thir-
teenth century, in both Rus’ and Volga Bulgharia, tax collection was mostly left
to local princes who had been confirmed in office by the khans of the Golden
Horde. The taxes they collected included tribute payments (the vykhod), which
may have consisted mainly of furs at first, though eventually they would be paid
in silver coins worth several thousand silver rubles a year.’® There were no sil-
ver mines in Rus’, so the princes of Rus’ acquired their silver from trade with
Europe, where rich silver mines had been discovered in Saxony and Bohemia
in the tenth century. The villages and towns of Rus’ also had to support the
post-horse system, the iam, a burden so onerous that villages along post-horse
routes were exempted from all other taxes. Customs duties were levied on all
trade goods (zamga), and cities and villages had to support Mongol officials
traveling in Rus’.>® There were many other informal costs to be borne, such as
the gifts that princes gave to khans and their officials on visits to Saray (gifts that
could prove critical in deciding the outcome of contests between rival princes),
as well as the extortionate demands of Mongol officials.

Low productivity limited agrarian surpluses, which increased the relative
importance of commercial wealth both to the Golden Horde and to the princes
who collected the tributes.Novgorod, with its well-established European net-
works, played a pivotal role in these trades. Novgorod’s merchants sold furs,
wax, timber, and potash to Flemish and German merchants in return for
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silver, wine, beer, and textiles. Novgorod used European silver to buy grain
from Riazan’ and Moscow, but much of the silver was used to pay the vykhod,
which was sent down the Volga river to Saray. European and Russian goods,
particularly furs, could also be sold profitably in the markets of Saray and
the Black Sea, while steppe goods such as horses and hides were traded
northwards.%0

In the Golden Horde, as in Transoxiana, mobilizing resources through local
princes worked well as long as Saray kept tight control of the region. Before
the death of Mongke in 1259, princes traveled to Karakorum to be con-
firmed in office. Under the Jochids, they traveled to Saray, where they often
left sons behind as hostages. Visits to Saray could be lethal. Between 1308 and
1339 eight princes (including four grand princes) were executed at Saray.®!
But those princes who survived these trips got to know the system from the
inside and sometimes established close ties of patronage and even friendship
with the rulers and officials of the Golden Horde. Over almost two centuries,
more than two hundred princes received the Mongol iarlyk, confirming them
in office.

In return for loyalty and the delivery of tributes, the khans of the Golden
Horde provided protection both for princes and for the Orthodox Church.
In accordance with Mongol tradition, the church was exempted from taxa-
tion, and in 1261 Metropolitan Kirill and Grand Prince Alexander Nevskii of
Vladimir persuaded Khan Berke to found a Christian bishopric in Saray. In
return, the Mongol khans asked only for the church’s blessing, so that now
Orthodox leaders prayed for the khans of the Golden Horde as well as the
princes of Rus’.%2 Relative independence, expanding trade, and a degree of pro-
tection eventually allowed some of the principalities of Rus’ to prosper despite
the tribute burden. By the end of the thirteenth century, there were signs of
economic and demographic recovery.®> Some old cities expanded and new
cities appeared. Urbanization suggests population growth and an increasing
tax base. Renewed building of stone churches is one indication of increasing
wealth. The fact that even villages contributed to tribute payments, sometimes
in silver, is another sign of economic recovery.®*

At the heart of the Jochid mobilizational machine was the khan’s camp or
orda. When Ibn Battuta traveled through the Golden Horde in 1332-1333, he
found the orda of Khan Ozbeg in the north Caucasus, near modern Piatigorsk:

we saw a vast city on the move with its inhabitants, with mosques and bazaars in it,
the smoke of the kitchens rising in the air (for they cook while on the march), and
horse-drawn waggons transporting the people. On reaching the camping place
they took down the tents from the waggons and set them on the ground, for they
are light to carry, and so likewise they did with the mosques and shops.®®

From one point of view, Ozbeg’s orda was the headquarters of an army. From
another, it was a mobile capital city, the home of officials and religious leaders,
as well as members of the royal family.

Over time, like the rulers of the Chagatay ulus, the elites of the Golden Horde
were drawn towards the cities. Some of the newer cities were founded and built
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by the Mongols. They were as artificial as Karakorum and, like Karakorum,
they were originally built, provisioned, and beautified by slave labor, which
was cheap after the vast deportations of the era of conquest. Giovanni Carpini
mentions no towns in the region of Saray in 1246, but eight years later, in
August 1254, Batu’s son, Sartaq, told William of Rubruck about “Sarai, the
new town Baatu has established on the Etilia [Volga].”®® When he visited Saray
in 1333, Ibn Battuta found it to be “one of the finest of cities, of boundless
size, situated in a plain, choked with the throng of its inhabitants, and pos-
sessing good bazaars and broad streets.” It took Ibn Battuta half a day to walk
from one end of the city to the other, through “a continuous line of houses,
among which there were no ruins and no gardens.”®” Modern excavations sug-
gest that, with its suburbs, Saray covered 36 sq. kilometers and had a popula-
tion of perhaps 75,000 people, making it much larger than Karakorum, and as
large as Europe’s major cities.%8 It had 13 mosques and a diverse population
of Mongols (few of whom were Muslims), Alans (mostly Muslims), Kipchak,
Cherkess, Russians, and Byzantines (all of whom Ibn Battuta described as
Christians). “Each group lives in a separate quarter with its own bazaars. Mer-
chants and strangers from the two Irags, Egypt, Syria and elsewhere, live in a
quarter which is surrounded by a wall for the protection of the properties of
the merchants.”%°

EvorLuTtioN oF THE GOLDEN HORDE

As in Central Asia, affluence and stability drew Mongol elites out of the steppes
and towards the cities, where they found wealth, luxurious lifestyles, and con-
nections. And, as in the Chagatay ulus, these changes undermined the tradi-
tional smychka by creating cultural, political, geographical, and economic divi-
sions between rulers who lived in cities (or mobile cities like Ozbeg’s orda) and
their steppeland armies.

Batu ruled the western ulus from 1241 until his death in 1255. After the
death of his son, Sartaq, and then of Sartaq’s son, Batu was succeeded by
his brother, Berke (r. 1258-1267). As ruler at the time of Mongke’s death,
Berke became the first independent ruler of the ulus that would become the
Golden Horde. Raised in Khorezm, Berke was a devout Muslim. This helps
explain two critical events in his reign that would shape Jochid foreign policy for
many decades. In 1262, after conflicts about how to divide the spoils during the
conquest of Persia, Berke attacked his cousin, the II-Khan, Hulegu. Soon after,
he concluded a defensive alliance with Sultan Baybars, the ruler of Mamluk
Egypt, the power whose demand for soldier/slaves provided a market for those
captured in the era of conquest, and energized the slave trade of the Black Sea
cities. The lucrative trade with Egypt and the Mediterranean explains why the
Golden Horde was so keen to keep the Dardanelles open either by allying with
Byzantium or by threatening it through the Balkans.

After his death in 1267, Berke was succeeded by Batu’s grandson, Mengu-
Temur (r. 1267-1280). Under Mengu-Temur’s successor, Tode-Menghu
(r. 1280-1287), a non-Chinggisid commander, Emir Nogai (d. 1299), became
the real power in the Golden Horde. Nogai had been one of Khan Berke’s
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most successful military commanders and controlled a large ulus in the west
of the khanate, reaching from the Danube to the Pontic steppes, in the region
that would eventually form the heartland of the Crimean khanate. In his
final years, Nogai emerged as the aga or senior figure of the Jochid dynasty,
though, as a non-Chinggisid, he could not rule himself.”® Nevertheless,
Russian chronicles describe him as a “T'sar,” and foreign diplomatic embassies
often treated him as the real power in the khanate. He married into both the
II-Khanate and Byzantine royal families and, for a time, ruled the kingdom
of Bulgharia.”! Nogai organized the coup that placed Mengu-Temur’s son,
Khan Toqta (r. 1291-1312), on the throne, but he was eventually killed
in conflict with Toqta, who won these conflicts partly by maintaining the
support of pastoralist leaders and their armies. Toqta followed up his victory
by reallocating lands and migration routes to loyal followers, and confiscating
the pasturelands of his enemies. The extent of Nogai’s power is shown by the
fact that, after his death, the Golden Horde lost control of the lands he had
conquered in the foothills of the Carpathians.”?

Toqta was succeeded in 1313 not by his son but by his nephew, Ozbeg
(r. 1313-1341), who gained the throne after a coup organized by his mother,
Balajun. She was supported by Qutlug Temur, the emir of Saray, who con-
trolled powerful armies from Khorezm. During Ozbeg’s long reign, there were
important changes in the structure of the khanate. Ozbeg himself converted
to Islam, under the influence of a Bukharan sheikh, Ibn ‘Abd-ul-Hamid, and
during his reign Islam became the official religion of the khanate, though it
still had little influence in the steppes.”> Fedorov-Davydov argues that this
change is linked to the rise of a new, more urbanized elite group, with close
connections to the Muslim elites of Saray and Khorezm (where Ozbeg’s
patron Qutluq Temur would become governor), and to the Muslim world of
the Mediterranean.”* If true, this suggests that the coup that brought Ozbeg
to power was a rebuff to traditional steppe elites, and revealed the rising
power of an emerging central bureaucracy, dominated by urbanized Muslims.
One sign of this shift may be the decline of the traditional quriltai. None
were held in the Golden Horde after 1300. Under Ozbeg we also begin to
see more bureaucratized administrative structures, such as the institution of
the garachi beys, a council of four leading emirs whose leader, the beglerbegi,
was a sort of prime minister. This institution may have been modeled on a
similar institution in the I1-Khanate, or it may derive from the structures of
the original keshig, or bodyguard, of Chinggis Khan. By the time of Ozbeg,
the Khan’s orders were being counter-signed by one of the four garachi beys.”

Another sign of the growing importance of cities and trade is increased town
building, including the building of a new capital, New Saray, for Khan Janibeg
(1342-1357). The collapse of the Persian II-Khanate after 1335 diverted much
Central Asian trade through the more stable lands of the Golden Horde.”®
However, little of this wealth reached the steppes, further weakening the ties
between steppe armies and city rulers. When, in the middle of the fourteenth
century, we find Jochid leaders hiring Italian mercenaries, we must suspect a
serious breakdown in the yoking mechanism of the smychka.
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CONCLUSION

In the century after Mongke’s death, we see a rapid but partial unraveling of the
Mongol Empire. The central authority evaporated, and so did the power and
wealth of the capital, Karakorum. But in the major uluses or family domains,
relatively stable regional systems of rule emerged. In each, however, tensions
arose between the different components of the smychka. In the Far East, that
tension was expressed in Chinese rule over an impoverished Mongolian step-
peland. In Central Asia, ties between pastoralist and urban regions loosened,
and mobilizational systems splintered into local tribal groupings. In the Golden
Horde, a regional smychka survived for well over a century, but by the middle
of the fourteenth century, ties between the pastoralist and urbanized drivers of
the smychka were loosening. In the 1360s, the Golden Horde would fall apart
during a prolonged civil war.
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[3] 1350-1500: CENTRAL AND
EASTERN INNER EURASIA

THE CRIsIS oF THE MID-FOURTEENTH CENTURY
AND THE FRAGMENTATION OF THE GOLDEN HORDE

If the thirteenth century was an era of expansion and increasing regional con-
nections in much of Eurasia, the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries
were dominated by decline and devolution. Climate change and the move-
ment of diseases across the continent would shape the histories of many parts
of Inner and Outer Eurasia.

CLIMATE CHANGE AND THE BrLAcCK DEATH

Beginning in the late twelfth century, climates in many parts of the world
started to cool, beginning a slow descent into the Little Ice Age, whose coldest
phase would be in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.! In much of Inner
Eurasia, though, climate change seems to have taken rather different forms,
leading in some regions to warmer and wetter climates. Climate change was
the first of two large trends that would shape many aspects of Eurasian history
for several centuries. The second large trend was a series of plague epidemics
that first struck in the middle of the fourteenth century. Climate change and
plague may have been linked if, as John L. Brooke has suggested, increasing
moisture in the steppelands multiplied the populations of fleas and rodents that
carried the bubonic plague across Inner Eurasia from China to the Mediter-
ranean world (Figure 3.1).2

These large trends generated a demographic, economic, and political crisis
that affected much of Eurasia in the mid-fourteenth century. As Figure 3.2
shows, available demographic evidence, though imprecise, suggests that this
was the only century in the last millennium in which global populations actually
declined, though there were several such periods in the previous millennium,
some of them possibly linked also to the Black Death.3

A History of Russia, Central Asia and Mongolia: Volume II: Inner Eurasia from the Mongol Empire
to Today, 1260-2000, First Edition. David Christian.
© 2018 David Christian. Published 2018 by John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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Figure 3.1 Little Ice Age and the Black Death. Brooke, Climate Change, Figure 111.10, 258. Repro-
duced with permission of Cambridge University Press.

In Inner Eurasia, where surpluses were smaller and less certain than in
Outer Eurasia, and climatic instability could quickly stir up widespread con-
flict, the impact of such crises was magnified, as the charts suggest. According
to Biraben’s figures (see Figures 3.3 and 3.4), the population of Inner Eurasia
may have declined in both the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, while in
Eurasia as a whole, the decline is most evident in the fourteenth century. The
Eurasia-wide extent and scale of the fourteenth-century crisis can be explained,
in part, by the increasing connectedness of the thirteenth-century “world sys-
tem.” As Abu-Lughod put it, “just because the regions had become so inter-
linked, declines in one inevitably contributed to declines elsewhere, particularly
in contiguous parts that formed ‘trading partnerships.”’* In Plagues and Peo-
ples, William McNeill explained how the expansion of exchange networks after
1000 cE guaranteed that the plague would reach regions whose populations
lacked immunity to it, so that the plague took the horrifying form of what Alfred
Crosby has called “virgin soil epidemics.” These are epidemics “in which the
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Figure 3.2 Global population estimates to 1700 cg. Brooke, Climate Change, Table IIl.1a, 259.
Reproduced with permission of Cambridge University Press.

populations at risk have had no previous contact with the diseases that strike
them and are therefore immunologically almost defenseless.”®> Recent scholar-
ship has demonstrated the close link between large-scale plague epidemics and
integrative pulses that link once separated regions, for this was not the first time
that the bubonic plague (Yersinia pestis) had spread through Inner Eurasia.b It
had also spread in the sixth century ci during the so-called Justinian Plague,
after which it recurred for two more centuries. As in the fourteenth century,
the Justinian Plague probably originated among rodent populations in north-
ern Xinjiang before spreading along migration and trade routes of the Silk

Millions

1000 1100 1200 1300 1400 1500 1600 1700
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Figure 3.3 Biraben: populations of Inner Eurasia, 1000 to 1700 cE. Data from Biraben
“Essai.”

51



INNER EURASIA IN THE AGRARIAN Era: 1260-1850

600
500

400

300

Millions

200 -

100 -

0 -
1000 1100 1200 1300 1400 1500 1600 1700
Year CE

Figure 3.4 Biraben: populations of Outer Eurasia, 1000 to 1700 ct. Data from Biraben
“Essai.”

Roads, along the southern borderlands of Inner Eurasia, to the Mediterranean
and Europe (Figure 3.5).

The “Black Death” struck first in the middle of the fourteenth century, and
then recurred, with declining virulence, for several hundred years. The first
wave may have killed 30—40 percent of the population in both urban and rural
areas. The Black Death reached Khorezm in 1345, and Saray in 1346. When it
reached Khan Ozbeg’s lands in October and November of 1346, a contempo-
rary reported that “the villages and towns were emptied of their inhabitants,”
while 85,000 deaths were reported in the Crimea.” The plague reached Caffa,
and from there Italian merchants fleeing Janibeg’s besieging armies may have
carried it to Italy. In 1348, the plague spread to the Levant and northern Africa.
In 1349 it reached Spain, northwestern Europe, and Britain, as well as the

First pandemic

Third pandemic,
Second pandemic Worldwide spreéad

Figure 3.5 Possible routes for the spread of bubonic plague during three pandemics, in the 6th—8th,
14th—17th, and 19th—20th centuries. Wagner et al., “Yersinia pestis.” Reproduced with permission of
Elsevier.
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Baltic and Scandinavia. By this circular route it entered Rus’ from the north-
west, through the Baltic, reaching Pskov and Novgorod in 1352 and other parts
of Rus’ the next year. The fact that the Black Death did not reach Rus’ directly
from Saray suggests that by this time exchanges between Russia and Europe
through Novgorod were more vigorous than those between Russia and Saray.

In 1353, the plague killed Prince Simeon of Moscow, one of his brothers, and
both of his sons, as well as the Orthodox Metropolitan Theognostus. Prince
Simeon’s will captures the apocalyptic horror felt by contemporaries. “And lo,
I write this to you so that the memory of our parents and of us may not die,
and so that the candle may not go out.”® In central Russia, the plague may
have killed a quarter of the population. After its first assault, the plague struck
Saray and the Russian lands again in 1364, 1374, and 1396, and for the last
time in 1425.° But its impact diminished as populations acquired increasing
immunity. Its periodic returns explain why populations did not reach their pre-
plague levels again until 1500, 150 years after its first appearance in western
Inner Eurasia.

THE FRAGMENTATION OF THE (GOLDEN HORDE

The Black Death was particularly destabilizing in Inner Eurasia, with its
smaller surpluses and cities, and more fragile polities. It certainly helped shat-
ter the Golden Horde, the one Mongol successor state that survived into the
mid-fourteenth century. But other factors were important, too. The Ottoman
seizure of Gallipoli in 1354 throttled trade through the Bosporus, while the
collapse of the Yuan dynasty in 1368 reduced trade along the Silk Roads, and
declining silver production in Central Europe created a bullion shortage.!?
Goods that had been carried through the southern borders of the Golden
Horde after the collapse of the II-Khanate in the 1330s began once more to
flow south through Iran or northwards through Rus’.!! In the last two decades
of the fourteenth century, Timur’s devastating campaigns (see below) ruined
many of the cities and trade centers of the Golden Horde, including its new
capital, New Saray. By the early fifteenth century, the ancient trade in silks
and spices through the Pontic steppes had declined as increasing amounts of
Chinese goods were carried through the Indian Ocean. The extensive trade
networks once managed from Saray fell under the control of regional powers,
from Novgorod to Lithuania to Crimea, Kazan’, and Moscow.12

If these changes felled the Golden Horde, the Black Death finished it off. The
bubonic plague flourished in armies on campaign, pruned ruling lineages, and
ignited vicious succession struggles. In the late 1350s, Batu’s lineage died out
amidst brutal fratricidal conflicts. Khan Berdibeg (r. 1357-1359) succeeded to
the khanate probably after murdering his father, Janibeg (r. 1342-1357), the
builder of New Saray. Berdibeg was murdered by another brother, who was
murdered in turn by another brother, Nawroz. Nawroz, the last of the Batuids,
left no heir. Now each of the four leading noble families in the Golden Horde
began to support rival claimants to the throne. In a fractal repeat of the breakup
of the Mongol Empire, the Golden Horde split into regional uluses, each of
which now had to build its own, regional smychka.l3
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After 1360, the Golden Horde fell apart during a twenty-year civil war that
Russian sources call “The Great Troubles.” Khans succeeded each other with
dizzying speed as regional leaders put up rival claimants. Rivals fought over
four core territories: (1) Crimea and the Crimean steppe; (2) the steppes and
cities of the north Caucasus; (3) the Volga delta region around Saray; and
(4) the steppes of Kazakhstan and the cities of the Syr Darya and Khorezm.
Each region had once been a princely ulus and each yoked together agrarian
regions and commercial cities with pastoralist armies from the steppes. Even-
tually, (5) a fifth core region emerged near modern Kazan’, in what had once
been Volga Bulgharia. In the fifteenth century, each of these regions would
support mobilizational systems based on cut-down versions of the smychka.

The career of Emir Mamaq (d. 1381) illustrates the complexities of “The
Great Troubles.”!* Mamaq had been Khan Berdibeg’s leading emir (or begler-
begr), and also, in a common Mongol configuration, his son-in-law and mar-
riage ally. Like Nogai in the previous century, he held lands in Crimea, the
Crimean steppe, and the western borderlands. Not being a Chinggisid, Mamaq
could only rule through, or with the support of, Chinggisid puppets. In 1361,
he helped install Khan Abdullah in Saray. He then returned to Crimea to raise
troops, leaving a power vacuum in Saray, during which three different khans
were enthroned. For the next 20 years, there would be two major regional cen-
ters, one at Saray and the other with Mamagq in the Crimean steppes. This
was a familiar division of power in the region, which had been prefigured a
century earlier in the time of Nogai, and would recur again many times as
rival systems appeared in the Volga delta and Crimea. Numismatic evidence
suggests that the division between these two regions lay along the Volga itself,
as coins minted under Mamagq are more common in cities west of the river,
except for the brief periods when Mamaq and his puppet khans controlled
Saray.!?

As Saray’s wealth and power ebbed, the borderlands fell away. Moldavia
seceded in ¢.1359. In 1363, after the defeat of Jochid forces by the Lithuanian
prince Ol’gerd at the battle of Blue Waters, the Podolian lands and most of the
lands between the Dnieper and Dniester rivers stopped paying tribute. The
rising Baltic power of Lithuania began to nibble away at the ancient heartlands
of Kievan Rus’ along the Dnieper. Khorezm apparently became independent
after 1361, for after that date its coins no longer carried the name of a Jochid
khan. Astrakhan and Saraychik also rejected Saray’s authority. At times Saray’s
rulers controlled little beyond Saray itself.!®

With Batu’s line extinguished, two other Jochid lineages challenged for power
in the center of Inner Eurasia: the lineage of Batu’s elder brother, Orda, and
that of another brother, Shiban. In 1372, a descendant of Orda known as Urus
Khan (d. 1377) moved west from his capital at Sygnak on the Syr Darya, con-
quered New Saray, and declared himself khan of the Golden Horde. (Urus’s
real name was Muhammad, but he was nicknamed Urus because of his resem-
blance to the Slavic Rus’.)!? Two of his former followers, another Jochid,
Toqtamish, and a non-Chinggisid general known as Edigu, from the ulus of
Shiban, sought the help of the rising Central Asian ruler Timur to overthrow
Urus Khan. With Timur’s support, Toqtamish (fl. 1375-1405) conquered

54



1350-1500: CENTRAL AND EASTERN INNER EURASIA

Saray twice, in 1376 and again in 1380.!% Both Toqtamish and Edigu would
have long careers with many odd twists and turns.

To the west, Mamagq controlled the traditional flows of tribute from Rus’. So
important was the Rus’ tribute for Mamagq that when Grand Prince Dmitrii of
Moscow (1359-1389) failed to deliver the full tribute because of chaos in the
Horde and declining trade between Novgorod and the Baltic, Mamagq trans-
ferred the grand princely patent to the prince of Tver, only to return it after
Muscovite armies defeated those of Tver. In 1380, Mamaq sent an army north
to exact the full tribute from Moscow. At Kulikovo field, in September 1380,
Prince Dmitrii of Moscow inflicted the first major defeat of Rus’ forces over
those of the Golden Horde. The battle looms large in Russian historiogra-
phy, but it was never just a conflict between a colony and its steppe overlords.
Mamagq represented just part of the khanate, and he was allied with Lithuania,
though no Lithuanian armies turned up to support him. Mamaq’s troops were
a motley collection of pastoral nomads, Genoese mercenaries from Crimea,
and contingents from other Rus’ principalities.!® In 1381, Mamaq was defeated
by Toqtamish on the Kalka river near Azov. He fled to Caffa, whose Genoese
rulers murdered him.

Toqtamish now reunited the two main regions of the Golden Horde and
in 1382 reasserted its authority in a brutal raid on Moscow. According to the
Nikon chronicle:

Until then the city of Moscow had been large and wonderful to look at, crowded
as she was with people, filled with wealth and glory ... and now all at once all her
beauty perished and her glory disappeared. Nothing could be seen but smoking
ruins and bare earth and heaps of corpses.?’

Awed by this reminder of the military power still wielded by the Jochid
khans, several princes of Rus’ headed for Saray and submitted to Toqtamish.
Khorezmian coins in his name show that he even reasserted Saray’s authority
over Khorezm 2!

The revived Golden Horde lasted for just a decade. In 1390 and again in
1395, Timur crushed Toqtamish’s armies and sacked Saray. After his second
defeat, Toqtamish fled to Lithuania and was succeeded as khan by his for-
mer ally, Edigu (fl. 1395-1420). Edigu came from the Manghit tribes of the
ulus of Shiban and would later be regarded as the founder of the Nogai (or
“Manghit”) Horde. Like Mamagq, Edigu ruled the Golden Horde as beglerbegi
through a series of Chinggisid puppets. The Golden Horde finally disintegrated
after Edigu’s death in 1420.

CENTRAL ASIA AND TIMUR

As the Golden Horde crumbled, new mobilizational systems emerged. The
remarkable career of Emir Timur (c.1336-1405) illustrates a mobilizational
possibility that would never be explored so thoroughly again: that of build-
ing a powerful smychka in the complex ecological patchwork of Transoxiana.
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Timur’s career and those of his successors illustrate the difficulties of such a
project, and help explain why, despite its wealth and sophistication, Central
Asia provided an unstable foundation for a powerful mobilization system.

Timur was known as the “lame” (Agsaq Timur) because an arrow wound to
his right knee left him with a limp.22 Not being a Chinggisid, he never assumed
the title of khan but ruled, like Mamaq and Edigu, as the emir and marriage
partner of Chinggisid puppets. When Ibn Khald@in met him outside Damascus
in 1401, Timur explained, “I myself am only the representative of the sovereign
of the throne. (As for the king himself) here he is,” and Timur pointed to a row
of men standing behind him, one of whom was his Chinggisid stepson, but it
turned out the boy had left the room.23

In the 1360s, Timur built up a powerful polity based on a smychka similar
to that of Qaidu. It yoked the military power of Central Asian steppe armies
(mostly from Transoxiana rather than Zungharia) to the commercial, financial,
and technological resources of Transoxiana’s cities. He extracted booty from a
colossal looting zone reaching from Iraq and Anatolia to Russia and south to
northern India. Timur also managed the unusual feat of yoking together the
very different cultural and religious worlds of Central Asia’s cities and steppes.
He himself followed sharia law and supported Muslim institutions in the cities,
but he accepted the more collectivist tribal rules of the steppes and many of
his supporters followed traditional pastoralist religious traditions.2* However,
unlike Chinggis Khan, Timur failed to ensure a smooth succession after his
death. The Timurid polity survived his death in 1405, but would never again
be as powerful as during his lifetime.

Timur was born in ¢.1336 in a pastoralist milieu in Kish (modern Shahris-
abs), south of Samarkand. He belonged to a Turkicized tribe of Mongol
pastoralists, the Barulas, who had adopted Islam and developed close ties
with the region’s cities. Some of their chiefs owned agricultural and urban
land, though most Barulas lived as pastoral nomads.?> Like Chinggis Khan,
Timur acquired his political and military skills in a world of vicious inter-
tribal conflicts, complicated by the threat of invasion either from the khans
of Moghulistan in the east, or from the Qara’unas in the south. The Qara’unas
were descendants of Mongol armies settled in Afghanistan, who were ruled
by Chagatay khans until the death of Tarmashirin in 1334.2° For these rival
groups, Central Asia’s cities were prizes to be fought over, but also sources
of power because they were the hubs of networks of political influence, and
could supply cash, luxury goods, and markets for booty, while their populations
provided recruits and their workshops produced high-quality weaponry. The
cities were also fortresses.?” In the late fifteenth-century memoirs of Babur,
founder of the Mughal dynasty, we have a vivid description of warfare in this
region, with its pitched battles and sieges, its betrayals and rapid reversals of
fortune.?8

Timur’s rise to power, like Temujin’s, shows the importance of building elite
structures disciplined by mutual advantage rather than just by the looser ties
of kinship. As Manz points out, the struggles of Timur’s youth were not strictly
between tribes but rather for control over tribes, their armies, and the cities
they controlled.2® More reliable than the tribe was the uymag, the personal
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household, retinue, or guard of a chief, the Central Asian equivalent of the
Mongol keshig.

An uymagq was an elite military formation organized as a great household under
the leadership of its chief. The chief was supported by his family and by other
lesser chiefs and their followers whose support was won by delicate negotiations
and/or by success in war. The uymagq chief used his military support to collect
taxes from townsmen and peasants, and to establish, in effect, a local territorial
government commonly based in a citadel or fortress.>®

The uymagq that gathered around Timur would eventually form the core of a
new and highly disciplined ruling elite. Like many young pastoralist leaders,
Timur learned his craft leading livestock raids, and members of these raid-
ing parties would dominate the retinue of 300 or so soldiers that formed his
uymagq. Timur’s retinue was as diverse as Chinggis Khan’s. Manz has identified
18 close followers, some related by marriage, some from smaller tribal groups,
some with no tribal connections, and some, perhaps, of slave origin.>!

His loyal followers made Timur a force to be reckoned with. Like Chinggis
Khan, he extended his power by judiciously supporting and then betraying the
region’s most powerful rulers. In 1360, he supported an invasion of Transox-
iana by the Moghul ruler, Khan Tughlugh-Temur (r. 1347-1363). In return,
Tughlugh-Temur made Timur chief of the Barulas tribe and the Kish region.
Within a year, Timur had switched his allegiance to Husain, the leader of the
Qara’unas, and then back again to Tughlugh-Temur. After switching sides once
more, in 1364, Timur and Husain drove Tughlugh-Temur out of Transoxiana,
and Husain was elected emir at a special quriltai. Six years later, Timur over-
threw Husain and arranged his execution.

Timur was elected emir of Transoxiana at a quriltar in 1370. He distributed
Husain’s many wives, taking some himself (including a Chinggisid, Saray Malik
Khanim, who became his favorite wife), and giving others to his close follow-
ers, to form new ties of kinship within the emerging ruling elite.32 In the next
15 years he placed his own followers at the head of most of the major tribal
units and armies of the Chagatay wulus, including the Qara’unas. Like Chinggis
Khan, a combination of toughness, skill, and luck had helped him build a new
ruling class whose members owed him everything.

As the ruler of Transoxiana, Timur controlled a large, powerful, and dis-
ciplined army. At its core were contingents of pastoral nomads, whose fami-
lies accompanied them on the longer campaigns.3 Its strike force consisted
of heavy cavalry, commanded by close followers of Timur, who were sup-
ported by large land grants. The cities provided infantry levies. On some cam-
paigns Timur’s army included elephants and, probably for the first time in the
region, artillery and handguns. Timur’s hybrid army of pastoralists, infantry,
and artillery was much more expensive than traditional steppe armies so, while
it could mobilize resources, it also depended on a vast flow of resources to keep
it in the field. This may help explain why Timur, unlike Chinggis Khan, failed
to build a durable system of tribute-taking outside his homeland. Instead, he
treated conquered regions beyond his Chagatay u/us as looting zones. Looting
zones became and remained the main source of Timur’s wealth.
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From 1380, Timur campaigned almost continuously, generating huge flows
of booty that fueled and sustained his empire. Between 1381 and 1386 his
armies fought in Khorasan and northern Afghanistan. In 1386 he invaded Per-
sia. In the same year he began a long northern campaign against his former
ally, Toqtamish, ruler of the Golden Horde. In 1390, Timur’s armies pursued
Toqtamish to the Volga, where they defeated him near modern Samara, then
captured and looted his capital, Saray. In 1392, Timur set off on a five-year
campaign in Persia and northern Mesopotamia. In 1394, his armies attacked
Toqtamish once more, then raided north almost as far as Moscow, before loot-
ing Saray again on their return in 1395. New Saray would never recover and
trade routes shifted south to the benefit of Timur’s own capital, Samarkand.3*
In 1398 Timur invaded northern India and sacked Delhi, in a campaign that
would provide the symbolic justification for his descendant Babur’s conquest
of India a century later. In 1399, Timur campaigned in Syria and Anatolia. In
1404, he launched an ambitious invasion of China. His armies set off early the
next year but got no further than Otrar, where Timur died. His death ended all
plans for invasion, a powerful reminder of the crucial role of individual leaders
in pastoralist politics.

Cities and the people and wealth they contained were the main prize of most
of these campaigns. Once a city had surrendered, Timur’s armies would seal
up all but one entrance to prevent unauthorized looting and stop inhabitants
from fleeing with their property. Tax collectors and torturers moved through
the conquered city, assessing its wealth, finding what was hidden, and extorting
tributes. What they took was carefully registered before being divided between
the commanders of Timur’s army, and only when the leaders had their share
were ordinary soldiers allowed to plunder. Where cities resisted or tried to
outwit him, Timur put their inhabitants to the sword, erecting pyramids of
their skulls as a warning to others. After the destruction of Isfahan in 1388, the
historian Hafiz-i Abru claimed to have counted 28 pyramids, each with about
1,500 skulls.>®

Ibn Khaldin witnessed the fall of Damascus in February 1401. After the
town fell,

[Timur] confiscated under torture hundredweights of money which he seized.
... Then he gave permission for the plunder of the houses of the people of the
city, and they were despoiled of all their furniture and goods. The furnishings
and utensils of no value which remained were set on fire ... [Then the army was
allowed to plunder the city for three days.] When the soldiers had seized all the
furniture and utensils left in the city, they drove out of it in fetters men, women,
and children, except those under five years old and the feeble aged.>®

Timur lavished great care on his own lands. In the Chagatay ulus, he supported
agriculture and commerce and rebuilt major cities, adding mosques, palaces,
and fortifications.3” With his son Shahrukh, he renovated irrigation systems
in what may have been the last large-scale irrigation works undertaken before
the Russian conquest in the nineteenth century.?® Though personally illiterate,
Timur valued cultural booty. He spent huge amounts adorning and enriching
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his capital, Samarkand. He had a lifelong passion for architecture, which he
indulged in the great cities of Central Asia, particularly Samarkand. He col-
lected beautiful objects, such as porcelains. He was interested in philosophy
and poetry and played a good game of chess, and his interest in scholarship
and scientific matters seeded a cultural renaissance in Central Asia in the early
fifteenth century.

A Spanish ambassador, Clavijo, visited Samarkand in 1404. In Timur’s time,
the city had huge suburbs in which there lived craftsmen transported from
conquered regions.

From Damascus he brought weavers of silk, and men who made bows, glass and
earthenware, so that, of those articles, Samarcand produces the best in the world.
From Turkey, he brought archers, masons and silversmiths. He also brought men
skilled in making engines of war. ... There was so great a number of people
brought to this city, from all parts, both men and women, that they are said to
have amounted to one hundred and fifty thousand persons, of many nations.>’

According to Clavijo, there were so many captives that many lived outside the
city “under trees and in caves.” He reported that Samarkand’s markets were
abundant and contained many foreign goods.

Russia and Tartary send linen and skins; China sends silks, which are the best in
the world (more especially the satins), and musk which is found in no other part
of the world, rubies and diamonds, pearls and rhubarb, and many other things. ...
From India come spices, such as nutmegs, cloves, mace, cinnamon, ginger, and
many others which do not reach Alexandria.*°

Though sedentary and nomadic regions were integrated into Timur’s empire,
the symbolic divisions of the smychka were never blurred.Pastoralists, most of
whom were Turkic, specialized in warfare, while officials from the sedentary
population (mostly Persian) dominated civilian government and managed the
mobilization of resources, often under the supervision of Turkic emirs. The
two spheres of warfare and government remained distinct ethnically, culturally,
functionally, and administratively.4!

After Timur’s death in 1405, there followed a 15-year civil war that ended
with the victory of his fourth son, Shahrukh (r. 1405-1447). Timur’s succes-
sors all succumbed to the lure of Central Asia’s magnificent cities. Like all
Timur’s sons, Shahrukh had grown up in a more urbanized environment than
his father. He shifted his capital south to Herat in Khorasan, and devoted far
more attention than his father to cultural and religious concerns. He spent
lavishly on the beautification of major towns, and encouraged painting and lit-
erature. Shahrukh’s son, Baysonghur, who ruled in Astarabad, was a passionate
bibliophile, while his other son, Ulugh-Beg, who ruled in Samarkand (r. 1411—
1449), earned fame as an astronomer and scholar. He encouraged the study of
science and mathematics, and his observatory in Samarkand made some of the
most precise astronomical measurements of the age and produced a new star
catalogue. Ghiyath al-Din Khwandamir, a fifteenth-century historian, wrote:
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Mirza Ulughbeg ... was unique among His Imperial Majesty Shahrukh’s sons for
his great learning and patronage and among all his peers for his justice and equity.
He united the wisdom of Galen with the magnificence of Kay-Kaus, and in all
the arts, especially in mathematics and astronomy, there was no one like him.*?

Even more striking was the cultural flowering of the court of Sultan Husayn
Bayqara (r. 1469-1506), another grandson of Timur, who ruled in Herat.
During his rule, Herat enjoyed a renaissance of Persian and Chagatay Tur-
kic literature and art; it was also home to the great poet, Mir Ali Shir Nava’i,
who wrote in both Persian and Turkic.

Like the later khans of the Golden Horde and Central Asia, Timur’s succes-
sors became so urbanized that they lost their grip on the military power of the
steppes. Indeed, their failure to maintain control of the steppes, and the large
flows of booty that steppe armies could mobilize, highlights the remarkable
political and military achievement of Timur. On the other hand, it may be that
the sort of campaigns Timur had led were simply unsustainable. Under his suc-
cessors, conquest gave way to diplomacy, trade, and cultural exchanges. Effi-
cient management of the region’s irrigation systems sustained agriculture. The
patronage of wealthy and well-educated rulers supported architecture, schol-
arship, and the arts, and the region’s twin capitals, Samarkand and Herat, were
regarded as among the Islamic world’s most beautiful cities.*3

But while the cities flourished, the armies languished, and the flows of booty
they had generated dried up, weakening the bonds of patronage and personal
loyalty that held rulers and the army within a single political force field. In
the second half of the fifteenth century, Timurid rulers survived in Samarkand
(until 1501) and Herat (until 1507) more through luck than skill. But their
military and political power dwindled, and they became increasingly vulner-
able to challenges from the steppes. Many of the city-states of Central Asia
came under the sway of charismatic religious leaders, as rulers tried to achieve
through religious cohesion what Timur had achieved through alliance building,
warfare, and the redistribution of booty.

Sufis spread Islam among Turkic and Mongol tribes throughout the steppe
regions of Central Asia, the Tarim basin, and modern Kazakhstan and Xin-
jlang. Some acquired great political influence through the organization of
tarigas, or sufi schools or brotherhoods. The most powerful of the prosely-
tizers came from the Nagshbandiyya zariga, whose authority would eventually
rival that of the region’s emirs. The Nagshbandiyya order received its name
from Baha al-Din Nagshband (1318-1389), a Sufi master and near contem-
porary of Timur from north-east of Bukhara, who encouraged his followers to
participate in political and commercial life. Many sufi acquired great wealth,
particularly in the form of charitable endowments or wagf, while some became
marriage allies of regional leaders. As Millward writes:

Their claims of descent from the prophet Muhammad, chains of initiation, net-
works of lodges, close ties to merchants and rulers, tombs which served as pilgrim-
age sites and their often considerable wealth made the larger Sufi orders (zariga)
especially the Yasawiyya and Nagshbandiyya powerful institutions with growing
religious and political influence in the Mongol imperial period and after.**
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Particularly influential in the fifteenth century was the Nagshbandiyya
Khwaja Ahrar (1404-1490). Originally a farmer and merchant, Khwaja Ahrar
became an influential teacher, and an adviser to the Timurid rulers of
Samarkand. He dominated the city’s political life for over 30 years after 1457,
ruling at first with the military support of the Uzbek khan Abul-Khayr, but then
in the name of the relatively weak Timurid rulers, Abu-Sa’id (1451-1469) and
his son Ahmad (1469-1494).%5 As Shaikh ul-Islam, Ahrar became the region’s
most important theologian, and through Sufi networks his influence extended
deep into Moghulistan.

Part of the appeal of such figures was that many of their practices made sense
in a steppe world of shamanic religions. Characteristic is a story told of Khoja
Ishaq Wali (d. 1599), who spread Islam in the Tarim basin, Zungharia, and
Semirechie. On hearing that a Kyrgyz chief was seriously ill, and his followers
were making offerings to “idols,” he dispatched one of his own followers, whose
prayers caused the chief to sneeze, stand up, and profess his commitment to
Allah and his one servant and prophet, Muhammad. The chief’s Kyrgyz fol-
lowers immediately converted, and the silver from one of the idols was donated
to the Sufis.*® Sufi power arose, in part, from their ability to work within the
very different worlds of urban and steppe Islam.

But despite their broad cultural appeal, the religious traditions of the Sufis
lacked the capacity of the traditional smychka to mobilize military power, and
never again would Central Asian rulers form a mobilizational system as pow-
erful as that of Timur.

MOBILIZATION IN THE KAZAKH AND
MONGOLIAN STEPPES

When the yoke that held the smychka together snapped, its two beasts lumbered
off in different directions to graze, and the smychka stopped working. We can
see the process with exceptional clarity in the fifteenth century as old yoking
mechanisms broke down.

In the fifteenth century, two large confederations emerged in the steppes of
Central Asia and Mongolia: the Kazakh and the Oirat. Both formed power-
ful regional mobilization systems capable of modest predation on neighboring
regions, but neither created a durable smyckha. Their attempts to do so illus-
trate the difficulties of such a project, and the complexity of the maneuvers that
political and military virtuosi such as Chinggis Khan and Timur had made
seem simple.

THE Kazaka AND UZBEK STEPPES

In the Kazakh steppes north of Transoxiana, two distinct pastoralist confeder-
ations emerged early in the fifteenth century: the Kazakh and the Uzbek. Both
were ruled by Jochid lineages descended from Orda or Shiban. And both would
play a significant political, economic, and eventually symbolic role in the region
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up to present times. The Kazakh and Uzbek eventually split along ecological
lines: the Kazakh kept their base in the steppes where now they provide an
ethnonym for modern Kazakhstan, while the Uzbek settled in the urbanized
south of Transoxiana and provide an ethnonym for modern Uzbekistan.

Originally, the Kazakh steppes fell within the u/us of Jochi’s eldest son, Orda,
sometimes known as the “White Horde.” But they also included the ulus of
Batu’s brother, Shiban, in the “Uzbek” steppes, north of the Caspian Sea.
The ethnonym “Uzbek” probably referred, originally, to people of the Golden
Horde, or the people of Khan Ozbeg.*” Shiban’s ulus is sometimes called
the “Blue Horde.” Both uluses had access to the cities of the Syr Darya and
Semirechie, and the Silk Road trade routes that passed through these lands,
while Orda’s ulus also bordered on Oirat Mongol lands in Zungharia. For pas-
toralists in the Kazakh steppe, the natural mobilizational strategy was to control
or tax resources from Silk Road commerce and from the cities of the Syr Darya
and Transoxiana. But there is evidence that, in the fifteenth and sixteenth cen-
turies, there may have been small towns and areas of farming not just along
the Syr Darya, but even in northern Kazakhstan, so even in the deep steppe
there were opportunities to mobilize resources on a small scale from towns and
farming regions.*8

As we have seen, leaders from both the uluses of Orda and Shiban had played
an active role in the politics of the Golden Horde after the extinction of the
Batuid lineage in 1359. Toqtamish, a descendant of Orda, ruled Saray from
1377 to 1395, before being driven out by Timur, while Edigu, a descendant of
Shiban, became the last ruler of the Golden Horde. Edigu claimed both Jochid
ancestry and descent from the first Islamic caliph, Abu-Bakr. In steppe lore he
would become a legendary figure, particularly among the Nogai (Mangit).4°

After Edigu’s death in 1420, power fragmented in the Central Asian steppes
before the eventual emergence of two new confederations, loosely descended
from the uluses of Orda and Shiban. In 1429, in “Chimgi-Tura” (“Chingis
town,” modern Tiumen’) in western Siberia, a 17-year-old Shibanid chief,
Abul-Khayr, was elected khan of a federation of 24 tribes from the “Uzbek” or
Shibanid steppes. He proved an able leader, and stories of his rise are full of
tropes familiar from the history of Chinggis Khan. His success in politics and
war earned him the support of many regional leaders. Having defeated and
executed his rival, Mahmud Khan, on the Tobol river, he “collected from his
foe boundless spoil, ranging from rosy-cheeked slaves, racers, pack camels and
tents, to hauberks, various arms and coats of mail, all of which were piled up
before the khan’s very tent. The khan then deigned to bestow them on his amir-
lar and bahadurlar according to their rank and fame.””® He raided Khorezm
in 1431, gained the allegiance of tribes from the ulus of Orda, conquered sev-
eral Syr Darya towns in 1446, and made Sygnak his capital.’! By 1450, his
rule extended from the Urals to Lake Balkhash and the Irtysh river. After the
death of Timur’s son, Shahrukh, in 1451, he began to play a role in succession
contests in Samarkand, and married a daughter of Ulugh-Beg. This would cre-
ate ties with urban Transoxiana that proved important a generation later and
may have launched the migrations that would bring large numbers of Uzbek
south.>?
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Abul-Khayr’s treatment of Urgench, which he captured in 1431, suggests
a ruler who understood the workings of the smychka, and the importance of
gaining support both in the steppes and the cities. According to a contemporary
report, Abul-Khayr

ordered the opening of the treasury, whose contents former rulers had gathered
with great labor and many cares, and ordered two eminent emirs to sit at the doors
of the treasury, as all of the commanders, companions of the khan and simple
soldiers entered in twos and took as much [money and valuables] as they could
take away and left. All the soldiers, according to the khan’s command, [entered
the treasury] and each took as much as they could and left.

Having done this, however, Abul-Khayr organized assemblies of the city’s
scholars, clerics, and poets to seek their support.>3

With a bit more skill or luck, Abul-Khayr might have absorbed the Timurid
domains in Transoxiana and once again yoked together the very different
resources of Central Asia’s cities and steppelands. However, such prospects
were ended in 1457 when Abul-Khayr’s forces were defeated by an Oirat
army from western Mongolia. Abul-Khayr’s authority was undermined and
his forces split. In 1458, two descendants of Urus Khan, Giray and Janibek,
whose father Abul-Khayr had killed, led 200,000 of Abul-Khayr’s people east-
wards to the Chu river in the Semirechie region of Moghulistan, whose ruler,
Esen-buka-khan (1429-1462), granted them pasturelands in one of the few
regions of steppe that was underpopulated.’* The 1458 split would provide a
foundation myth for the modern Kazakh and Uzbek nations. It may be that
it divided Abul-Khayr’s followers according to ancient divisions between the
lineages of Orda and Shiban.

Abul-Khayr died in 1467, and Giray and Janibek assumed leadership over
most of his followers. To those they now ruled, they provided both a new
dynasty and a new ethnonym, that of “Kazakh,” a word that meant something
close to “freebooter” and is related to the word “Cossack.”The Kazakh dynasty
would endure for over 350 years.”® Under Giray’s son, Buyunduk (ruled 1480
1511),%% the Kazakhs secured control of most of the Syr Darya region, mak-
ing Yasi (later Turkestan) their capital. Buyunduk’s successor, Kasim Khan
(r. ¢.1509-1523), was a son of Janibek. During his reign, the Kazakhs formed
a more or less stable khanate, with an urban base in the prosperous Syr Darya
cities. Some considered Kasim Khan the most powerful ruler since Jochi, and
the true founder of the Kazakh khanate. It was claimed he could field a million
warriors. The Kazakh became a significant international power, and negoti-
ated with Muscovy.®? By Kasim’s death in 1523, the Kazakhs controlled lands
reaching from the Ural river to Semirechie.

Meanwhile, with a small group of followers, Abul-Khayr’s grandson,
Muhammad Shibani (1451-1510), fled west to Astrakhan. Then he returned
and, with the support of the Yasawiyya Sufi order, whose members provided
him with a retinue of a few hundred soldiers, he headed for the religious cen-
ter of Bukhara.’® Muhammad Shibani became a devout Muslim, eventually
claiming the title of “Imam of the Age, the Caliph of the Merciful One,” a way
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of advertising his Sunni credentials to his Sufi supporters and also to the Shia
ruler of Persia, Shah Isma’il.>® For several years, like his later rival, the Timurid
Babur, he and his armies roamed Transoxiana, trying to build a stable mobi-
lizational system. In 1500, Muhammad Shibani seized Bukhara. The next year,
he besieged Samarkand and expelled Babur.

Babur described the siege of Samarkand in his memoirs, which give a vivid
account of warfare in this region. During the siege, which lasted many months,
there were constant attacks and counter-attacks. Babur describes one occasion
when the besiegers faked an attack on one side of the town, while sending
several hundred men to scale the walls from another side, using siege ladders
wide enough for several men to climb side by side.

Some Uzbeks were on the ramparts, some were coming up, when these four
men arrived at a run, dealt them blow upon blow, and, by energetic drubbing,
forced them all down and put them to flight. ... Another time Kasim Beg led his
braves out through the Needle-makers’ Gate, pursued the Uzbeks as far as Khoja
Kafsher, unhorsed some and returned with a few heads.®°

Eventually, the besiegers began to attack each night, beating drums and shout-
ing beneath one of the city gates. And the city began to run short of supplies.
People began to eat dogs and asses, and Babur knew the end was near when
some fled the city:

The soldiers and peasantry lost hope and, by ones and twos, began to let them-
selves down outside the walls and flee. ... Trusted men of my close circle began
to let themselves down from the ramparts and get away; begs of known name and
old family servants were amongst them.

Eventually, Muhammad Shibani allowed Babur to leave on a journey into exile
that would eventually take him to Delhi as founder of the Mughal dynasty.

In 1507 Muhammad Shibani conquered much of eastern Khorasan, finally
ending Timurid power in the region. The Shibanid conquest of Transoxi-
ana was buoyed by a huge influx of perhaps two or three hundred thousand
migrants from the Uzbek steppes to the more settled regions of Transoxiana.
This migration reduced the demographic pressure in the Kazakh steppes that
had fueled tribal conflicts in the late fifteenth century.®! It also shifted the lin-
guistic balance in Transoxiana from Persian towards Turkic languages.

In 1500, Muhammad Shibani signed a peace treaty with the Kazakh leader,
Buyunduk. This partitioned Central Asia, more or less along ecological lines.
Though it did not prevent bloody warfare along the Syr Darya in the next
decade, the treaty did allow the Uzbek leaders to establish their power in Tran-
soxiana, while the Kazakhs consolidated their grip on the Kazakh steppes. By
1500, there had emerged two Central Asian mobilizational systems, one based
in the Kazakh steppes and along the Syr Darya, the other in Transoxiana. All
the components of a new smychka were present, but no Timur appeared to
yoke them together into a larger mobilizational system.
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MoNGOLIA

After the collapse of the Yuan dynasty in 1368, no Mongolian power structures
survived above the level of regional tribal leaders. But Mongolia was no longer a
colony of China, and Ming China, whose leaders came from the Chinese heart-
land, showed little interest in Mongolia. Within Mongolia, traditional power
structures re-emerged and local leaders began, once again, to form regional
systems of rule.

Two larger regional coalitions appeared in the early fifteenth century. They
are known to historians as the Khalkha and the Oirat. The Khalkha emerged
in eastern Mongolia and had Chinggisid leaders, while the Oirat (Kalmyk
in Turkic) emerged in western Mongolia and had non-Chinggisid leaders.
Conflicts between these groupings recapitulated the Han era rivalries between
the Xiongnu and Yiieh-chih, and the sixth- and seventh-century divisions
within the Tturk Empire. The rivalry between Oirat and Khalkha would per-
sist until its apocalyptic finale in the mid-eighteenth century, when the Khalkha
lands became a Chinese colony again, and the Oirat were destroyed by Chinese
and Khalkha armies.

The Oirat are first mentioned in the writings of Rashid al-Din as western
rivals of Chinggis Khan.%? Because Qutuqa, an early thirteenth-century ances-
tor of the leading Oirat clans, had married daughters of Chinggis Khan and
Jochi, the Oirat elites counted as quda, or marriage allies of the Chinggisids.®3
But, like Timur, they could not legitimately claim the title of “khan.” Like all
steppe confederations, the Oirat included many different tribes, traditions, and
languages. Some, such as the Uighurs and Kereyit, were not strictly Mongol.
Oirat lands included prosperous agricultural regions and rich pasturelands,
and because they straddled the eastern Silk Roads the Oirat, like the Mongols
and Turk before them, collaborated with Central Asian merchants to control
and tax trade along the eastern Silk Roads. This explains why many Muslim
names appear within the Oirat ruling elites, and why Oirat tribute missions
to China were often led by Central Asian merchants. Their commercial inter-
ests also explain why the Oirat were so keen to open markets on the Chinese
border.

In the early fifteenth century, under Toghoon (d. 1438) and his son Esen
(r. 1438-1454), the Oirat established a short-lived hegemony over the whole
of Mongolia. Toghoon defeated the Khalkha in 1434 and secured control of
much of Qaidu’s former territory of Zungharia, as well as the lands around
Karakorum and north of the Chinese frontier.* In 1438, the Ming agreed to
open horse markets where the Oirat and their allies could send tribute missions
and trade with Chinese merchants. Not surprisingly, given the fat profits to
be made through trade and diplomacy, many Oirat and merchants were keen
to join the missions, so they grew in size, and their demands became more
insistent. According to the official history of the Ming:

Formerly, Oirad emissaries had never exceeded fifty persons; [later] in order to
obtain ranks and bestowals from the Court [they] increased to more than two
thousand people. The court issued several decrees ordering reductions, but each
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was ignored. Killing and looting occurred at the arrival and departure of each
mission.®

In 1449, the Chinese refused to accept a “tribute” mission of 3,000 people.
The Oirat leader, Esen, invaded China and captured the emperor, keeping
him prisoner for a full year. In 1452/3 Esen defeated the eastern Mongolian
khan, and proclaimed himself khan, the only non-Chinggisid ever to do so in
Mongolia.®® This breach with Mongolian political etiquette offended many
Mongol leaders, including some of his own commanders.®” But it seems that,
unlike Temujin or Timur, he had also failed to build a sufficiently loyal and
disciplined following. In 1454, he was murdered by chieftains disgruntled by
his assumption of the title of khan and the miserly rewards he offered them.
Nevertheless, Esen’s victories had shifted the balance of military power along
China’s northern borders enough to persuade the Ming to start building a new
and more powerful “Great Wall” along the southern edge of the Ordos.

With no obvious successor to Esen, the Oirat confederation collapsed.
Though they had managed to assemble powerful armies and control signifi-
cant flows of wealth for several decades, the Oirat had failed to build a durable
smychka, or establish relations of equality with China. Geography undoubtedly
complicated their task, for the western Mongolian homelands of the Oirat were
far from any major agrarian power. This shielded them from attack, but limited
the possibilities for mobilizing resources from sedentary regions.
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EURASIA

PickING THE BONES oF THE GOLDEN HORDE

West of the Urals, several different types of polity competed for control of the
lands once ruled by the Golden Horde. (1) Fragments of the Golden Horde
formed regional khanates, operating local versions of the smychka. (2) Two
agrarian empires on the borders of Inner Eurasia, Lithuania/Poland and the
Ottoman Empire, began to encroach on western Inner Eurasia. (3) Finally,
Tver and Moscow, two vassal principalities in the forest lands of Rus’, emerged
as possible successors to the Golden Horde.

PASTORALIST SUCCESSOR STATES

After the collapse of the Golden Horde, no pastoralist polity would ever again
dominate the western regions of Inner Eurasia. In some ways this is surprising.
After all, pastoralist khans inherited the geographical heartlands of the Golden
Horde, as well as its cultural and political traditions.

There are two possible explanations. The first invokes contingency. No
Timur or Chinggis Khan emerged with the luck, the skill, the ruthlessness,
and the charisma needed to forge a ruling elite so disciplined that it could
yoke together the region’s steppes and settled regions. The second explana-
tion invokes the momentum of long-term trends. The spread of farming from
western Inner Eurasia — Inner Eurasia’s long-delayed agricultural revolution —
gave increasing demographic and economic heft to agrarian polities in the west.
Slowly, the balance of power tipped against regional pastoralists in a prolonged
seismic shift in power, wealth, and lifeways.

In the fifteenth century three new khanates emerged west of the Urals.
The “Great Horde,” based on the Volga delta and the pasturelands of the
north Caucasus, was the natural successor to the Golden Horde. However,
Timur’s ruinous invasions and the decline of trade through the Volga delta

A History of Russia, Central Asia and Mongolia: Volume II: Inner Eurasia from the Mongol Empire
to Today, 1260-2000, First Edition. David Christian.
© 2018 David Christian. Published 2018 by John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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region impoverished the Horde and its leaders, forcing them to revert to crude
booty raids on their neighbors. The power of Saray crumbled like that of
Karakorum, and the Great Horde, though it survived for many decades, was
finally destroyed in 1502 by the Crimean khanate. The Crimean khanate was
created in 1449, from bases in Crimea and the Pontic steppes. It would sur-
vive under a single dynasty, the Girays, until 1783 and forge one of the most
powerful polities in the region. Finally, the Kazan’ khanate, based in the lands
of the Volga Bulghars, existed for a century, from 1445 to 1552, before it was
conquered by Ivan IV, Tsar of Muscovy. Chinggisid khans ruled each of the
khanates, and each constructed some form of smychka. Their armies came from
the pasturelands along the Volga or north of the Caucasus and Crimea, but
their ruling elites and officials generally lived in the region’s trading cities, grew
wealthy from commerce, and adopted Islam.!

The Kazan’ khanate was established by a Chinggisid, Ulugh-Muhammad
(r. 1419-1445), a grandson of Toqtamish. Ulugh-Muhammad created the
Kazan’ khanate in the final stages of a remarkable career during which he had
sampled rule in each of the three new khanates. He briefly ruled the Great
Horde before being driven out and fleeing to the west. In the 1420s, he allied
with the Lithuanian ruler Vitautas (r. 1392-1430). In 1427, Vitautas helped
him become khan of Crimea, but in 1437 he was driven from Crimea and
headed north. He defeated a Muscovite army, captured Prince Vasilii II of
Moscow, and charged a huge ransom for the prince’s release. By 1445 he had
taken up residence in Kazan’ where he founded a new khanate.?

Ulugh-Muhammad’s lineage would rule Kazan’ until 1517. The Kazan’
khanate recruited its armies from nearby steppelands, and its leaders, like the
Volga Bulghars, identified themselves both as pastoralists and as Muslims. But
its pastures were more restricted than those north of Crimea, and so were the
flows of commerce through its realms. Kazan’ could and did treat borderlands
(including Rus’) as looting zones. But its rulers lived in the cities of Volga
Bulgharia, above all in Kazan’ itself, and much of its material wealth came from
taxes on trade between the lower Volga and the Baltic. With large farming pop-
ulations, its economic base and social composition, apart from its Tatar elite,
were similar to the rising power of Moscow, generating rivalries that echoed
ancient conflicts between Volga Bulgharia and the principalities of Kievan Rus’.
Yet Kazan’ had far fewer resources than the major cities of Rus’, and by the
early sixteenth century Kazan’ already looked like a client state of Moscow.

The Crimean khanate was formed in the former u/us of Nogai and Mamagq
by Hajji-Giray, a disgruntled Chinggisid prince from the Great Horde, who,
like Ulugh-Muhammad, had fled into exile in Lithuania. The leading Crimean
clans, the Shirins, Barins, Arghins, and Kipchaks, invited him to become their
ruler when they, too, broke with the Great Horde. He became khan in 1449,
made Bakhchesaray his capital, issued coins of his own bearing the figure of an
owl, and established a dynasty that would rule for more than three centuries.?

The khanate’s heartland in the Crimean peninsula was agrarian, urbanized,
cosmopolitan, and highly commercialized. In addition to Tatars, its popula-
tion included Greeks, Italians, Armenians, and many Turkic-speaking Jews, as
well as an itinerant population of merchants from Russia, Central Asia, and
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the Mediterranean. Even the Crimean Tatars were largely sedentary. However,
in the Pontic steppes to the north, Crimea’s four major clans controlled large
and powerful groups of pastoralists, many of them Nogai Tatars. There was a
natural and ancient smychka between Pontic steppe armies and Crimea’s trad-
ing cities. Herodotus had described similar relations almost 2,000 years earlier.
Crimea’s khans used their military power to tax trade routes running both east
and west from Central Asia to the Mediterranean, and north and south from
the Baltic and Rus’ to Azerbaijan and Persia. They also harvested slaves cap-
tured from Lithuania and the principalities of Rus’. The khanate’s core popu-
lation in Crimea lived from agriculture, livestock herding, grape-growing, and
trade. Geography gave the Crimean peninsula many advantages in building a
well-balanced smychka.

To the south, the main threat came from the rising Ottoman Empire, and at
first Hajji-Giray sought defensive alliances with Lithuania and Muscovy. But
in 1478, the logic of shared religion and the Ottoman expulsion of the Genoese
after conquering Caffa and much of the Crimean coast (in 1475) forced Hajji-
Giray’s son, Mengli-Giray (r. 1478-1514), to accept Ottoman suzerainty. Hav-
ing been imprisoned by the Ottomans, he had little choice. The khanate would
remain an Ottoman protectorate, while preserving considerable independence,
and in the sixteenth century its armies would rival those of Muscovy and
Lithuania/Poland.

BORDERLAND EMPIRES: THE OTTOMAN AND
LITHUANIAN EMPIRES

We will discuss the Ottoman and Lithuanian empires only in so far as their
activities shaped Inner Eurasian history. But even a cursory examination of
their role in the region can tell us much about the distinctive mobilizational
challenges faced by Outer Eurasian empires that tried to expand into Inner
Eurasia. Earlier Outer Eurasian empires, including Achaemenid Persia and the
Han Empire, had dabbled in Inner Eurasian affairs, usually to defend them-
selves against pastoralist raiders. But despite their wealth and power, none suc-
ceeded in building durable Inner Eurasian empires. Why?

The problem was that it was extraordinarily difficult and expensive to use
agrarian armies in the steppes, where there was little farming and few cities,
and the benefits of invading the steppes rarely justified the massive cost. Armies
had to bring most of their own food, fodder, fuel, and even water. Meanwhile,
pastoral nomads were experts at harassing large, slow-moving infantry armies
and their supply chains. Finally, there was little booty to be found in the steppes.
As a result, Outer Eurasian polities rarely committed sufficient resources to the
task of conquering and occupying Inner Eurasian lands.

The Osmanli or Ottoman Empire first took an interest in Inner Eurasia from
the fifteenth century, as overlords of the Crimean khanate.* The Ottoman
Empire was founded at the end of the thirteenth century by a Muslim war-
rior prince called Osman (?—1324), from a base in western Anatolia. In 1326
Osman’s successors captured Bursa and made it their capital. In 1354, they
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captured Gallipoli, on the European side of the Byzantine Empire. Under
Murad I (ruled 1362-1389) they continued to expand in the Balkans, build-
ing the first slave-based Janissary army (“new army” or yeni ¢er:) in the 1360s.
They used Janissaries to conquer Sofia in 1382 and then most of the Balkans,
after defeating Serbia in 1389 at the battle of Kosovo. The Balkan region, while
remaining culturally distinct from the Muslim Empire, would become one of
the wealthiest and most populous provinces of the emerging empire, and in
many ways its fiscal and geopolitical heartland.’

In 1402, after a devastating defeat at the hands of Timur, the Ottomans
rebuilt their Janissary army. Like many earlier Muslim armies, it was formed
from captives with no loyalties to anyone but the Ottoman state. The devgirme
system had emerged in the 1380s to supply non-Muslim children, mostly from
the Balkans, who were captured or taken as tribute to be trained as officials
or soldiers. The Janissaries constituted one of Europe’s first standing armies
and one of the first to make extensive use of firearms. The Osmanlis were the
first European state to form a permanent artillery unit; this certainly existed
by 1400, when they used artillery against Constantinople. By the middle of the
fifteenth century, they had also adopted from Hungarian models the idea of a
wagenburg, or a linked chain of wagons armed with artillery to break cavalry
charges.5

In 1453, Muhammad II (r. 1444-1446 and 1451-1481) conquered Con-
stantinople, and his empire became the dominant power in the eastern
Mediterranean. The conquest of Constantinople marked a political, cultural,
and military revolution in the eastern Mediterranean. It drove European
traders west into the Atlantic, where eventually they would find new routes
to Asia and to the Americas. The Ottoman conquest of Constantinople also
reoriented the politics of the Pontic steppes, as the Ottoman Empire began to
dabble in Inner Eurasia in order to protect its interests in the Balkans. By the
late fifteenth century, an Ottoman navy, built by Bayezid II (1481-1512), dom-
inated the Black Sea. In 1475, the Ottomans conquered Crimea. They made
the Crimean khans their suzerains, and took the major Black Sea ports from
the Genoese and Venetians.

The Lithuanian Empire and its successor, the joint Lithuanian/Polish polity,
formed by the Union of Kreva in 1385, would play a major role in the west-
ern borderlands of Inner Eurasia until the eighteenth century. While Lithua-
nia counts as an Inner Eurasian polity, Poland counts as an Outer Eurasian
polity. So the Union of Kreva created a “Commonwealth” that would be tugged
in opposite directions by the different religious, fiscal, political, and military
demands of Inner and Outer Eurasia.

The Lithuanian Empire had emerged in the power vacuum created in Inner
Eurasia’s western borderlands by the Mongol conquests. Soon after Batu con-
quered Rus’, a pagan chief, Mindaugas (Mendovg, r. ¢.1240-1263), conquered
much of Lithuania from a base in the city of Vilnius.” Under Mindaugas’s
successors, Lithuania defended itself against the Livonian order in modern
Estonia, and began expanding into the soft western borderlands of the Golden
Horde, in modern Belarus and Ukraine. Lithuanian rulers built forts to con-
trol the riverine trades from the Baltic to the Black Sea, and between Rus’ and
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western Europe. By 1300, Lithuania was a major eastern European power
under a dynasty later known as the Gediminids after its best known ruler,
Grand Prince Gediminas (Gedymin, r. 1316-1342). Gediminas was a con-
temporary of Khan Ozbeg of the Golden Horde.? As the Golden Horde
disintegrated in the mid-fourteenth century, Gedymin’s son and successor,
Algirdas (Olgerd, r. 1345-1377), declared that “All Rus’ must belong to the
Lithuanians.” In 1362 Algirdas captured Kiev. In 1363, in alliance with
Toqtamish, he defeated an army from the Golden Horde at the battle of Blue
Waters. Lithuania now controlled most of modern Belarus and much of west-
ern Ukraine. Its power lapped the shores of the Black Sea and it was the largest
polity in Europe.!?

The challenge for Lithuania’s rulers was to hold together an extraordinarily
diverse polity. By the late fourteenth century, the largely pagan Lithuanians
ruled a population of almost 2 million people, most of whom spoke East Slav
languages and were Orthodox Christians.!! Lithuania’s economy, like that of
Rus’, was based on peasant farming of limited productivity, so that the region’s
elites sought wealth by taxing trade, or capturing and selling slaves, booty, and
land. Lithuania was particularly keen to control trade along the Dnieper by ally-
ing with and eventually conquering Kiev, Galicia, and Volhynia, even as those
principalities continued paying tributes to Saray.!? Through strategic marriage
alliances, the Gediminids also built client relations with western principalities
of Rus’ such as Smolensk and Pskov, and even, briefly, with Moscow.

The 1385 Union of Kreva transformed the politics and interests of this
ramshackle empire by uniting Lithuania with Poland. The Lithuanian King
Jagiello (r. 1377-1434) married the Polish Queen Jadwiga after converting
to Catholicism in order to secure an ally against the Teutonic Knights. The
union created a single Catholic dynasty ruling two formally separate kingdoms,
with subjects whose diverse linguistic, cultural, economic, and religious tradi-
tions pulled them in opposite directions, westwards towards central Europe, or
south and east towards Ukraine, the Black Sea, and the Golden Horde.!3 Iron-
ically, in 1384 Jagiello had nearly married a daughter of Grand Prince Dmitrii
Donskoi of Moscow, a marriage that might have drawn Lithuania to the east,
turning it into a major Inner Eurasian power and a possible successor to the
Golden Horde. Jagiello’s cousin and rival, Vitautas, ruled Lithuania as “dux,”
under Jagiello, the “supremus dux,” but retained considerable autonomy. As the
Golden Horde fell apart, Vitautas built a chain of forts between Kiev and the
Black Sea that gave him control of the trade routes from the Black Sea through
Kiev and eastern Europe.l* In 1399, however, his armies were checked at the
Vorskla river by the armies of Edigu, the last ruler of the Golden Horde. Vitau-
tas’s defeat was caused in part by the desertion of his former ally and Edigu’s
rival, Toqtamish.

Further east, Vitautas gained partial suzerainty over the rising principality
of Moscow, though Moscow remained a vassal state of the Jochid khanate.
Prince Vasilii I of Moscow (r. 1389-1425) married Vitautas’s daughter, and
after becoming grand prince in 1389, he accepted his Lithuanian father-in-
law as his suzerain until Vitautas’s death 40 years later. Early in the fifteenth
century, then, it was Lithuania that seemed to have replaced the Golden Horde
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as the imperial power in Rus’. Vitautas controlled Smolensk, enjoyed suzerainty
over Moscow, and considerable influence over Vladimir, Tver’, Riazan’, and
Novgorod, while his power also reached deep into the Tatar steppes.!®

However, Lithuania’s partial hegemony over Rus’ did not outlive Vitau-
tas, who died in 1430. The Ottoman conquest of Constantinople created a
new rival for control of the Pontic coastal polities of Wallachia and Mol-
davia, and in the 1480s Lithuania lost its outlets on the Black Sea. After
1475, when the Crimean khanate became a client of the Ottoman Empire
and an ally of Moscow, there began a period of almost 50 years during which
Crimean armies regularly attacked Lithuanian territory, capturing vast num-
bers of slaves. Crimean armies attacked Kiev in 1482, penetrated far into
Poland in 1490, and attacked Vilnius in 1505.1¢ By the late fifteenth century,
the ambitions of Lithuania/Poland’s rulers in Inner Eurasia seemed to have
been checked.

THE WEST: AGRARIAN SUCCESSOR STATES AND THE
AGRARIAN SMYCHKA

The third group of possible successor states to the Golden Horde included
some of the principalities of Rus’.!7

Unlike the borderland empires the Rus’ principalities could not avoid the
mobilizational logic of Inner Eurasia. Here, as in parts of North Africa and
Southwest Asia, polities based on agriculture emerged in regions long domi-
nated by pastoral nomads. That changed many of the rules and strategies of
state formation. So in this region it may prove illuminating to think of state
formation using the slightly contrived metaphor of an agrarian smychka.

Here, too, state formation meant yoking together groups with different life-
ways, cultures, and methods of mobilization. But while the nomadic smychka
yoked groups divided by ecology and geography, the agrarian smychka yoked
groups divided by class. It used the managerial and military skills of landed
elites to mobilize the energy and resources of scattered populations of peasants.
If in the nomadic smychka the role of leadership was to coordinate the actions
of nomadic armies, in the agrarian smychka leaders had to coordinate the mobi-
lizational activities of diverse, geographically scattered petty overlords in order
to build armies. Local lords, in their turn, mobilized the labor, produce, tim-
ber, and other resources of local peasants. The agrarian smychka yoked together
the productive energies of peasants and the mobilizational energy of local over-
lords to form, train, and supply armies that could protect the system from both
external and internal enemies.

In Inner Eurasia, where resources were thin and scattered over vast areas,
the mobilizational challenges of the agrarian smychka were particularly diffi-
cult. People, livestock, and resources had to be collected over vast areas. Yet
the farming life, unlike the nomadic life, did not provide a natural training in
warfare, so soldiers had to be specially trained. They also had to be supplied
with food, equipment, horses, and weaponry. Furthermore, while in nomadic
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societies it was possible to mobilize most adult males, in agrarian regions it
was possible to mobilize only a small proportion of the population, while the
rest had to keep growing the crops that fed the army and paid for its weapons
and equipment. This meant that, in order to form an army of comparative size
to those of their pastoralist rivals, agrarian elites had to mobilize from much
larger populations. So the agrarian smychka demanded more human, mate-
rial, and financial resources and much more organization than the pastoralist
smychka. It could succeed only if it enjoyed superiority in human, material,
and organizational resources, and that superiority had to be very large indeed
before it translated into a clear military advantage.

There is no need to overwork the metaphor of an agrarian smychka. Never-
theless, it may help bring out some distinctive mobilizational advantages and
disadvantages of agrarian and pastoralist societies in Inner Eurasia. Agrarian
societies suffered from significant military disadvantages, but they also enjoyed
some important advantages, and these would slowly increase over many cen-
turies.

First, clan and tribal structures were much weaker in agrarian societies, and
created fewer barriers to centralized power. Ties between villages, unlike ties
between pastoralist camping groups or clans, were extremely weak, so rulers
and landed elites could usually control and tax villages one by one. As Marx
famously argued in The 18th Brumaire of Louis Napoleon, peasants find it hard
to defend themselves because they lack a sense of clan or class solidarity.

... the great mass of the French nation is formed by simple addition of homol-
ogous magnitudes, much as potatoes in a sack form a sackful of potatoes. In so
far as millions of families live under economic conditions of existence that divide
their mode of life, their interests and their culture from those of the other classes
... they form a class. In so far as there is merely a local interconnection among
these small peasants ... they do not form a class. They are consequently incapable
of enforcing their class interest in their own name ... They cannot represent them-
selves, they must be represented.!®

In Inner Eurasia, remoteness and isolation magnified these perennial weak-
nesses of peasant villages, and enhanced the power of the elites that “repre-
sented” them.

In Inner Eurasia, agrarian societies also enjoyed better prospects for growth
than pastoralist societies. While pastoral nomadism had probably reached a
peak of productivity as early as the first millennium BCE, agriculture was new in
much of Inner Eurasia, and had room to expand. In any case, farming depends
on plants more than livestock, so it mobilizes from lower on the food chain than
pastoralism. That is why agriculture can generate more calories and support
larger and more concentrated populations than pastoral nomadism. Over time
these advantages accumulated, giving Inner Eurasia’s agrarian regions more
and more human and material resources until, eventually, the balance of power
tipped decisively, and agrarian societies began to smother their nomadic rivals.

Meanwhile, as long as the balance of power in Inner Eurasia still favored pas-
toral nomads, agrarian polities had much to learn from the traditional smychka,
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Figure 4.1a,b Two forms of the agrarian smychka.

and the many different ways it managed warfare, commerce, and the distinctive
challenges of mobilization in Inner Eurasia (Figure 4.1a,b).!°

Rus’ aND THE GoLDEN HORDE: 1237-1380

Before Batu’s invasion, the principalities of Kievan Rus’ were already using sim-
ple forms of the agrarian smychka to mobilize armies that could protect them
against the loosely organized pastoral nomadic groups in the Pontic steppes.
But Batu’s armies posed entirely new military challenges. They were better
led, much larger, much better disciplined, and more ruthless than the step-
peland societies familiar to the princes of Rus’. The Mongol invasion raised
the bar for successful mobilization throughout Inner Eurasia, and leaders of
Rus’ had to learn from it fast if they were to survive. It exposed the funda-
mental political, organizational, economic, and military weaknesses of the Rus’
principalities.

The first weakness was political. Rus’ was divided. Though formally subject
to the grand princes of Vladimir, by the early thirteenth century the principali-
ties of Rus’ were in practice independent, and each mobilized its own resources
and armies. The Orthodox Church created a loose sense of religious identity,
even if the real religion of most peasants had more to do with shamanic or
magical traditions than with Christian theology. But a shared commitment to
Orthodox Christianity was not enough to prevent endemic warfare between
principalities over territory and booty. When Batu’s armies invaded in 1237,
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they were able to pick off the capital cities of the major principalities one by
one.

The second weakness was administrative. The princes of Rus’ had remark-
ably little power. Even in the fourteenth century, “Other than the swords of
his retinue, a prince had only the aura of his office to make men do his will.”20
Princely armies of the Mongol era may even have been smaller than those of
the Kievan era, just as princely households were probably poorer.2!

The third weakness was economic. The armies of Rus’ were small because
surpluses were small. Climates were harsh. On average only 140 days a year
were frost free.22 Most soils were acidic, forest podzols, leached of nutrients
and with low fertility. To farm, peasants had to clear the land, often using
techniques akin to modern “slash-and-burn” farming. Then they plowed the
cleared land using light, two-tined plows (the sokha), often moving around
stumps rather than removing them. The primary crops had to be hardy. Rye,
oats, and barley worked, while hay was cut to feed livestock. The fertility of
the ash-covered soil would decline within a few years, after which new clear-
ings would be made, and the older clearings would be left fallow for sev-
eral decades. During the fifteenth century, more intensive, three-field systems
began to appear, particularly where slash-and-burn farmers met up with each
other (“where axe met axe” in the traditional phrase). Under the three-field
system, one field would be left fallow each year, while one would be planted in
spring with autumn crops and a third would be planted in the fall with crops
that would be harvested the next summer. For such systems, heavier, usually
horse-drawn plows were necessary, and livestock was crucial both for haulage
and to provide manure. But to feed livestock farmers had to set aside spe-
cial hayfields that, like fallow fields, could no longer feed humans. Even these
more intensive systems yielded small and unreliable surpluses. Rarely did har-
vests amount to more than three times what was sown, so that even a small
reduction in the harvest could mean famine.

With low and precarious yields, and small communities scattered over huge
areas, mobilizing agrarian surpluses was extremely difficult. The existence of
large, underpopulated regions on the northern, eastern, and southern borders
of Rus’ added to the difficulty because, if pressed too hard, peasants could flee
oppressive overlords. These difficulties explain why governments were so keen
to mobilize non-agricultural resources, including forest products such as fish,
berries, furs, timber, and honey, or livestock products from regions bordering
the steppes. These goods could then be sent down the Volga or through the
Pontic steppes to markets on the Black Sea, or westwards through the Baltic
to the cities of Europe. All the towns of Rus’ levied taxes on commerce, while
nobles, princes, and (later) monasteries taxed peasants and towns.

The trade in furs was particularly important; indeed, furs were so abun-
dant and generated such huge revenues that, like oil today, they created a sort
of “resource dependency.”?? (By the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the
trade in furs may have accounted for 10 to 25 percent of government rev-
enue; a similar magnitude to the 25 percent yielded by oil and gas in 2005—
2010.)2* Furs could also be used as the Chinese government used silks, as gifts
to foreign envoys, or as an alternative to cash payments. The best furs, those
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with the thickest pelts, could be found only in the far north, and since at least
the eleventh century, merchants and boyars of Novgorod had traveled up the
Sukhona, Vychegda, and Pechora rivers to the lands of the Finnic-speaking
Chud and Permians to extract high-quality furs by force or trade or tribute
(tasak). Because indigenous communities saw little commercial value in them,
furs offered immense possibilities for arbitrage as long as natives could be made
to surrender them as tribute or persuaded to trade them for iron or trinkets
or alcohol or tobacco or firearms. Revenues from the fur trade were shared
between merchants and princes and their Mongol overlords. Growing demand
for furs in Europe and the Muslim world drove colonization, as nearby regions
were overhunted and new areas were opened up for exploitation. Eventu-
ally, increasing demand would drive Russian traders and their military escorts
eastwards through Russia and into Siberia, just as it would eventually drive
European traders westwards through North America.

The fourth weakness of the Rus’ principalities was military. Situated between
agrarian regions and steppes, they faced two very different types of enemies
and needed two very different types of armies, or armies that could do very
different jobs. Cavalry worked on both fronts, but had to be used in different
ways in the steppes or urban sieges. Before the middle of the fourteenth cen-
tury, the princes of Rus’ mobilized armies in the simplest possible way, relying
on informal ties of kinship and patronage. They assembled their own retinues,
consisting of armed servitors and slaves from their own households and estates.
Then they summoned their boyars and other members of the princely family
to assemble with their retinues and meet at a particular time and place.?® In a
crisis they could levy urban militias, but few towndwellers had military training
and few towns could spare many recruits. So town militias were mostly used
to move and transport fodder, supplies, and equipment. In the mid-thirteenth
century, the most important units in a princely army were often units of Tatar
troops supplied by their Tatar overlords or hired as mercenaries. No wonder
princely armies were small. In the early Mongol period they rarely included
more than a few hundred men. If joined by allies, and perhaps by pastoralist
contingents and militias from the towns, they might amount to a few thousand
men.

Rus’ armies were also undisciplined and untrained. There was no certainty
that troops would show up, or, if they did, that they would fight on the right
side. It was almost impossible to coordinate their movements on the battle-
field, or to maintain discipline, particularly if there was a chance for looting,
as booty or the capture of enemy troops for ransom provided one of the few
rewards of soldiering. The one modest advantage enjoyed by Rus’ armies was
long experience of fighting each other and pastoral nomads. Most princely
armies were dominated by cavalry, and had some experience of the wars of
speed, mobility, and deceit typical in the steppes. Inter-princely wars, like
most wars in medieval Europe, were dominated by sieges, because cities ware-
housed wealth, and controlled the resources of surrounding lands.?® Pitched
battles were unusual. They mostly occurred when one side tried to relieve a
besieged city. When battles did occur, they were usually chaotic and small-
scale affairs. Princes and commanders were reluctant to waste armies raised
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at great cost and effort, and usually retreated when faced with clearly superior
forces.

These weaknesses explain why the princes of Rus’ had no choice about sub-
mitting and collaborating after Batu’s invasion in 1237. Those princes that
submitted could secure a iarlik or seal of princely office granted by the khans.
They could also expect some Mongol military protection. But the khans were
demanding overlords. Princes had to collect and hand over large amounts in
tribute, and to take part in punitive raids on other principalities. Alexander
Nevskii, who became prince of Novgorod just 15 years after Batu’s invasion,
received the title of Grand Prince of Vladimir (from 1252-1263) in return for
a pledge of loyalty and help with Mongke’s census of the Russian lands. In
Novgorod, he used his own troops to protect Mongol census takers, knowing
that resistance would provoke devastating retaliation. At the cost of humiliat-
ing symbolic concessions (the humiliation was real enough, and is reflected in
chronicle accounts), Alexander Nevskii retained some independence in north-
eastern Rus’, and avoided ruinous punitive raids.2”

Forests provided some protection because they reduced the mobility of
nomadic armies, so, while steppe armies could launch devastating raids, only
small contingents could stay in the north for longer periods. Soon, the khans of
the Golden Horde discovered it was easier to control Rus’ indirectly through
its princes. Indirect rule allowed Russian princes to build and maintain mod-
est mobilizational machines that could raise the tributes and troops required by
the Golden Horde. The Mongols also found it easier to manage Rus’ through
a single grand prince, and this strategy would enhance the power and author-
ity of the most powerful principalities, creating a fiercely competitive arena in
which there could only be one final winner.

THE RISE OF Moscow: 1240-1400

Princes ruled from their capital cities. But with tiny agrarian surpluses, towns
and cities were small. In thirteenth-century Rus’ no more than 30 towns had
more than a few thousand inhabitants. The Mongol invasion ruined Kiev and
Vladimir, the seats of the Kievan grand princes. By the end of the thirteenth
century, other cities, such as Moscow and Tver’, were richer, more populous,
and more powerful. Moscow and Tver’ also enjoyed strategic positions on the
river systems that controlled the trade routes from Central Asia to the Baltic
and Europe, and control of these routes was crucial because trade paid for
much of the tribute demanded by Saray.

In the late thirteenth century, Novgorod and Pskov were the largest and
wealthiest of the Rus’ cities. Far from the steppes, they had been spared dur-
ing the wars of conquest. Novgorod had just over 20,000 inhabitants.?8 It had
grown wealthy by trading the furs and other resources of the far north through
the Baltic to Europe, or through Rus’, the Volga river, and the Black Sea to the
Mediterranean and Central Asia. But, though wealthy, Novgorod was militar-
ily weak. Agricultural productivity was low, and its vast hinterlands underpop-
ulated. Its oligarchic, merchant-dominated assemblies, or veche, elected and
controlled their princes, who were usually too weak to raise large armies. So
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other, more powerful principalities, such as Rostov-Suzdal’, began to siphon
resources from Novgorod’s northern empire. In the western parts of Rus’, cities
such as Smolensk or Kiev were weakened by their proximity to the rising power
of Lithuania, while cities such as Riazan’, on the borders between the forest and
the steppe, were vulnerable to steppe raids.

By the reign of Khan Ozbeg, early in the fourteenth century, Tver’ and
Moscow had emerged as the most powerful principalities of Rus’. Neither
was large. Moscow controlled about 20,000 sq. kilometers and had a total
population of just a few hundred thousand people.? However, both princi-
palities combined modest agrarian wealth with strategic positions on the com-
mercial waterways linking the Baltic to Central Asia and the eastern Mediter-
ranean. And both were far enough from Lithuania and the Horde to enjoy some
protection.

Saray’s rulers took lineage seriously and usually respected local rules of suc-
cession. So, for the most part, they had supported the grand princes of Vladimir
since the time of Alexander Nevskii. In 1304, Saray granted the zarlik as grand
prince to the legitimate heir, Prince Mikhail Yaroslavich of Tver’, the son of
Alexander Nevskii’s brother and successor, Yaroslav. This was a golden oppor-
tunity for Tver’. But Mikhail missed his chance. His rival, Yurii Daniilovich,
prince of Moscow (the elder son of Alexander Nevskii’s son, Daniil), courted
Saray more assiduously, ingratiating himself with Khan Ozbeg by demonstrat-
ing his control over the rich flow of goods through Novgorod, which supplied
most of the silver for the vykhod or tribute. In 1316 Ozbeg transferred the
title of grand prince to Yurii, despite his lack of legitimate claims to the title.3?
Yurii returned from Saray with a royal bride (the khan’s sister), and a con-
tingent of Tatar troops. Next year, Prince Mikhail of Tver’ defeated Yurii’s
forces and their Tatar allies, and captured both Ozbeg’s sister and his Tatar
general, Kavgadii. The khan’s sister would die in captivity. Mikhail and Yurii
were summoned to the Horde, and in 1319 Khan Ozbeg had Mikhail exe-
cuted. In the next four years, another four Jochid armies were sent to Rus’ to
uphold the khan’s authority and that of his new client, the prince of Moscow.
The resistance suggests how reluctant most princes were to accept the princes
of Moscow as legitimate grand princes.3!

In 1322, Ozbeg returned the title of grand prince to the prince of Tver’,
Mikhail’s son, Dmitrii. But again, Tver’ missed its chance. In 1327, its citi-
zens rebelled against an oppressive Mongol official, Schelkan. Ivan Daniilovich
(r. 1327-1340), the new prince of Moscow since the death of his brother Yurii
in 1327, joined a Mongol army in attacking Tver’. Tver’ was sacked, many of its
citizens killed or enslaved, and its new prince, Alexander, fled to Lithuania.>?
Prince Ivan Daniilovich of Moscow was made grand prince in 1331, and over
the next few decades the title began to seem part of the natural heritage of
Moscow.

These two episodes cannot convey the complexities of the long contest for
hegemony between Moscow and Tver’, but they suggest some of the fac-
tors that determined its outcome. Crucial were the political skills of Ivan
Daniilovich himself. He worked hard to cultivate support within the Golden
Horde, spending many years in Saray, ingratiating himself with Khan Ozbeg
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and his advisers. The Soviet historian Nasonov calculated that he spent more
than half of his reign in Saray or en route to the capital.>®> But he also proved
a competent gatherer of the Mongol tribute; hence, perhaps, his nickname of
“Kalita” or “moneybags.” His mobilizational skills contributed to the growing
prosperity of Moscow itself because, as grand prince, he made other princes
hand over their shares of the vykhod to him before passing them on to Saray.
That let him reduce the relative burden on his own principality. By the death
of Prince Dmitrii Donskoi in 1389, just half a century after Ivan Kalita’s acces-
sion, Moscow and its immediate surroundings contributed hardly anything to
the tribute payments.3*

With competent princes, Moscow’s advantages multiplied. Prince Ivan used
his growing wealth and influence to forge marriage alliances that bound
other principalities such as Beloozero and Iaroslavl’ closer to Moscow. These
alliances helped him muscle in on new sources of revenue, including the rich
trade networks of Novgorod. As early as 1333 marriage alliances gave him
control over Vychegda and Pechora, northern lands rich in furs that could be
traded on to Saray and the Black Sea, or used as gifts or bribes or in diplomatic
negotiations.?> Ivan also gained the support of the Orthodox Church. In the
1320s, Metropolitan Peter (1309-1326) moved to Moscow. He had supported
Moscow in its conflicts with Tver’, and after his death in 1326 and canon-
ization as a saint, his Moscow tomb became a shrine. Ivan persuaded Peter’s
successor, Theognostos (1328-1353), to settle in Moscow too, and during his
long reign as metropolitan, Moscow became the permanent headquarters of
the Russian Orthodox Church.3®

Spared from Mongol raids for some 30 years under Ivan and his succes-
sors, Moscow grew wealthy and attracted increasing numbers of merchants,
artisans, and impoverished princes. Moscow also shared in an economic and
commercial boom that benefited much of northern Rus’ in the fourteenth
and early fifteenth centuries. Economic growth is apparent in urban construc-
tion. In 1367, Moscow built new stone walls that protected it from sieges.
In Rus’ as a whole, perhaps 150 new monasteries were built in the century
after 1350, often in remote areas, many inspired by the founding of the Holy
Trinity Monastery by St. Sergius of Radonezh (¢.1314-1392).37 The historian
Kliuchevskii described this as “monastic colonization.”>8

Moscow’s leaders also managed to build an exceptionally united and disci-
plined elite group. In Rus’, as in the steppes, elite discipline was vital because
human, material, and commercial resources were so thinly scattered that sig-
nificant wealth could be controlled only by elite groups capable of coordinated
mobilization over large areas. This was not a task for independent feudal lords,
but demanded the synchronized action of many local lords. In the thirteenth
and fourteenth centuries, Muscovy’s boyar elite developed an exceptionally uni-
fied political culture. No other class or organization showed such unity, neither
the church, nor the townspeople, nor the merchantry. Nancy Kollmann writes:

The boyars and grand princes depended upon their collective strength during
the incessant warfare of the fourteenth century to maintain and increase their
resources. Excessive internecine conflict (exemplified by the fifteenth-century
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dynastic war) threatened the elite’s power and consequently their livelihood. The
boyars’ military might also acted to restrain violence and to promote the grand
prince’s respect, for the boyars were armed and dangerous. In the fourteenth
century their retinues formed the bulk of the sovereign’s armies. In the very real
leverage they possessed with regard to the sovereign might be found a source of
the respect, personal association, and self-limiting constraints that are part of the
political system we are examining.>®

Why and how such a disciplined elite culture emerged in the principality of
Moscow remains somewhat mysterious. Moscow’s nobles may have modeled
their behavior on the autocratic political culture of the Golden Horde, which
they came to know more intimately than the leaders of any other principal-
ity. But Moscow’s growing wealth and security surely played a role, because
they made its prince an attractive patron to nobles from other principalities,
even from Lithuania and the Golden Horde. Moscow’s princely family also
enjoyed a run of demographic good fortune. The ancient tradition of divid-
ing a prince’s inheritance between all living heirs could rapidly destroy even
the wealthiest lineages. In the fourteenth century, accidents such as the plague
pruned the princely line of the Daniilovichi to a single stem through which all
its wealth flowed. Between 1353, when Ivan II succeeded his brother Simeon,
and 1425, no younger brothers would survive to challenge the succession of
a dying prince’s sons. Dmitrii Donskoi (r. 1362-1389) shared the principal-
ity only with his cousin, Vladimir Andreevich, and the two ruled amicably,
with Vladimir Andreevich recognizing the sovereignty of his cousin and loyally
handing on his shares of the Jochid tribute.*?

By 1400, Moscow was by far the wealthiest, the largest, and the most power-
ful of the Rus’ principalities. Its growing military power first became apparent
in 1380 at the battle of Kulikovo against Emir Mamaq. However, Toqtamish’s
devastating raid in 1382 showed that Moscow was still weaker militarily than
a declining Golden Horde. Moscow also lacked the reach or influence or pres-
tige of Lithuania, which now controlled most of the Rus’ principalities along
the Dnieper, including Kiev. Indeed, Lithuania would remain the dominant
power in the west until the second half of the fifteenth century. As we have
seen, Prince Vasilii I of Moscow (ruled 1389-1425) accepted the suzerainty of
Vitautas, his father-in-law and Lithuania’s ruler for several decades.

Moscow, 1400-1500: CIVIL WAR AND REUNIFICATION

During the long reign of Vasilii II (1425-1462), the cohesion of Moscow’s
elite was tested and tempered during a vicious succession struggle between
two branches of the Daniilovichi. In 1432, Khan Ulugh-Muhammad of the
Great Horde (the eventual founder of the Kazan’ khanate) granted the title of
grand prince to Vasilii II, the son of Vasilii I. However, for the first time since
1353, a brother, Yurii of Galich, had survived the dying prince. He seized the
throne in 1433. But he failed to gain the support of Moscow’s boyars and
other leaders, and was forced to return the principality to Vasilii. Over the next
20 years, a series of similar contests showed that Vasilii IT enjoyed widespread
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support within the boyar elite, despite his limited political and military skills.
When Vasilii I died in 1462, he had no surviving brothers and his son, the
future Ivan III, inherited the throne unchallenged.

The civil wars of the mid-fifteenth century mark a critical turning point in
the building of a Muscovite mobilizational machine. They were fought with
traditional princely and boyar retinues, but by their end the prince of Moscow
was beginning to concentrate large military forces in his own hands.

The war destroyed Vasilii’s most powerful rivals for the title of grand prince and
led to the annexation of their patrimonies and the takeover of their retinues. Other
princes, already weakened economically through generations of partible inheri-
tance, now found their lands so devastated they had little choice but to become
vassals of the prince of Moscow. The few remaining independent princes were
forced to pay Moscow a heavy tribute that left them too little revenue to main-
tain sizeable military retinues; Tver’ principality, once Moscow’s most serious
rival, could no longer field more than 600 men.*!

Independent princes offered their service to Moscow’s grand prince, and ser-
vice soon turned into vassalage, as the wealth of former princes dwindled and
that of Muscovy grew.

After his return to Moscow in 1447, Vasilii I issued coins proclaiming him-
self “sovereign of all Rus’.”#? In 1452 he established a client Tatar state, the
khanate of Kasimov, on the border with Kazan’, for Kasim, a son of Ulugh-
Muhammad of Kazan’, who had sought service with Muscovy. This gave
Muscovy loose claims on the khanate of Kazan’ that would be cashed in a
century later by Ivan IV. Vasilii IT also created a closer relationship with the
Orthodox Church, after appointing a new Metropolitan, Iona of Riazan’, in
1448 without consulting Constantinople. When Constantinople fell in 1453,
this decision began to look like a remarkable act of foresight. The Russian
Orthodox Church was now independent of all foreign authority, allowing an
eventual convergence of religious and national identities that would resonate
with all levels of Russian society.

When he died in 1462, Vasilii II passed the title of grand prince to his heir,
Ivan III, without seeking Tatar consent. He was the first grand prince to do so.
In his will, he enhanced his son’s power by granting him more than half of his
own lands, including the most populous and wealthiest parts of Muscovy.*3
These steps towards a new principle of inheritance in the senior line can be
traced in princely testaments from the fourteenth to the sixteenth centuries.**
They ensured that Muscovy, unlike so many of its rivals, would not divide its
wealth and power each time a prince died, enabling it to eclipse principalities
that persisted with such practices.

Ivan III ruled for 43 years from 1462 to 1505, and was succeeded by his
son, Vasilii III (1505-1533). During these two reigns, Muscovy became a
major political, economic, and military power. Sustained territorial expansion
demonstrated and enhanced Muscovy’s power, increasing its population, its
economic and commercial resources, and its ability to attract wealthy and loyal
servitors. In 1300, Moscow controlled less than the 47,000 sq. kilometers of
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today’s Moscow oblast’. By the accession of Ivan III in 1462, it ruled ¢.430,000
sq. kilometers, or almost 10 times as much. At the death of Vasilii IIT in 1533,
Muscovy ruled ¢.2,800,000 sq. kilometers, almost seven times the territory
inherited by Ivan III.

Moscow conquered Riazan’ between 1456 and 1521. Iaroslavl’ was con-
quered in 1463; Perm in 1472; Rostov in 1474. Novgorod, by far the largest
of these acquisitions, was conquered in 1478, giving Moscow access to vast
territories in the north, and control over the fur trade. Its old rival, Tver’, was
conquered in 1485. During the reign of Vasilii III, Muscovy gobbled up Pskov
(1510), Smolensk (1514), and the last parts of Riazan’ (1521), enhancing its
control over trade routes west to Poland and south to the Black Sea.

Under Ivan III, Muscovy became a fully independent state. At his accession,
Ivan did not seek the blessing of Saray, nor did the khan of the Great Horde
attempt to grant it. This was the first time since Batu’s invasion, 225 years
earlier, that a grand prince had not been confirmed in office by Tatar overlords.
In 1480, Khan Ahmed of the Great Horde led an army north to reimpose
Saray’s authority. He found a Muscovite army waiting at the crossing on the
Ugra river. Michael Khodarkovsky reconstructs what happened next:

Crossing rivers had always presented a serious logistical challenge to nomadic
cavalry even when the foe was not in sight. With the Muscovite troops already
positioned at the known fords, such a crossing would have been extremely haz-
ardous. Ahmad chose to wait for the arrival of his ally, King Kazimierz of Poland.
But the king’s troops never arrived, because they were tied up by the campaign of
[Ivan’s ally, the Crimean khan] Mengli Giray in the southern regions of Poland-
Lithuania.*>

Ahmed waited three months. But by November the weather was turning and
local pastures were exhausted. He may also have heard of Nogai attacks on
the Horde’s lands, possibly launched with Moscow’s encouragement. So he
withdrew. His retreat ended the last attempt of a steppe khanate to impose its
authority on Moscow. Ever since, the so-called “stand on the Ugra” has been
seen as a symbol of Moscow’s emancipation from Tatar rule.

Three months later, Ahmed died in battle with the Nogai. But the Great
Horde was already in trouble, threatened not just by a rising Muscovy, but
also by the Nogai, who were threatened in turn by the Uzbek and Kazakh
hordes, and by Crimea to the west. In 1502 Crimean armies destroyed the
Great Horde, and the Crimean khanate could now claim to be the legitimate
heir of the Golden Horde.

After 1480, Moscow renounced its obligation to pay tributes to the Great
Horde, so that the entire tribute, and the elaborate machinery built up to col-
lect it, was from now on used to support the principality of Moscow. Ivan
kept paying smaller tributes to other khanates, including Crimea and Kazan’,
though they looked increasingly like subsidies.*® Ivan certainly understood the
symbolic significance of these changes, for he began styling himself “T'sar” or
Caesar. Vasilii III reverted to the title of Grand Prince, partly because no other
government recognized the new titles, but his successor, Ivan IV, would reas-
sume the title of Tsar at his coronation in 1547.
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BUILDING THE ARMY

How did Muscovy achieve such a powerful position? Sustained territorial
expansion depended on the efficient transmutation of land, people, and
resources into military power. At Ivan III’s accession in 1462, mobilizing an
army still meant asking boyars, princes, and other allies to deliver troops. The
grand prince had direct control only over his own household forces, and those
of his closest boyars, who brought their own followers, their dvoriane and deti
boiarskie. When necessary, princes could also summon a peasant militia.4”
These were unreliable ways of forming armies. There was no guarantee that
the required forces would show up or that they would obey the prince’s com-
mands if they did appear. Nevertheless, the growing size of the Muscovite elite
group and the increasing willingness of neighboring princes to ally with and
ingratiate themselves with Moscow’s princes ensured that even these crude
methods could generate substantial armies.

Under Ivan III and Vasilii 111, the size, power, discipline, and organization
of the army increased significantly. Territorial expansion provided new lands
that could be offered as estates to attract servitors from other principalities,
or from Lithuania or the Tatar khanates. By the late fifteenth century, Tatars
made up a significant group of servitors. They included for a while the disgrun-
tled brothers of the Crimean khan, Mengli-Giray. Tatars commanded Tsarist
troops in battles against Kazan’ and the Great Horde, and in 1471 a Tatar
Tsarevich Danyar commanded a unit attacking Novgorod.*® New lands could
also be used to pay princes and boyars serving as local governors or namestniki.
As they submitted to the grand prince, former princes and boyars were fitted
into an elaborate system of family precedence, or mestnichestvo, that preserved a
symbolic sense of family honor and rank even as new arrivals lost their political
and military independence.

The most effective way of using new land was to offer it (and the peasants
who farmed it) to cavalrymen in return for military service. This was a natu-
ral extension of the ancient tradition of kormlenie, or “feeding,” under which
officials were allowed to “feed” off the areas they were administering, as in the
following charter from Ivan III.

I, Grand Prince Ivan Vasil’evich of all Russia, have granted to Ivan, son of Andrei
Plemiannikov [the villages of] Pushka and Osintsovo as a kormlenie with the right
to administer justice [pravda] [and collect fees for this service] and to collect taxes
on the purchase, sale, and branding of horses.*

Similar methods were familiar in the steppes, where powerful khans routinely
allocated pasturelands in return for military service. Chinggis Khan had done
just this at the great quriltai of 1206, as had Batu soon after 1240. The system
of granting land in return for military service may also have been modeled on
the igta of the Islamic world. Ivan’s father, Vasilii I, had occasionally rewarded
servitors with temporary grants of settled land. But it was Ivan III who turned
these ad hoc experiments into the foundations of an increasingly powerful army
and state.
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In Muscovy, land grants in return for military service came to be known
as pomest’e. Territorial expansion provided the necessary land.>® After con-
quering Novgorod, Ivan III confiscated over a million hectares of land from
its nobles and churches, and settled 2,000 Muscovite servitors on these lands
in return for military service. The same system was also introduced in Pskov,
Riazan’, Smolensk, and other newly annexed lands. It was particularly effective
at expanding the armies on Moscow’s western borders, which helps explain
Russia’s military successes in this region in the late fifteenth and early six-
teenth centuries, when Moscow conquered Novgorod, Pskov, Smolensk, and
Chernigov.>!

At little cost, the pomest’e system increased both the size and discipline of the
army.>? But it also required an expansion of the princely bureaucracy beyond
the level of household management. From 1499, government officials began
keeping lists of who was liable for service, in an office that would become the
formidable pomestnyi prikaz after 1550. The Kazan’ campaign of 1467, the first
military campaign for which we have detailed reports, showed the emergence
of a new type of military bureaucracy. The grand prince remained behind the
battlefield, taking care of grand strategy, while commanders or voevody directed
the battle. Preparations for mobilization were careful, and the army set off with
a detailed plan of action. The “staff work” for the campaign was meticulous.>?
Such planning would have been impossible without the increased discipline of
the pomest’e system.

Nevertheless, we should not exaggerate the size of Moscow’s armies. In the
late fifteenth century, most mobilizations were still small scale. Until 1512,
when the government began placing regiments in forts along the Ugra and
Oka rivers and their fords, mobilization normally meant creating small armed
contingents to defend fortified points along major invasion routes. Despite con-
temporary claims to the contrary, it is unlikely that Muscovite armies were
larger than about 35,000 men before the late sixteenth century.’*

A second crucial change was technological. In the late fifteenth century, for
the first time, gunpowder technologies began to affect warfare in Inner Eura-
sia. Gunpowder had been used in warfare in China since the tenth century
in the rudimentary forms of incendiaries, but when it arrived in Europe, it
was already in the more developed form of an explosive to be used in can-
non or guns. There is little evidence on the routes by which the technology
was transmitted, but it almost certainly arrived through the Mongol Empire,
and the first unequivocal illustration of a gunpowder weapon in Europe comes
from the 1320s.>> Muscovite armies first encountered firearms while besieging
Bulghar in 1376. These weapons may have come from Central Asia, where
Timur began to use them at about this time. Moscow imported cannon, appar-
ently from Bohemia (the words “pushka” and “pishchal’”’ both referring to light
cannon, are of Czech origin), and used them to defend Moscow against Toq-
tamish in 1382.5° By the early fifteenth century, both Moscow and Tver’ man-
ufactured firearms. But it was under Ivan III that Muscovite armies began to
use gunpowder weapons more systematically.’” Ivan III invited Italian arms
makers to Moscow, using connections made through his marriage to Sophia
Paleologa (the niece of the last Byzantine emperor), and in 1494 a cannon- and
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powder-making factory was established in Moscow. At first cannons were used
mainly as fixed defenses or in sieges. Not until the 1520s would they be used
in battle.’® Ivan also hired Italian military architects to rebuild the Kremlin’s
fortifications as his enemies, too, began to use cannon in sieges.

At first, gunpowder weapons had limited impact, particularly in the steppes.
Muskets were inaccurate and slow to load, and cannons were dangerous (if
badly made they exploded), and hard to move and aim. In the steppes, cav-
alry, bows and arrows, and swords retained their advantage much longer than
in Europe.’® The main role of cannon on Muscovy’s steppe frontiers was
defensive. Steppe armies found it much harder to capture cities with can-
non and modern defenses, which ruled out the sort of campaign that Batu
had launched. As Khodarkovsky points out, “In 1500 the Crimean troops
burned the suburbs of several Polish towns but could not capture them,
just as the large Crimean army that reached Moscow in 1571 failed to take
the city.”®® Increasingly, steppe armies besieged cities mainly to give them-
selves a free hand as they captured slaves and livestock from the surrounding
countryside.

On Muscovy’s steppe frontier, forts and fortification lines became increas-
ingly important, as cannons and modern fortifications improved their defenses,
and as Muscovy acquired the wealth necessary to build more forts and longer
fortified lines. The main role of forts was “interdiction” — barring the way to
steppe raiding parties, whether large or small, and cutting off their lines of
retreat. Since Kievan times, princes of Rus’ had built fortified lines consisting
of earthworks and small forts designed to block familiar invasion routes, par-
ticularly at key crossing points across major rivers. By the end of the fifteenth
century, there was a long line of fortified points along the Oka river, defended
by annual musters of troops. Indeed, under Ivan III and Vasilii III, the most
expensive military activity may have been the building of frontier fortresses,
though much of the cost was passed on to the frontier populations in the form
of corvée labor.%1 Over the next two centuries, building fortified lines would
become the most important single way of advancing the frontier.

A defensive line consisted of fortified towns established in a line at strategic points
near river junctions, fording places, or at likely portages. Forts were surrounded
with long palisades, trenches, and earthworks. At each fort a garrison of troops
was stationed under a military governor (voevoda), who held civil authority as well
as command of the military. Between strongpoints outposts of various sizes filled
in the line. Further out in the steppe areas advanced observation towers served
as lookouts to give warning of approaching hostile parties.®?

Muscovy: A RISING POWER

Increasing mobilizational power paid for Moscow’s increasingly powerful
armies and fortifications.

As long as Moscow was allied with the Crimea, relative freedom from
slave raids stimulated economic growth. Populations grew, and by the mid-
sixteenth century three-field rotations were common particularly in the more
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populous central regions.®> The pomest’e system probably encouraged agri-
cultural intensification as landlords and government officials increased fiscal
pressure on peasants.® Peasants, in turn, put pressure on the land, the forests,
and rivers.®® They worked arable land more intensively; they grazed more live-
stock on meadowlands; they exploited rivers for their fish, and forests for their
furs, timber, firewood, honey, and wax. In these ways, mobilizational pressure
was transmitted downward through Muscovy’s class system to Muscovy’s frag-
ile ecological base in the land, the rivers, and the woods. Without abundant
surplus land, such pressure would soon have exhausted Muscovy’s thin soils,
leading to depopulation and eventual decline. This is one more reason why ter-
ritorial expansion was so crucial to mobilization. With more land, Muscovy’s
princes could turn the fiscal screws without destroying the principality’s fragile
ecological foundations.

Territorial expansion grew Muscovy’s economy in other ways, too. The con-
quest of Novgorod gave Moscow access to rich commercial networks linking
the Baltic, Lithuania, and Europe to the fur quarries of Siberia and the far
north.®® The conquest of Novgorod also encouraged expansion to the north
and north-east. In 1499 Moscow conquered the lands of the Yugrians and
Voguls. The following account suggests the methods they used in this early
experiment in northern colonization.

In November and December of 1499 three of [Ivan III’s] generals, with 5000
men, after building a fortress on the Pechora, crossed the Ural on snow-shoes, in
the face of a Siberian winter, and broke with fire and sword upon the Yugrians
of the Lower Ob. The native princes, drawn in reindeer sledges, hurried to the
invaders’ camp to make their submission; the Russian leaders scoured the country
in similar equipages, their soldiers following in dogsledges. Forty townships or
forts were captured; fifty princes and over 1000 other prisoners were taken; and
Ivan’s forces, returning to Moscow by the Easter of 1500, reported the entire and
final conquest of Yugrians and Voguls.%”

But profiting from the fur quarries of the north was difficult, because Mus-
covy still had limited access to the Baltic and Europe. In the late fifteenth
century, Muscovy controlled a narrow strip of land near the Neva river (near
modern St. Petersburg), which could be reached along the Volkhov river.
By the 1480s the value of this route had declined as ships (particularly
those of the Dutch) grew too large to navigate the Volkhov. Muscovite mer-
chants now had to trade with Europe though Reval or Narva, whose rulers
imposed heavy tolls on Muscovite goods.®® Gaining a Baltic port that would
allow Moscow to increase trade with Europe’s booming economy became
a central aim of Muscovite military and diplomatic policy for the next two
centuries.

To the south, Muscovy took over the entrepreneurial role once played by
Saray. Huge trade delegations traveled along the Don or through the steppes
to Moscow to exchange horses and other livestock produce for furs and forest
g00ds.% In 1486, a Greek employed by the grand prince reported to the duke
of Milan that
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[certain provinces] give in tribute each year great quantities of sables, ermines,
and squirrel skins. Certain others bring cloth and other necessaries for the use
and maintenance of the court. Even the meats, honey, beer, fodder, and hay used
by the Lord and others of the court are brought by communities and provinces
according to certain quantities imposed by ordinance ...7°

The importance of these southern trade networks helps explain why Muscovy
and Lithuania competed so fiercely to control trade routes through Ukraine
along the Dnieper.

The pomest’e system played an increasingly important mobilizational role
from the late fifteenth century. If it was to work, peasants had to supply servi-
tors with food, horses, cash, and recruits, so that mid-level servitors could build
their own petty mobilizational machines. They could only do so if the govern-
ment helped them bind peasants to the land, making it difficult to flee even
the most predatory of landlords. As early as 1497, in the first law code to apply
to the whole of Muscovy, peasants were forbidden to leave their lands before
paying all outstanding dues and loans. Even then, they were only allowed to
leave around St. George’s Day (November 26), just after the harvest.

Elite demands on the rural population took many forms.

In one contract with the monastery on whose manor they lived, the peasants
undertook to perform a wide variety of services, including cultivating the monks’
fields, mowing their hay, repairing their fences, building their weirs, weaving their
fishing-nets and baking their bread. Under other arrangements, peasants gave
their lords specified amounts of rye and oats, butter, cheese, flax and a small
amount of money. By the end of the fifteenth century, such cash payments often
formed part of the peasants’ dues.”!

Expansion and fiscal and bureaucratic reforms allowed the princes of Moscow
to mobilize cash as well as men and resources. Immunity grants list judicial
fees that had been levied by princes since the Middle Ages, duties on trade,
levied at the entrances to towns or at transit points such as river crossings, and
many forms of labor service to support local officials or to build and maintain
roads or fortifications.”? But cash revenues had limited importance before the
middle of the sixteenth century, and the pomest’e system covered many of the
costs of forming and equipping Muscovy’s armies.

Moscow city was transformed. Fourteenth-century Moscow had a popula-
tion of less than 20,000 people. I. E. Zabelin remarked that it resembled a
“gentleman’s country estate.”’> The most important building was the prince’s
fortress, the Kremlin, where the prince lived with his family and leading nobles,
churchmen, officials, and merchants. The rest of the town extended little more
than a kilometer or two from the Kremlin. Then you reached forest lands with
small villages of just a few households.”# In the fifteenth century, the city grew
fast. In the early sixteenth century, Moscow may have been bigger than Lon-
don. According to Alef, its size owed less to its commercial than to its polit-
ical and ecclesiastical importance, and the desire of princes and bishops and
merchants to build impressive palaces and churches. Ivan III renovated the
Kremlin and the city, with the help of Italian architects.””
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The speed of Moscow’s rise to power is a reminder that, under Inner
Eurasian conditions, slight advantages accrued to the most powerful states in
powerful positive feedback cycles. Wealth attracted servitors, who served in
Muscovy’s growing armies, which conquered new lands and generated even
more wealth. None of this could work without luck, skillful leadership, and
a high degree of elite solidarity. But elite discipline was a brittle resource. It
had to be nurtured and maintained with care and skill because splits at the
top could easily crack the entire system apart. The critical role of leadership in
lands with limited surpluses surely helps explain the emergence and persistence
of Muscovy’s increasingly autocratic political culture.

Through loyal service to its Mongol overlords, careful husbanding of their
human and territorial resources, a willingness to learn from their Mongol over-
lords, and a large dose of luck, the princes of Moscow had managed to create
a principality far larger, more unified, and more powerful than any other in the
former lands of Rus’. To a remarkable degree they had met the daunting chal-
lenge of building and managing an agrarian smychka that would allow them to
defend their agrarian lands against the military power of their steppe neigh-
bors. By 1500 Muscovy was a major international power. In the next century,
it would build on that power. But it would also come close to collapse before
achieving in the seventeenth century a hegemony over much of western and
central Inner Eurasia.
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[5] 1500-1600: PASTORALIST AND
0A4s1s SocIETIES OF INNER EURASIA

THE FIRST GLOBAL WORLD SYSTEM

After 1500, the world was transformed as European mariners, soldiers, and
merchants began to weave together the first global exchange networks.! For
the first time in human history, societies in the Americas and Afro-Eurasia,
and eventually in Australasia and the Pacific, began to exchange people, knowl-
edge, religions, and trade goods, as well as crops, domesticated animals, and
diseases. The “Columbian Exchange,” as A. W. Crosby described these global
transfers, created a level of global connectedness not seen since the world’s
major landmasses had been united within Pangaea, 200 million years ago.2
By the mid-sixteenth century, American maize was flourishing in regions of
China unsuited to rice, American tobacco was being smoked in lounge rooms
and hostelries in Europe, and sheep, cattle, and horses were running wild in
parts of the Americas that had never known such beasts. Diseases traveled too,
with disastrous results for the least disease-experienced regions, including the
major civilizations of the Americas, which suffered a demographic, social, and
political collapse worse than the Black Death. Like all pulses of globalization,
this one destroyed as much as it created.

The first global networks would also transform knowledge. This transfor-
mation began in Europe, as a tsunami of new information and ideas struck its
ports and cities, its academies and seminaries. New technologies, from printing
to gunpowder, spread faster than ever before, along with new ideas about God
and the cosmos, and human, social, cultural, and religious diversity, to jump
start what would later be called the “Scientific Revolution.” Global networks
energized commerce by offering new commodities and spectacular opportu-
nities for arbitrage profits. Russian fur traders competed in European markets
with fur traders from the Americas. The slave trade was globalized as trans-
Atlantic exchanges began to rival the older slaving networks of Inner Eurasia
and the Mediterranean world. By the second half of the sixteenth century, slave

A History of Russia, Central Asia and Mongolia: Volume II: Inner Eurasia from the Mongol Empire
to Today, 1260-2000, First Edition. David Christian.
© 2018 David Christian. Published 2018 by John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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labor was being used to extract American silver cheaply from the mines of Mex-
ico and Potosi, from where, transformed into Mexican pesos, silver traveled to
Europe, where Dutch merchants and German bankers used it to pay for trade
with China, whose growing populations and flourishing commercial networks
demanded ever more silver for coinage and could pay high prices for it. When
combined with the silver transported across the Pacific in the Manila galleons,
these networks transferred to China about 75 percent of all the silver produced
between 1500 and 1800.3 Such exchanges synergized commercial, cultural,
and technological transfers throughout the world. They also yielded astonish-
ing profits that helped fund European imperial projects from Chile to Japan.

No wonder world historians have treated the sixteenth century as a funda-
mental turning point in human history. As Marx and Engels wrote in the Com-
munist Manifesto, “World trade and the world market date from the sixteenth
century, and from then on the modern history of Capital starts to unfold.”

Though the first pulse of globalization was carried mainly through the
world’s sea lanes, its reverberations would be felt even in land-locked Inner
Eurasia. Here, two types of impact were particularly significant. First, trade
networks expanded in scale and were increasingly reoriented towards Europe,
whose merchants dominated the first global networks. Second, accelerating
cultural exchanges speeded the transfer and adoption of new technologies such
as printing and gunpowder weapons.

Formerly at the margins of Eurasia’s major exchange networks, Europe now
found itself at the center of the world’s first global networks. This revolution
in the global topology of wealth and power particularly affected those parts of
Inner Eurasia closest to Europe, including Muscovy. Increasing European and
Mediterranean demand for grain, timber, and furs stimulated agrarian produc-
tion in Poland, the hunt for furs in northern Russia, and the demand for Inner
Eurasian slaves.* Europe’s expanding markets drove the rulers of Moscow to
seek easier and cheaper outlets to the West because the land trade through
Poland was expensive; trade through Reval (Tallinn since 1918) incurred heavy
tolls; and the trade through Archangel, which began in the 1550s, exacted high
transportation costs.”> But Muscovite rulers also tried to protect themselves
from some of the more corrosive ideas and technologies emerging in Europe,
from Protestantism to printing. Church leaders resisted European religious
influences, and as early as the middle of the sixteenth century, foreigners in
Moscow were forced to live apart from Russians in a special nemetskaia slo-
boda, or “German quarter.”®

Though gunpowder was invented in Song China, gunpowder weaponry
advanced most rapidly in Europe’s brutally competitive state system, during
what Michael Roberts called the “Military Revolution.”” Ship-borne cannons
helped Europeans force their way into the rich trading networks of the Indian
Ocean, where they built new maritime empires, while the growing cost of
gunpowder armies drove the search for new ways of mobilizing wealth and
improved technologies. From the mid-fifteenth century, French armies started
using cast bronze barrels instead of welded and bound iron guns, which often
blew apart when fired. Cannon increased the cost of sieges for both attackers
and defenders. As fortifications improved, military engineers had to design and
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build larger, more powerful, and more expensive cannons to breach thicker and
better designed walls.

The first references to handguns are to mid-fourteenth-century harque-
buses. Matchlock muskets appeared early in the sixteenth century. But even
in the early sixteenth century, harquebusiers and musketeers were usually less
effective than archers: “a well-trained archer could discharge ten arrows a
minute, with reasonable accuracy up to 200 metres, but the arquebus of the ear-
lier sixteenth century took several minutes to reload and was accurate only up
to 100 metres.”® On the other hand, harquebusiers were cheaper and easier to
mobilize. They needed just a few days’ training (until used in large formations
when they needed to be drilled), while archers and cavalry acquired their skills
over many years. So, as a general rule, infantry armies equipped with handguns
were cheaper, soldier for soldier, than cavalry armies, and easier to manage and
drill. But competition ensured that infantry armies would be mobilized more
permanently, and would grow in size and cost, so the long-term result of the
Military Revolution was to increase the financial and administrative costs of
warfare. Gunpowder warfare favored the largest and wealthiest states.

In Inner Eurasia, distance and the mobility of pastoralist armies slowed the
introduction of gunpowder weapons. But by the early sixteenth century, they
could no longer be ignored, particularly along Muscovy’s western borderlands.
Muscovite armies incorporated units of musketeers from early in the sixteenth
century, and fort building intensified along Muscovy’s steppe borders as can-
non proved their effectiveness against nomadic cavalry.’

All in all, globalization and gunpowder increased both the possibilities for
mobilization and its urgency. In the long run that benefited the agrarian soci-
eties of northwestern Inner Eurasia whose prospects for long-term growth were
greater than those of the pastoralist world, or the geographically bound oasis
polities of Central Asia.

This chapter will describe the history of societies in Mongolia, in central
Inner Eurasia, and in the Pontic steppes in the sixteenth century. These regions
were relatively insulated from the larger changes that were transforming other
parts of the world. But they were increasingly influenced by material and cul-
tural transfers from agrarian regions such as Europe and China, and eventu-
ally those transfers would bring even the remotest parts of Inner Eurasia into
a new, globalized world system. The next chapter will describe the sixteenth-
century history of Muscovy, a region that was closer to Europe and affected
more immediately by the global changes of the sixteenth century.

MONGOLIA IN THE SIXTEENTH CENTURY

In sixteenth-century Mongolia, political and military power shifted from the
Oirat tribes of the west to the Khalkha tribes of central and eastern Mongolia.
There is no obvious large-scale reason for the shift, so it may simply reflect the
skills of particular leaders.

At the end of the fifteenth century, the most powerful leader of the Khalkha
Mongols was a Chinggisid, Dayan Khan (b. 14752, r. 1480?—1517?).10 In 1480,
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while still a child, he was proclaimed heir to the Yuan dynasty. By the early
1500s, after sending several unsuccessful tribute missions to the Ming, he
began launching raids into north China. In 1510 Dayan Khan became overall
leader of the Khalkha tribes. He now ruled in his own right, and launched new
raids into north China, with armies of up to 70,000 soldiers. By his death in
1517, he had crushed the Oirat and united most Mongol tribes for the first
time in a century.!!

The most successful of Dayan Khan’s successors was his grandson, Altan
(“Golden”) Khan (1508-1582). As the second son of his father, he could not
inherit the title of Khagan, but did become the leader of the Tumed Mongols,
based near modern Hohehot, the city Altan Khan founded in Inner Mongolia.
Like his father, Altan Khan worked hard to find the right balance of trading and
raiding along the Chinese borders. In 1541, after many years of raiding, which
prompted the Ming to start building the modern forms of the Great Wall, Altan
Khan tried to negotiate a reopening of border markets. His envoy was hacked to
pieces. Not until the 1550s would Mongol raids force the Ming to reopen bor-
der markets. But they opened them with extreme reluctance. Officials argued
that in the long run border trade would prove more costly than military defense,
and that granting the right to trade was tantamount to a humiliating military
defeat.12 Others feared that a peaceful policy would reduce military vigilance
and allow covert raiding. In 1551, a Chinese official wrote:

These dogs and sheep are untrustworthy and constantly changing. Now, when
we send an important minister to carry gold and silk to the border, they may not
abide by the agreement and may refuse to come. Or, because of the markets they
may attack the customs area and invade. Or, they may come to the market to
trade today but to invade tomorrow. Or, they may send their masses to invade
and say that it was done by other tribes. Or, they may bring weak horses but ask
for a high price. Or, because they sell horses, they may ask for excessive rewards.

Yet the alternative to border trade seemed to be prolonged and expensive fron-
tier wars. In 1550, Altan Khan’s armies demonstrated the costs of a purely
military strategy by attacking Beijing itself. By the late 1550s even the Oirat
tribes had accepted Altan Khan’s suzerainty, having become his marriage allies
or quda. He also established relations with the Chinggisid rulers of Turfan and
Hami, the gateways to the Silk Roads.

In 1571, the Ming government finally reopened border markets. But they
insisted on detailed ground rules, devised by an official called Ch’ung-ku,
whose biographer described how the system worked.

[Wang] Ch’ung-ku then broadly summoned [Chinese] merchants and traders to
trade cotton, cloth, and cereal for fur and hide. [They came] from far away ...
and gathered under the fortresses along the border. [The officials] collected tax
from them to meet the need for bestowals and rewards. The government provided
gold and cloth to the greater and lesser tribal heads who yearly traded horses of
a definite quota. [Wang] Ch’ung-ku usually appeared at Hung-ssu pu each year
to publicize the magnificence and mercy [of the Court]. All the tribal [people]
bowed before [him] and no one dared to quarrel.!?
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Altan Khan explained why the trade was so crucial to the Mongols in a peti-
tion to the Chinese court in 1571 that highlights growing Mongolian depen-
dence on Chinese products:

We, your vassals, have suffered an increase of population and a shortage of cloth-
ing ... and on none of the borders were markets permitted to open. There was
no way to satisfy our needs for clothing. Our felts and furs wear poorly in the
summer heat, but it has been impossible to get even a piece of cloth.!*

Such comments illustrate the difficulties that population growth and an
increasing taste for luxury goods could create in flourishing pastoral nomadic
societies.

We have some idea of what border markets were like from a description of
Shirokalga [Kalgan, called Zhangjiakou, since 1949] by Ivan Petlin, one of the
first Russian envoys to China. He visited in 1619. Having traveled through a
gate in the wall, he entered the town, which was built of stone, surrounded by
high walls fortified with cannon, and full of shops.

In the market places there are stone shops painted various colors and decorated
with dried grasses. There are all manner of goods in these shops; in addition
to woollen fabrics there are velvets and silks embroidered with gold and many
silks in all colors. But there are no precious stones. They do have all kinds of
garden produce such as various kinds of sugar, cloves, cinnamon, anise, apples,
muskmelons, watermelons, cucumbers, onions, garlic radishes, carrots, cabbage,
poppyseed, turnips, nutmeg, violets, almonds, ginger, rhubarb, and many other
vegetables about which we know nothing at all, not even their names. They have
eating places and taverns. The taverns serve all kinds of things to drink, and there
are many drunkards and prostitutes. There are stone prisons along the streets.
A person is hanged for theft; for brigandry the punishment is impalement and
decapitation; for forgery, the hands are cut off.!”

After the 1571 agreement, Altan Khan tried hard to police his side of the bor-
der, but after encouraging raids for many years, it was not easy to rein in his
followers. In 1580, followers of his son captured large numbers of people and
animals in Kansu. The emperor closed the Kansu markets, and opened them
only after Altan Khan forced the return of all captured booty. There followed
a further period of peace along the borders policed by Altan Khan, and popu-
lations increased in border regions as did the amount of cultivated land.

As in the time of the Tiirk and Uighur empires, peace and trade encouraged
the Sinicization of Mongol nobles. The change was particularly evident in the
new Mongol city of Kokhe-Khota, modern Hohehot, the capital of Inner Mon-
golia. The town was founded by Altan Khan, who built a lamasery here in the
1550s. It was one of the first large towns to appear in Mongolia since the thir-
teenth century. From this period, large numbers of Chinese farmers migrated
into Inner Mongolia south of the Gobi, just as Russian peasants would even-
tually migrate into the Pontic steppes. Mongol leaders in the region began to
rely on them for supplies of grain.!%
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For a decade, it looked as if Altan Khan might build a relatively stable version
of the smychka based on trade, but backed up with the always credible threat
of Mongol raids. This was similar to the tribute relationship established by the
Xiongnu almost 2,000 years earlier, and described by Thomas Barfield as the
“Outer Frontier Strategy.”!7 But the system broke apart after Altan Khan’s
death in 1582, partly because Altan Khan’s power depended more on his per-
sonal skills than on his rank. He remained merely Khan of the Tumed so his
heirs lacked legitimacy beyond their own tribes. He also failed to monopo-
lize control over the trade and tributary relationship with China. Much border
trade escaped his control, allowing regional princes to establish their own trad-
ing and tributary relationships with northern China.!® In short, Altan Khan
failed to build a unified, disciplined, Mongolian-wide elite loyal to himself and
his family. After his death, even the semblance of unity vanished. Three distinct
Khalkha khanates appeared, as well as the Chakhar khanate, which was in the
true Chinggisid line.

While mobilizing the wealth of north China proved extremely difficult, mobi-
lizing its cultural resources was much easier, and sometimes those resources
could help brace structures of power and authority in the steppes. This helps
explain another important aspect of Altan Khan’s rule: his adoption of Bud-
dhism. This was a decision with immense consequence for Mongolia’s future.

There were many precedents for Altan Khan’s decision to adopt Bud-
dhism. In the first millennium cg, both the Khazar and Uighur empires had
adopted organized religions from Outer Eurasia, respectively Judaism and
Manichaeism. In both societies, institutionalized religions were introduced
from above, and, despite clashing with many elements of traditional steppeland
religions, they eventually put down deep roots and incorporated older step-
peland religious traditions. In any case, Buddhism was not entirely alien to
Mongolia. Khagan Ogodei built a Buddhist stupa in Karakorum. Qubilai kept
Tibetan Buddhist monks at his court.!® Under the Yuan dynasty, many Bud-
dhist scriptures were translated into Mongolian, and after the collapse of the
Yuan dynasty Mongol nobles brought Buddhist traditions with them on their
return to Mongolia. However, Buddhism declined after the expulsion from
China, as it slowly dissolved within traditional religious practices and beliefs.2°
Walther Heissig argued that by the sixteenth century, its influence had disap-
peared almost entirely, though this may be an exaggeration.?! Forms of Bud-
dhism almost certainly survived, though mingled with traditional shamanic
practices.

Altan Khan initiated what is often described as a “second conversion” to
Buddhism. He was converted in 1573, during the peaceful final years of his
reign, by two captured lamas of the Yellow Hat (dGe-lugs-pa) or reformed
faith, founded by Tsong Kapa (1357-1419).22 Altan Khan’s conversion may
have been sincere, but political calculations surely played a role too, because
the localized and individualistic practices of shamanic traditions could not pro-
vide the broad institutional bracing offered by Outer Eurasia’s institutionalized
religions.?3

In 1576, in Tibet, Altan Khan conferred the title of (third) Dalai Lama on
bSod-nams rGya-mtsho, the leading Lama of the Tibetan Yellow Hat Sect.
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This event marks the real beginning of Mongolia’s “second conversion” to
Buddhism. The Dalai Lama reciprocated by proclaiming Altan Khan a Bod-
dhisatva and the reincarnation of Qubilai Khan. This, perhaps, was what
Altan Khan had really been looking for. Within Buddhist tradition he could
now be described as a Chinggisid. When the Dalai Lama died, it was found,
conveniently, that he had been reincarnated in a great-grandson of Altan
Khan.?* Such close relations between Mongol and Buddhist leaders would
become common, in part because Yellow Hat Buddhism was as politically
and commercially activist as the Nagshbandiyya Sufism of Central Asia. Altan
Khan made lamas equal in status to nobles, creating a new social class in
Mongolia that would acquire immense political, ideological, and economic
influence.?®

After Altan Khan’s death in 1582, rival khans in different parts of Mon-
golia converted to Buddhism, built monasteries, and supported the transla-
tion of Tibetan scriptures.?® In 1585, Abatai Khan built the great lamasery
of Erdeni Zuu, in Karakorum. Perhaps because of Karakorum’s close associ-
ation with the Mongol Empire, Erdeni Zuu would soon become one of the
most sacred places of Mongolian Buddhism (Figure 5.1). At first, Mongolian
Buddhist leaders tried to resist contamination from traditional steppe religion
by burning shamanic effigies or ongghons, or by demonstrating their claims
to superior medical knowledge. The Torgut lama, Neichi Toyin (1577-1653),
managed more than once to cure powerful leaders, after which most of their
followers converted to Buddhism.?” In 1577, Altan Khan banned the killing

Figure 5.1 Erdeni Zuu Monastery today. Bouette, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Erdene_Zuu_Monastery#/media/File:Monast%C3%A8re_d%27Erdene_Zuu_2.jpg.
Used under CC BY-SA 3.0 https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/.
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of women or slaves or animals as sacrificial gifts, as well as the possession of
ongghons 28

Lamaist Buddhism soon wove its way deep into the social, political, and
cultural fabric of Mongolian life. Traditional gods entered the Buddhist pan-
theon, becoming ancestor spirits, or minor deities or demons. As early as 1594,
a Chinese writer claimed that Mongolia was undergoing a profound cultural
transformation, which he saw as the result of beneficial Chinese influences:

The customs of the barbarians used to be savage and cruel, and for a long time
it was impossible to civilize them. But since they submitted and began to pay
tribute [a reference to the trade agreement of 1571], they have conceived a great
regard for the Buddhist faith. Within their tents they constantly adore an image
of the Buddha, and they make him an offering whenever they eat or drink. The
rich ... invite the lamas to recite prayers, offer incense, and bow reverently. All
the money they can get goes for casting statuettes of the Buddha or stupas. Men
and women, old and young, always have a rosary in their hands. Some of them
make a little box of silver or gold, about two or three inches in height, into which
they put amulets. They carry this box beneath the left arm, and are never without
it, either sitting or lying, sleeping or eating.?’

Altan Khan’s religious policies suggest, as do his complex negotiations with
China, that he understood well the difficulties of recreating a unified Mon-
golian polity that could mobilize the wealth of north China, particularly for a
non-Chinggisid ruler such as himself. Managing cultural transfers from neigh-
boring regions was easier, and Buddhism offered Mongolian leaders new forms
of legitimation. However, increasing reliance on institutionalized religion was
also a sign of political, military, and economic weakness, of the limited possi-
bilities for ecological mobilization in the steppes, and the growing difficulty of
exacting large tribute payments from an increasingly populous, wealthy, and
powerful China.

THE KAZAKH STEPPES

Even further away from major agrarian civilizations, pastoral nomadic elites in
the Kazakh steppes found it even harder to mobilize agrarian resources on a
large scale. But they, too, were influenced by the cultural traditions of nearby
agrarian regions. However, while most khans identified themselves as Mus-
lims, and were regarded as Muslims by others, in practice only those who lived
for long periods in cities had any formal understanding of Islam. Reverence
for Allah as the one god, some familiarity with Muslim stories of Muham-
mad and Allah, which filtered into folk literature, and some influence from
sharia law on traditional law — this was the extent of Islamic influence in the
Kazakh steppes for several centuries. Even in the eighteenth century, there were
no mosques or madrasas in the steppe, and most steppe nomads encountered
Islamic ideas and practices only through traveling Sufi. Popular religious prac-
tices remained shamanic. In the nineteenth century, the Kazakh ethnographer
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Chokan Valikhanov wrote that Kazakh religious traditions had barely changed
since the time of Timur.30

In the old heartlands of the Golden Horde, south of the Urals, there lived
several pastoralist groups, including the Nogai. Here, political fragmentation
deprived leaders of any chance to extort sustained tributes, so they relied largely
on casual raiding to exact tributes and slaves from sedentary regions. These
were simple, crude, and volatile forms of the smychka. Political alliances shifted
with bewildering speed as ambitious local leaders cut deals with nomadic and
sedentary neighbors, often creating systems that lasted no longer than the lead-
ers who had created them.3!

Further east, in the Kazakh steppes, at a safer distance from the rising
powers of Muscovy and Crimea, there appeared several large and reason-
ably durable pastoral confederations. For much of the sixteenth century, under
Khans Buyunduk (r. 1480-1511) and Kasim (r. 1509-1523), and again under
Khan Haqqg-Nazar (r. 1538-1580), Kazakh leaders claimed hegemony over the
entire Kazakh steppe, including all the lands of Orda and Shiban, the former
White and Blue Hordes. Like their predecessors, the Kazakhs maintained win-
ter camps along the Syr Darya and traded with the region’s major cities. As
long as the Oirats (to the east) and the Nogai (to the west) remained relatively
weak, the Kazakh could dominate the central steppes. Kasim may have tried
to establish a durable general law code for the Kazakhs, modeled perhaps on
the Mongolian “yasa,” and influenced in some degree by sharia law, but it has
not survived.>?

After Kasim’s death, in 1523, the Kazakh confederation split into three
“hordes” (literally “hundreds” or “zhiiz”). The Great (or Senior) Horde
remained in the Semirechie, migrating along the Chu, Talas, and Ili rivers, and
exacting tributes from the region’s many small agrarian settlements and trading
towns. The Middle Horde migrated in central Kazakhstan from the Aral Sea
and the Syr Darya as far north as Omsk in southern Siberia, and as far east as
the Altai. Its members traded with and sometimes extorted resources from the
cities of the Syr Darya. The Small (Junior) Horde migrated from the lower Syr
Darya to the Yaik (Ural) river in the lands once known as the Uzbek steppes.
The three Kazakh hordes retained a sense of Kazakh unity, and reunified briefly
under Kasim’s son, Haqq-Nazar, and again during the reign of Taulkel Khan
(r. 1586-1598), the last ruler of a united Kazakh federation.3> But unity was
fragile, partly because the khans had limited power over their followers, except
during major wars.

Kazakh khans were elected from Jochid lineages. They ruled loose coalitions
whose leaders presided over clans headed by sultans or beys. The Kazakh aris-
tocracy included those who could claim Chinggisid descent and were therefore
known as “white bone,” as opposed to the majority of “black bones.” Khans
were elected at meetings of the beys. Similar meetings were held each year to
decide on the annual migrations for each clan and aul.3* Clans were divided
into family groups, or auls, each consisting of 30—40 yurts and each headed
by its own elder, or aksakal (white beard).3?> Locally, power was exercised by
clan elders who determined the pasturelands that could be used by each aul
or family. Aksakals also had the right to mobilize soldiers and levy taxes on

105



INNER EURASIA IN THE AGRARIAN Era: 1260-1850

the herds of each family and to administer customary law (adar). Local beys
administered justice, generally by requiring payback or blood-price from those
accused of crimes.

In a region with limited agrarian resources, these relatively democratic struc-
tures made it difficult to build mobilizational systems large and disciplined
enough to mobilize significant resources from neighboring agrarian regions.
Khans had no automatic right to levy troops, but had to negotiate with local
sultans or beys to form armies for particular campaigns. They could levy taxes
only for special occasions, such as wars.3® The khans continued to nomadize,
like the rest of the population, if in slightly higher style. Like their beys, they
lived in white rather than black felt tents.

The difficulty of mobilizing large flows of tribute from the Kazakh steppes
also reflected the ancient balance of power between cities and steppes in
Central Asia. Taxing trade caravans traveling through the steppes could be
lucrative, which is why, in the late sixteenth century, Khan Haqg-Nazar (r.
¢.1538-1580) established friendly relations with Muscovy, the destination of
many steppe caravans. But commercial revenues were not enough to build a
powerful mobilizational system, and Kazakh leaders were generally too weak
to mobilize enough power to exact more than the occasional tribute from
nearby lands.

Demographic and economic growth might have increased the opportunities
for empire building. But there was not much room for growth in the steppes.
Pastoral nomadic societies were extensive by their very nature and had long
since achieved levels of ecological efficiency that left little room for intensifi-
cation. It is possible, as we have seen, that the Little Ice Age increased rainfall
in the steppes, stimulating growth in both livestock and human populations,
but if so, there is no sign that population growth translated automatically into
increased military power. Rather, as in Mongolia, it may have intensified con-
flicts over scarce pastures. So the challenges faced by Haqq-Nazar were really
little different from those faced by Qaidu or Timur. Success meant mobilizing
resources from the oases of Transoxiana, or the cities of Khorasan and north-
ern Afghanistan. And, with the Uzbek entrenched in Transoxiana, doing that
seemed just beyond the reach of the Kazakh khans.

0Oa4sis PoLiTiEs oF CENTRAL ASIA AND THE TARIM
BAsIN

In the more urbanized regions of Transoxiana and the Tarim basin, we see
the other half of the smychka. Here, there was plenty of agricultural and com-
mercial wealth, but the geography of irrigation oases limited possibilities for
military mobilization. This created a highly unstable balance of power with
nomadic neighbors, whose tribes were also fragmented by the region’s geogra-
phy (particularly in Transoxiana), or settled in pasturelands far from the major
cities (particularly in northern Moghulistan). This prolonged stasis, imposed
by Central Asia’s geography and ecology, made it difficult to build powerful
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mobilization systems based either in the steppes of Transoxiana, or in its farm-
ing oases.

From 1500, the Uzbeks had established themselves as rulers of Transoxi-
ana under Abul-Khayr’s grandson, Muhammad Shibani Khan (r. 1496-1510).
The Jochid line of Chinggisids now controlled Transoxiana, while rulers of
Chagatayid descent ruled in Moghulistan in eastern Central Asia.3” As Adeeb
Khalid reminds us, it is important to think of groups such as the Uzbek not as
nations but rather as dynasties; the idea of an Uzbek or Kazakh nation is really
a creation of the Soviet period.?®

Between 1501 and 1507, when he was defeated and killed by the Safawid
Shah Ismail near Merv, Muhammad Shibani conquered most of the major
Transoxianian cities. His successors, Kochkunju (r. 1512-1531) and Ubaydul-
lah (1533-1539), consolidated Shibanid control of Transoxiana and the well-
watered and densely populated Ferghana valley, ruling from the twin capitals
of Bukhara and Samarkand. In Khorezm, another Shibanid dynasty, the Yadi-
garid, established themselves as regional khans in 1515, renewing Khorezm’s
ancient traditions of independence. Khorezm would retain a degree of inde-
pendence until the creation of a Russian protectorate in 1873, though its capital
shifted from Urgench to Khiva after the Amu Darya river changed its course
in the sixteenth century.

Shibanid dynasties dominated sedentary Central Asia for most of the six-
teenth century. However, they failed to build a durable smychka between the
region’s cities and steppelands. Though each khan controlled a central region
around a capital city (Bukhara, Samarkand, Tashkent, and Balkh all played
this role under different rulers), beyond the core regions, khans ruled through
complex alliances of cities and tribes that had to be constantly renegotiated.>®
These difficulties help explain the growing importance of religious legitimation
in Central Asia and Moghulistan, and the increasing power of Sufi organiza-
tions.

After Ubaydullah’s death in 1539, there followed 40 years of conflict before
another powerful leader, Abdullah II (1583-1598), recreated a unified Uzbek
polity, and undertook reforms of its irrigation systems and monetary system.
The English traveler Anthony Jenkinson described Bukhara after visiting it in
1558.

This Bokhara is situated in the lowest part of all the land, walled about with a
high wall of earth, with divers gates into the same: it is divided into 3 partitions,
whereof two parts are the king’s, and the third part is for merchants and markets,
and every science hath their dwelling and market by themselves. The city is very
great, and the houses for the most part of earth, but there are also many houses,
temples and monuments of stone sumptuously builded, and gilt, and specially
bath stoves so artificially built, that the like thereof is not in the world. There is
a little river running through the middle of the said city, but the water thereof is
most unwholesome.*°

Jenkinson reported that merchants came to Bukhara from India, Persia, Russia,
and China. Indian and Persian traders brought cotton, woolen and linen cloths,
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and took back silks, hides, slaves, and horses. Chinese goods included musk,
rhubarb, and satin, and traders from Russia brought hides, sheepskins, woolen
cloth, bridles, and saddles, purchasing in return cotton and silks.4! Curiously,
Jenkinson himself, though English, counts as the first person to make formal
diplomatic contacts between Muscovy and Central Asia, because he brought
a message from Tsar Ivan IV. Jenkinson was also the first to raise the issue of
Russian slaves in Central Asia, which would loom large in future negotiations
between Muscovy/Russia and Central Asia.*?

Abdullah’s death in 1598 (the same year in which the Muscovite Riurikid
dynasty ended) marked the end of Shibanid power over Transoxiana. Apart
from a brief period of unity within the Persian Empire of Nadir Shah (1740-
1747), Transoxiana would not be united again until the Russian conquests of
the late nineteenth century. The Tashkent region drifted into the control of the
Kazakhs, while Bukhara fell to another Jochid dynasty, the Ashtarkhanids or
Janids (1599-1785), who were descended from the khans of Astrakhan.

There was much continuity between Shibanid rule and that of the Timurid
era. Both dynasties were of Turkic pastoralist origin, and both displayed the
key features of the smychka, with a military wing dominated by Turkic tribal
leaders and an administrative and urban wing dominated by the (often Persian-
speaking) towns.*> Under both the later Timurids and the Shibanids, the mil-
itary wing of the smychka declined in importance after the initial conquests,
as increasing numbers of pastoralists settled in the region’s villages and towns,
and as Uzbek leaders settled into the cultural and commercial world of the
cities. It was probably in the sixteenth century, under the Shibanids, that Tur-
kic speakers began to dominate the urban regions of Transoxiana as well as its
steppelands.®*

We have no evidence of sustained population growth in Transoxiana, and evi-
dence on commercial growth is ambiguous. Increasing sea-borne trade from
China through the Indian Ocean may have reduced the amount of trade along
the traditional Silk Roads, while the rise of Shia Iran from 1500 severed com-
mercial links to the Mediterranean. On the other hand, other trade routes
increased in importance, particularly the north—south routes linking Transoxi-
ana with Russia and Mughal India. Furthermore, even trade with China seems
to have been substantial for much of the sixteenth century.*> All in all, there
is no clear evidence of commercial decline in Central Asia in the sixteenth
century, nor is there clear evidence of significant growth.

Periods of peace and stability may have allowed for modest agricultural
growth. Several of the Shibanid khans supported agriculture, maintained irri-
gation works, and encouraged artisan crafts. Abdullah II, in particular, patron-
ized architecture and the arts in the 1580s and 1590s, though scholarship fared
less well under the increasing influence of the Nagshbandiyya Sufis.*6

The growing influence of the Sufi orders in the urbanized lands of Tran-
soxiana and Moghulistan parallels the introduction of Yellow Hat Buddhism
in Mongolia. Like Lamaism, Central Asian Islam was both decentralized and
shaped by shamanic ritual practices. But it was also politically and commer-
cially engaged. Uzbek rulers had close ties to the Sufi orders; the Yasawiyya
order had provided the troops that helped Muhammad Shibani build his
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power.*” Members of the Nagshbandiyya order advised Uzbek khans, mar-
ried into ruling lineages, and often controlled large amounts of wealth through
endowments or wagqf that were free of taxes. The Sufi orders owed much of their
prestige to claims of descent from the prophet Muhammad. They ran madrasas
and holy sites such as the tombs of saints, conducted missionary work amongst
pastoral nomads, influenced craft guilds, and maintained extensive and prof-
itable commercial networks.*8

The increasingly theocratic tone of government under the Uzbek is apparent
in the following nearly contemporary account of Khan Ubaydullah (khan from
1533-1539).

First of all he was a Muslim ruler, devout, pious, abstinent. He scrupulously
applied the tenets of the Holy Law to all matters of religion, confession, com-
monwealth, state, the army, and the populace, and would not suffer a deviation
from this law by a hair’s breadth. In the thicket of valor he was [like] a charg-
ing lion, in the sea of generosity his palm was [like] a pearl-bearing shell — an
individual adorned with an array of good qualities. He wrote the seven styles of
calligraphy ... He copied several exemplars of God’s Word [i.e., the Qur’an].*

East of Transoxiana, in Moghulistan, it makes sense to distinguish between
three distinct zones: in the north-west, Semirechie and Zungharia; in the south,
the “Altishahr” or “six cities” of the Tarim basin; and Uighuristan, the region
around Turfan and Hami in the north-east. In name at least, Chagatayid khans
ruled all these regions, but in reality they were often controlled by members of
the powerful Dughlat clans from Chagatay’s old capital of Almaligh in Zung-
haria, or by Sufi khwajas.’® All these regions were periodically threatened by
pastoral nomads to their north. These included the Kazakh, the Oirat, and also
the Kyrgyz, who originated in the Upper Yenisei region but moved towards
Semirechie and Zungharia from the late fifteenth century, probably as allies of
the Oirat.?!

Early in the sixteenth century, a Chagatayid ruler of Kashgaria, Sa’id Khan
(r. 1514-1533), established peaceful relations with his brother, Mansur, the
ruler of much of Moghulistan and Turfan (r. 1503-1543), and also with China.
Peaceful relations allowed a revival of trade with China for much of the six-
teenth century. The Zarikh-i Rashidi records that:

From this peace and reconciliation between the two brothers resulted such secu-
rity and prosperity for the people that any one might travel alone between Kamul
[Hami] or Khitai [China] and the country of Farghana without provision for the
journey and without fear of molestation.>?

We have a fascinating account of trade in this region from slightly later, in
1603, when a Jesuit, Bento de Goes, traveled from India through Kabul to
the Tarim basin.>® In Yarkand, he bought a stock of jade to trade with before
spending a year waiting for a caravan he could join. During this period, the
Chagatayid ruler of Kashgaria auctioned the right to lead a caravan, and the
successful bidder (who had offered 200 bags of musk) sold the right to join
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the caravan. The caravan with which De Goes traveled set off with 72 mer-
chants, each with a passport from the khan naming them as “ambassadors” for
what the Chinese would regard, inevitably, as a tribute rather than a trade mis-
sion. De Goes himself seems to have been poisoned as the caravan approached
the Chinese border, by other members of the caravan to whom he had lent
money.

In Moghulistan, as in Transoxiana, Sufis gained increasing influence through
their wealth, their political influence, and, in an increasingly theocratic envi-
ronment, their reputation for holiness. Khoja Taj ad-Din, a disciple of Khoja
Abhrar, entered the service of the Moghulistan ruler Ahmed Khan and his suc-
cessor Mansur Khan (r. 1503-1543) in Turfan. According to a hagiographical
contemporary history, the Tarikh-i Rashidi:

He [Taj ad-Din] was in attendance on [the two Chagatayid khans] for fifty
years .... And he accepted, during all this period, neither offering nor gift, whether
it were from the Khans or the Sultans or the generals of the army, or from peasants
or merchants. The Khwaja occupied himself, also, with commerce and agricul-
ture. And from these occupations there accrued to him, by the blessing of the
Most High God, great wealth. ... The poor and indigent — nay, more, the peas-
ant, the villager, the artisan and the merchant all profited [by his wealth]. For this
reason no one denied him anything, and all the affairs of the kingdom were laid
before him in detail >

In reality, Taj ad-Din clearly did accept gifts and was so actively involved in
politics that he died in 1533 in battle against the Chinese.

The increasing importance of such religious figures in early modern Central
Asia has several explanations. First, their reputation for probity gave legitimacy
to rulers with limited military power, and in an era before nation-states, reli-
gious identities provided a powerful connective tissue linking different levels
of society. Second, Sufi leaders were active in trade, and the religious networks
they created linked cities, reached deep into the steppes, and helped create
commercial partnerships across geographical, linguistic, and ecological fron-
tiers. Third, their religious prestige, commercial networks, and engagement
with politics gave Sufi khwajas great political influence, so that many ended up
playing important political roles. The networks they created forged powerful
links in regions where political and military networks were in decline and the
prospects for long-term economic and demographic growth were limited. As
Millward puts it, effective mobilization in this region involved “both politico-
military and religio-ideological forms of power,” and as political and military
power declined, religious forms of power increased in importance.>®

THE PONTIC STEPPES

West of the Urals, khanates survived as remnants of the Golden Horde. One
of them, the Crimean khanate, would play an important political, military, and
economic role for much of the sixteenth century.
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In 1500, the khanates of Kazan’, Astrakhan, and Crimea were severely cut-
down versions of the Golden Horde. They had pastoralist armies, capitals in
major trading cities, control of significant trade flows, Chinggisid dynasties,
and Muslim traditions, but limited demographic and material resources. By
1500, the khanate of Astrakhan was a rump state of the Great Horde, based
on the Volga delta and sharing the lands once held by the Great Horde with
parts of the Nogai Horde. The khanate of Kazan’ was, briefly, a more powerful
polity, controlling the cities and pastures of the middle Volga, and the trade
routes that passed through them. But internal conflicts, dynastic divisions, and
limited resources ensured that the Kazan’ khanate never emerged as a major
regional power.

In contrast, the Crimean khanate, despite its formal subordination to the
Ottoman Empire, would play a major role in the Pontic steppes for two cen-
turies. The khans of Crimea collected tributes from Moscow (between 7,000
and 12,000 rubles a year in the early seventeenth century), and from Lithua-
nia/Poland and several Danube principalities.’® Their armies checked Mus-
covite and Polish expansion in the Pontic steppes, and raiding for slaves and
livestock enriched its rulers and nobles and drained resources from Muscovy
and Lithuania/Poland.

The khanate loomed large in the diplomatic, military, and commercial cal-
culations of both Muscovy and Lithuania/Poland. In the late fifteenth century,
during the reign of Ivan III, Crimea and Muscovy were allies, and Crimea
directed its armies against Lithuania/Poland. But after the defeat of the Great
Horde, in 1502, Crimean claims on Kazan’ and raids on Muscovy’s south-
ern borders undermined the alliance. War broke out in 1521, after Moscow
installed its own candidate in Kazan’. Allied with the new khanate of Astrakhan,
in 1521 Crimea launched a huge raid that reached Moscow itself and drove
Tsar Vasilii IIT from his capital. Warfare between Muscovy and the Crimean
khanate would continue for much of the sixteenth century.

What was the source of the khanate’s power? First, its khans enjoyed
genealogical legitimacy. The Girays were Chinggisids. After they crushed the
Great Horde in 1502, they could also claim to be the legitimate heirs to the
Golden Horde. These claims counted both in the steppes and in Istanbul. Sec-
ond, the Girays ruled a variegated territory with diverse resources. In the cities
of Crimea, the khans ruled a polyglot urban population of Italians, Armenians,
Jews, Greeks, and Caucasians.’’ Crimea’s trading cities had once provided sig-
nificant direct revenues, but after the Ottoman Empire took Caffa and most
of the Crimean south coast in 1475, the khans lost most of their commercial
revenues. Ottoman control of Azov and the coast of Moldavia also cut Crimea
off from the rich trade routes through the Black Sea and the Balkans.

However, Ottoman suzerainty offered some compensation for the loss of
the Crimean port cities. Even if the Ottomans sometimes dabbled in the elec-
tions for a new khan, the khans themselves were relatively independent, even
issuing their own coinage. The Ottomans provided subsidies and sometimes
military support. Khan Saadet Giray I (r. 1524-1532) received a bodyguard of
Ottoman troops, and in 1541, Khan Sahib-Giray was able to take his troops
across the Oka river with the protection of Ottoman artillery and contingents
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of Janissaries. Ottoman protection shielded the khanate, because its enemies
feared Ottoman reprisals.’® Ottoman protection also made the khans attrac-
tive patrons and allies for groups such as the “lesser” Nogai, who formed a
durable alliance with the khanate for much of the sixteenth century. In addition
to Ottoman subsidies, the Crimean khans also claimed and received (as heirs of
the Golden Horde) substantial tributes from Muscovy and Lithuania/Poland.
Finally, the khanate had access to rich markets in Istanbul, Anatolia, and the
Ottoman protectorates along the western shores of the Black Sea for timber,
salt, grains, fish, livestock products, and slaves.

But the khanate also wielded more traditional forms of power. Its military
power arose from its authority in the Pontic steppes. That control was never
complete:

the Crimean khanate ... directly administered little land beyond the Crimean
peninsula. The khan’s nomadic Tatar subjects seasonally utilized portions of the
steppe north of the Black Sea and his forces regularly mounted raids across the
steppe into Muscovite territories, but in effect for much of the year the steppe
was a huge, unpoliced, no-man’s-land.>®

Nevertheless, the Crimean khan had considerable influence in the steppes, and
could raise formidable steppe armies. So the khanate offers a clear example of
the smychka. The Crimean khans mobilized steppe armies partly through the
four garachi beys, the leaders of the four major Crimean clans. By 1550, the
four clans controlled some 500,000 “souls,” which gave them in effect a veto
over major military decisions.

In the sixteenth century steppe armies were still easy to mobilize, and very
effective. Neither Muscovite nor Lithuanian/Polish armies really got their mea-
sure. Before 1550 there were 43 major Crimean attacks on Muscovy.%° Sigis-
mund von Herberstein, the Austrian diplomat who visited Moscow early in
the century, described the 1521 raid. Though Moscow itself was protected
by fortifications built under Ivan III, the devastating raids on the surrounding
countryside were ended only when the government agreed to hand over mas-
sive tributes, and Crimean leaders began to fear an attack by the khanate of
Astrakhan. As they retreated, Crimean armies took large numbers of prison-
ers, many of whom were massacred because they were too old or infirm to be
worth transporting to the Black Sea slave markets. Herberstein writes:

For the elderly and sick, who do not fetch much and are unfit for work, are given
by the Tatars to their young men, much as one gives a hare to a hound to make
it snappish; they are stoned to death or thrown into the sea ...%!

Crimean raids continued for much of the sixteenth century. Most destructive of
all was the 1571 attack by an army of 40,000 that included Nogai and Cherkess
allies. It burnt Moscow and took thousands of captives.

At the core of the khan’s armies was a personal guard of up to 1,000
musketeers, organized like the Ottoman Janissaries and accompanied by light
artillery. But most of the army consisted of traditional pastoralist cavalry. They
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usually traveled with two or three horses, which could be eaten if necessary, and
carried provisions that would be supplemented by foraging en route. Crimean
armies advanced north along seven main invasion routes, usually at harvest
time when villagers were well fed and their barns were full.? The armies trav-
eled in columns with their spare mounts, preceded by advance guards and
scouts, so that a French observer, Beauplan, described an army of 80,000 sol-
diers with its 200,000 horse as like a huge forest in motion. However, even the
largest raiding armies preferred to avoid formal battles, as their main goal was
to harvest people, livestock, and booty from unprotected villages, which they
would burn, killing all who resisted. Then they would retreat, moving along
different routes to avoid being intercepted, before stopping to share the spoils,
at least a fifth or tenth of which went to the leader. A normal ratio of slaves to
raiding soldiers was 1:3 so that the number of slaves harvested would normally
be about one third of the size of the raiding army, or about 10,000 captives for
a raiding army of 30,000.63

After the khanate lost control of the Black Sea ports, the slave trade, whose
roots go back at least to the first millennium BCE, became the most important
of all trades for Crimean pastoralists. That is why small raids, often under-
taken on the initiative of local leaders and without the khan’s permission, were
almost annual affairs in the sixteenth century. The slave trade paid for the
Crimean army, by providing soldiers and their leaders with booty. It was cheap
and easy to allow slave raids, or turn a blind eye to them, even when the khan
might have preferred peaceful relations with his northern neighbors.%* Slave
raiding shows the smychka at work in looting zones, as it was really a way of
levying erratic tributes from agrarian lands. Slaves were sold through the mar-
kets of Caffa or Bakhchesaray or Evpatoria, from where they ended up in the
Ottoman army or administration or as laborers or galley slaves or domestic
servants, while some were traded to other countries, or put to work in Crimea
itself as farm laborers or used as herders in the steppes or offered for ransom.%>
In 1642, 280 rowers were freed from an Ottoman galley after a mutiny. Over
200 turned out to be from Ukraine and 20 from Muscovy. Some had been
galley slaves for 40 years. Generally, Crimea had a free hand for its slaving
operations in the northern Caucasus, Muscovy, and Lithuania/Poland. But
the slave trade may have reduced other forms of trade between Muscovy and
Crimea in furs, textiles, and other goods, a cost worth paying because the slave
trade was so profitable, so critical to military mobilization, and so damaging to
Muscovy.%0

The Crimean khanate illustrates the benefits and limitations of the tradi-
tional smychka. Military mobilization depended on the support of the leading
clans, and their support had to be bought by allowing them to raid and trade.
The Crimean khans were never true autocrats. Nevertheless, unlike Lithua-
nia/Poland, the khanate enjoyed considerable cultural cohesion (its Christian
and Jewish city dwellers had little significance for military mobilization), and
Chinggisid lineage lent prestige to its khans. But like the Golden Horde in
its later years, the khanate was threatened by the same fault line between its
urban and pastoral wings, particularly as its khans resided in the cities. Early
in the sixteenth century, Khan Mengli-Giray began to beautify his capital,
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Solgat (Eski Kirim). He built a palace, the Aslama Saray, designed by the
Venetian architect Aleviz, who was detained in Crimea in 1502 as he returned
from building extensions to the Moscow Kremlin.®” Mengli-Giray also built
mosques and madrasas, and established an administrative system that would
endure, in its essentials, until the conquest of the khanate in 1783. Little of
this urban work was of interest to the nomads who made up the core of the
Crimean army. But the eventual decline of the khanate would owe less to
internal splits than to the slow shift in the balance of power between Inner
Eurasia’s nomadic and agrarian regions.
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[6] 1500-1600: AGRARIAN SOCIETIES
WEsT oF THE VOLGA

In agrarian regions west of the Volga, we see more evidence of the technological
and commercial dynamism of the sixteenth century. This chapter will briefly
describe the role of the Ottoman Empire and Lithuania/Poland in the region,
before focusing on the growing power of Muscovy.

OUTER EURASIAN OR BORDERLAND POLITIES

By 1500, Lithuania/Poland and the Ottoman Empire both had extensive
interests in Inner Eurasia. Large parts of Lithuania/Poland were within Inner
Eurasia, while the Ottoman Empire had some pastoralist populations and a
strong symbolic, historical, and religious connection with the pastoralists of
Crimea and the Pontic steppes. Nevertheless, both Lithuania/Poland and the
Ottoman Empire were anchored in Outer Eurasia. That’s where most of their
concerns were, and that is why neither polity committed fully to the difficult
and expensive task of building a durable empire within Inner Eurasia.

THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE

The Ottoman Empire became a significant Inner Eurasian power after the
conquest of Constantinople in 1453 encouraged Ottoman expansion into the
Black Sea region. Between 1500 and 1600 the Ottoman Empire expanded
to control eastern Anatolia, Egypt and Syria, parts of Arabia, and much of
Hungary, and its population grew from c.12 million to more than 20 million.!
With control over the eastern Mediterranean, the Ottoman Empire dominated
trade routes from the Indian Ocean to the Mediterranean, and Ottoman fleets
could be found in both oceans. Indeed, it was the Ottoman monopoly over
trade routes from the Indian Ocean that drove European navigators to seek
alternative routes to Asia around Africa or across the Atlantic.

A History of Russia, Central Asia and Mongolia: Volume II: Inner Eurasia from the Mongol Empire
to Today, 1260-2000, First Edition. David Christian.
© 2018 David Christian. Published 2018 by John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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By the early sixteenth century, the Ottoman Empire was one of the world’s
great powers. Its vast territories yielded the recruits, the cash, and almost all
the resources (apart from tin) to build a modern gunpowder army.? But the
era of rapid expansion ended after the reign of Suleyman (1520-1566), as
European defensive lines were strengthened on the Hungarian frontier, as
American silver began to flow through Europe, and as Christian navies secured
the western Mediterranean after the battle of Lepanto in 1571. Nevertheless,
for three more centuries, the Ottoman Empire would be a major power in
both the Mediterranean region and western Inner Eurasia. In many respects,
the Ottoman Empire would provide both Lithuania/Poland and Muscovy with
a model of how to mobilize from diverse territories that included steppes,
farmlands, oceans, deserts, and wealthy trading systems.

Like their Byzantine predecessors, Ottoman rulers sought to control trade
routes through the north Caucasus steppes and the cities of Crimea, as well
as the wealthy regions of Wallachia and Moldavia on the western shores of
the Black Sea. By creating a protectorate over the Crimean khanate in 1475,
Istanbul acquired a valuable military buffer against Lithuania/Poland. The
Crimean khanate also provided a valuable new ally in Ottoman attempts to
control the Moldavian and Bessarabian coasts of the Black Sea, which were
vital to the defense of its Balkan provinces. In 1484, in alliance with Crimea,
Ottoman armies captured the Moldavian fortress of Akkerman, which gave
them control of much of the west coast of the Black Sea. They also established
a garrison at Azov (Tana), east of the Crimean khanate, which gave them
control of the Don river outlets into the Black Sea and enabled them to check
Cossack naval raids on the Black Sea coast.?> Early in the sixteenth century,
with bases at Azov, the southern Crimea, and along the western shores of the
Black Sea, the Ottomans dominated the Black Sea and the trades that flowed
through it, and gained significant influence in the Pontic steppes.

However, Inner Eurasia was of secondary importance for the Ottoman
Empire, so it was normally content to manage the politics of the Pontic steppes
indirectly, through the Crimean khanate and its Nogai allies. Geography
explains why Ottoman diplomacy often seems so similar to that of the
Byzantine Empire. But there was also a crucial difference. Whereas Byzantium
had religious ties to the Christian and agrarian polities of Rus’, the Ottoman
Empire’s religious affiliations were with the Muslim societies of Crimea and
the Pontic steppes. Over the next few centuries, this difference would lend a
crusading edge to contests for control of the Pontic steppes.

THE COMMONWEALTH OF LLITHUANIA/PPOLAND

By 1500, Lithuania/Poland included much of modern Belarus and Ukraine.
Though its ruling dynasty was Catholic, its eastern territories contained
large Orthodox populations and were exposed to devastating slave raids from
the Pontic steppes. In 1500, Lithuania/Poland had a population of perhaps
7 million, scattered thinly over a region twice as large as France. Its economy
was dominated by subsistence agriculture, but after the capture of the Baltic
port of Danzig in 1455, it was buoyed by sales of grain and other agricultural
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produce to the expanding markets of western Europe. Loans from western
European merchants helped Poles exploit large estates in western Ukraine,
whose grain they sent down the Vistula to Danzig and on to Europe.* With a
population of 50,000 by 1600, Danzig was the largest and most commercial of
Polish-Lithuanian cities. But there were many smaller cities scattered through
the interior, such as Krakow (the capital, with a population of only 14,000 in
1600), and Lwow, Vilnius, and Warsaw, with populations of less than 20,000
people. Limited urbanization and commercialization explain why the towns
were never powerful enough to rival the traditional nobility, the szlachza.

The szlachta made up about 7 percent of the population, though many
nobles lived like their peasants. From the late fifteenth century, the upper levels
of the szlachta wielded great authority through a bicameral parliamentary
body, the Sejm. The Nihil Novi law of 1505 ensured that no new laws could be
passed without the consent of the Segjm. The result was a long-standing polit-
ical and fiscal standoff between different classes and ethnic and confessional
groups. In 1569, at Lublin, an increasingly Polonized Lithuanian nobility
(most Lithuanian nobles now spoke Polish rather than Lithuanian) agreed
to a new and closer Union, the “Commonwealth of the Two Nations, the
Polish and Lithuanian.” Lithuania and Poland now shared a common ruler
and Diet, but kept separate administrations and armies. The Union of Lublin
really marked the increasing economic, demographic, and political power of
Poland, for much of Ukraine now passed into Polish control, and there were
now three times as many Poles as Lithuanians in the joint Diet. In 1572, when
the Jagiellon dynasty died out, the joint monarchy became elective.

The Commonwealth’s human and material resources, though significant,
were scattered, like those of Muscovy, over large areas, and levels of productiv-
ity and commercialization were low in comparison with western Europe. It had
many poorly defended borders because its eastern provinces were, topograph-
ically, part of the huge Inner Eurasian flatlands. It faced European rivals in the
west, Sweden in the north, Muscovy in the north-east, and constant raiding
from the Crimean khanate in the south-east.

The social and political structures of the Commonwealth made it difficult
to mobilize resources effectively enough to meet these threats. Cultural and
political divisions exacerbated the difficulties, for the Commonwealth strad-
dled many cultural, religious, linguistic, ecological, and political frontiers.

The whirlpool of foreign and national influences found concrete expression in
the welter of different dress styles adopted by the nobility, with native, western
and oriental influences (the latter arriving largely through Hungary) combining
to produce a distinctive couture of caftan, boots, belts and breeches around the
mid-[sixteenth] century.’

While much of the Polish nobility was militantly Catholic, Lithuania had
been largely pagan until the fourteenth century. Then Lithuanian expansion
incorporated large areas of Belarus and Ukraine, whose populations spoke
Eastern Slavic languages and mostly professed Orthodox Christianity. By 1500,
even in Lithuania, Slavic speakers outnumbered Lithuanian speakers.®
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Political and economic interests tugged the Commonwealth in different
directions. While Lithuania’s natural orientation was towards the eastern
shores of the Baltic or south towards Ukraine and the Black Sea, Poland looked
westwards. Different borders also required different forms of military mobi-
lization. On the eastern borders, traditional cavalry were effective until the
seventeenth century, while in the west, gunpowder transformed warfare much
earlier.

These divisions affected the Commonwealth in many ways. The nobility and
towns protected their traditional privileges by limiting the power of monar-
chs. No monarch of the Commonwealth enjoyed the authority that Ivan III
of Muscovy enjoyed in the late fifteenth century. To mobilize armies, monar-
chs had to engage in complex negotiations with suppliers of troops, revenue,
and equipment, including nobles and princes, mercenaries, who had to be paid
largely out of the royal purse, and the traditional levy of the nobility, the pospo-
lite ruszenie. In principle, the feudal levy should have yielded armies of up to
50,000 in the middle of the sixteenth century, but rulers were forbidden to use
it abroad without the consent of the Se¢jm, and then only for three months a
year. When used inside the country, the army was supposed to be disbanded
after two weeks on campaign.” Not surprisingly, military discipline could be
precarious. In 1537 the pospolite ruszenie, which had assembled for an attack
on Moldavia, refused to fight and had to be disbanded.® Securing funding
for military campaigns was always difficult. The nobility regarded most forms
of central taxation as exceptional, and expected their rulers to finance war-
fare from their royal domains, even though the Sejm restricted royal author-
ity over royal lands.® Polish nobles were particularly reluctant to grant taxes
for campaigns in the east, as long as Poland and Lithuania remained separate
nations.

By 1503 Lithuania/Poland had lost a third of the lands it held in the early
1490s, and in 1514 it lost the crucial fortress of Smolensk. In the 1550s, Sigis-
mund IT Augustus (1548-1572) had to resort to many different stratagems to
form an army capable of attacking Livonia at the start of what would become
a prolonged war with Muscovy. He managed to assemble substantial armies
after selling royal lands, borrowing money, persuading the Sejm to levy the
occasional special tax, or summoning troops from magnates or the pospolite
ruszenie, but it proved impossible to hold armies together for long periods.!?
In 1572 the Jagiellonian dynasty ended with the death of Sigismund II. His
successor, Henri of Anjou, was elected on conditions that further weakened
the ruler’s power to mobilize.

The remarkable successes of Lithuanian/Polish armies in the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries made it seem that such methods should work. And they
would continue to work, just, throughout the sixteenth century. But as the
costs and scale of gunpowder warfare increased, so did the importance of more
effective fiscal and military mobilization. It may be that in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, the survival of the Commonwealth owed as much to
Muscovite failures and Crimean raids as to skillful mobilization and brilliant
military commanders, such as King John III Sobieski (r. 1674-1696), whose
armies defeated the Ottoman Empire outside Vienna in 1683.
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Muscovy IN THE SIXTEENTH CENTURY

If the Crimean khanate provides a paradigm of the traditional, Inner Eurasian
smychka, Muscovy offers a paradigm of the agrarian smychka.

Muscovy mobilized military power from an agrarian population to defend
itself against steppe armies in the south, and gunpowder armies to the west.
The first key to success was long-term growth. Over time, demographic, eco-
nomic, and geographical expansion gave the rulers of Moscow increasing
human and material resources. The second key was efficient mobilization of
these accumulating resources, which allowed territorial expansion, which pro-
vided more land, people, and resources for further mobilization, in a powerful
feedback cycle. Figure 6.1 and Map 6.1 hint at the long-term synergy between
population growth and geographical expansion in Muscovite and Russian his-
tory over seven centuries.

For much of the sixteenth century, Muscovy’s rulers played these mobiliza-
tional games with considerable success. But towards the end of the century, the
strains of sustained mobilization began to show, and there was a real danger
that, if mishandled, the system could collapse. Excessive mobilizational pres-
sure encouraged peasant flight, particularly near underpopulated borderlands.
It also encouraged predatory farming that threatened to exhaust the region’s
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Figure 6.1 Growth of Muscovy’s population as a proportion of Inner Eurasia’s popula-
tion. Data from McEvedy and Jones, Atlas of World Population History, 78-82, 158-165.
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thin forest soils. There was no guarantee that the expansion of Muscovy, which
had been so impressive in the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, would

continue indefinitely.

ExpaNsiON
In the sixteenth century, there was still plenty of scope for agricultural intensifi-
cation. Peasants and landlords could and did introduce more intensive farming
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methods, such as three-field crop rotations. But with short growing seasons,
thin soils, and limited financial and technological resources, the possibilities
for intensification were limited. However, unlike most of its rivals, Muscovy
also had the option of extensification, or growth through territorial expansion,
because along its southern, eastern, and northern borders there were large
areas of underpopulated and ill-defended but potentially farmable land. The
contrast with Lithuania/Poland, which was surrounded by populous and pow-
erful rivals on all but its easternmost frontiers, is striking. In Muscovy, for sev-
eral centuries, mobilizing more resources meant, above all, territorial expansion
(Figure 6.2).

In the sixteenth century, Muscovy expanded in three main directions: to the
east and south along the Volga river; to the south into the Pontic steppes; and to
the west into the Baltic region and Belarus. At the death of Vasilii III in 1533,
Muscovy controlled about 2.8 million sq. kilometers. In 1600, it controlled
¢.5.4 million sq. kilometers — almost twice as much territory.!!

Expansion to the east began with the conquest of Kazan’ in 1552. When
Vasilii III died in 1533, his heir, Ivan IV, was still a minor. Ivan’s minority, from
1533-1547, provided a striking reminder of the importance of elite discipline
to Muscovy’s power, as the government was paralyzed by conflicts among the
leading boyar families, and could not contemplate ambitious foreign adven-
tures. But in 1552, within five years of his accession, Ivan launched an attack
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on an old rival, the khanate of Kazan’. Muscovy’s armies were larger and bet-
ter equipped. Ivan led 150,000 troops to Kazan’, whose armies numbered no
more than 30,000. Moscow’s armies also brought 150 pieces of artillery, an 18-
foot-high siege machine, and explosives, which they used to destroy the city’s
water supply.!2 The city fell on October 2, 1552.

The conquest of the Muslim khanate of Kazan’ marked a significant turn-
ing point in the history of the Muscovite mobilizational system because this
was (with the partial exception of expansion into the far north) the first time
that Muscovy had incorporated populations that were culturally different from
those of Muscovy. If empire means rule over populations with different reli-
gious, cultural, and linguistic traditions, this was the beginning of Muscovite
and Russian traditions of imperial rule. And, as a recent study argues, empires
in this sense — “large political units ... that maintain distinction and hierarchy
as they incorporate new people” —have been the most important forms of large-
scale political and mobilizational power for several millennia.!> As Muscovy,
too, became an empire, it began to face new challenges, as cultural, religious,
and historical differences were added to the traditional difficulties of mobiliza-
tion. Like the traditional nomadic smychka, the agrarian smychka now had to
cope with cultural, linguistic, and religious differences as well as the normal
challenges of mobilizing in lands with limited resources.

Ivan’s victory over Kazan’ recapitulated Prince Sviatoslav’s conquest of
Bulghar in the 960s. Like that campaign, it invited further expansion down
the Volga river towards the Caucasus. As ruler of Kazan’, Ivan began to
receive tributes from steppe polities, from the Nogai hordes, from the khans
of the Sibir khanate, and from the Bashkir.!* In 1556, just four years after the
capture of Kazan’, Muscovite troops conquered Astrakhan near the Golden
Horde’s first capital of Saray, 600 years after Prince Sviatoslav had sacked the
Khazar capital of Itill in 965. Muscovy now controlled the entire Volga river
trade route to the Caspian Sea, and Moscow’s allies, the Nogai, settled in the
steppes north of the Caspian Sea until they were displaced in the 1630s by
the Oirat Mongols who came to be known as the Kalmyk.

Control of the Volga river created a new defensive barrier because, for
most of its length, the river was too broad to be crossed easily by pastoralist
armies. Now, strategically sited fortresses could block major incursions from
the Kazakh steppes.!> The Volga also had huge commercial importance.
Russian merchants were particularly interested in opportunities for trade with
Persia, Central Asia, and India, so Russian south-bound trade began to shift
eastwards, away from its traditional focus on the Ottoman Empire and the
eastern Mediterranean.!® Astrakhan became Muscovy’s commercial window
on the south. Here, Muscovite merchants and officials received caravans from
Central Asia and ships from Gilan and the khanate of Shemakha, both under
Persian suzerainty.!” Persian ships trading in the Caspian Sea were mostly
manned by Armenian merchants, though in the seventeenth century Indian
merchants would play an increasingly vital role in Astrakhan’s trade with
Persia. Astrakhan became an important base for the trade in fish and locally
produced salt. From Astrakhan, goods were hauled or rowed up the Volga
river to Kazan’, in boats mostly owned by Astrakhan merchants. From there,
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they traveled to Nizhnii Novgorod, where they were unloaded before being
carried to Moscow by land, in carts or sleds.

Ivan IV dreamed of conquering the Crimean khanate too. In 1567,
Muscovite soldiers built a fort at Tersk, near where the Terek enters the
Caspian Sea. In 1569, wary of Moscow’s ambitions in the northern Caucasus,
Ottoman and Crimean forces tried to reconquer Astrakhan by building a
canal from the Don to the Volga. However, the arrival of Russian troops down
the Volga showed that it was easier to control Astrakhan from the Volga than
across the steppes. Ottoman forces were driven back to Azov on the Black Sea,
in a tortuous retreat during which two thirds of the original army was lost.
But Moscow’s forces were almost as over-extended as those of the Ottomans,
and in 1571, after just four years, Ivan abandoned Tersk.

Along Russia’s southern steppe frontiers, expansion was slower and more
difficult. Under Vasilii III, Muscovy had joined Crimea in attacks on Lithua-
nia/Poland. But after Vasilii’s death in 1533, Crimea allied increasingly with
Lithuania/Poland, partly in pursuit of dynastic claims to Kazan’. Defending
against Crimean raids became a primary motive for fort building along
Muscovy’s southern frontiers.

But fortified strongpoints also attracted would-be colonizers for whom they
offered protection, markets, and employment, so that colonization and defense
went hand in hand.!® Along Muscovy’s disputed and poorly policed steppe bor-
derlands, with their rich black soils, illegal peasant migrations would provide
a demographic ground bass to Muscovite expansion until the end of the eigh-
teenth century. Most peasant migrants hoped that Moscow and Crimea would
ignore them, as they cleared land and built villages. But Moscow, though wary
of peasant flight from its central provinces, was also keen to protect settlers
in order to populate, supply, and defend its southern provinces.!® Over many
centuries, such processes created a distinctive borderland culture, whose most
striking symbol is the emergence of the Cossacks, culturally diverse border-
land communities recruited as much from Tatars or peoples of the Caucasus
as from Slavic populations.2®

Similar communities had existed in the Pontic steppes in the time of Kievan
Rus’ and probably a millennium before that. In the Kievan era, groups of Rus-
sified Turks or Caucasians sometimes received payments or resources from
Rus’ principalities for border protection or information about potential raids.
Muscovite rulers also understood that friendly borderland communities could
harass Crimea in ways that Moscow could plausibly disavow, just as regional
Crimean leaders harassed Muscovy or Poland. The easiest and cheapest way
of influencing Cossack communities was by offering subsidies or gifts or priv-
ileges to their leaders.

In the later sixteenth century, for the first time, Cossack groups entered into
formal alliances with Muscovy.2! The Don Cossack community dated its exis-
tence from 1557, when it had its first formal contacts with Moscow.22 The
complex ethnic and cultural mix of Cossack communities is apparent from
one of the earliest official references to the Cossacks, in a letter of Ivan IV to
the Nogai Tatars. The Tsar wrote: “There are many Cossacks roaming in the
steppe, Kazanis, Crimeans, Azovites, and other insolent Cossacks. Even from
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our frontiers they mix together with them and go around together.”?> Cossack
communities defy easy classification.

Neither nomads nor peasants, the early [sixteenth-century] Cossacks represented
a mix of nomads, fugitives, and entrepreneurs. Their numbers were no more than
a few thousand. Their weapons and dress adhered to no common standards and
can best be described as multicolored and multicultural: integrating elements
from the steppe nomads and populations of North Caucasus. They combined
steppe skills of horsemanship with expertise in sea, river, and portage navigation
that can be traced to Rus’. Their hybrid raiding culture conducted amphibious
operations in both the river basins and prairies of the southern steppes.?*

Like the principalities of Kievan Rus’, Muscovy built fortified lines across the
main Tatar invasion routes, and burnt nearby pasturelands to deprive raiding
parties of fodder (Map 6.2). The first large-scale Muscovite defensive lines
were built along the Oka and Ugra rivers in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth
centuries, using the labor of local peasants and Cossacks. By 1530, this line had
reached Tula. Further east, a similar line was built against the Nogai.?> The
government of Ivan IV extended these fortified lines. The so-called Zasechnaia
cherta, or “Abatis Line,” ran for about 640 kilometers [600 versts, 1 verst =
1.067 kilometers] from Belev through Tula to Riazan’.

Built of interconnecting stretches of felled trees, rivers, and ditches, punctuated
at regular intervals with block houses and gates, overseen by a special official and
a special chancellery (until 1580), defended by lower and middle-class military
servitors ..., patrolled by advance guards on the steppe placed in treetop lookouts,
and charged with making sure that “men of war do not come without warning
upon the sovereign’s frontiers,” the line was massive, intricate, and costly.2¢

In the 1580s and 1590s, Boris Godunov ordered the building of several forts
beyond the Abatis line. They included Belgorod and Voronezh, Samara (1586),
Saratov (1590), and Tsaritsyn (1588) on the Volga, as well as new forts to the
east of the Volga including Ufa in Bashkiria (1586).27 Once established, the
forts attracted legal and illegal immigrants, drawn to the protection they offered
and the rich steppe soils that surrounded them. During the Time of Troubles,
after the death of Boris Godunov in 1605, this slow, shuffling advance, fort by
fort, would halt, not resuming again until 1635.

Like the Ming dynasty in China, which extended and reinforced its own
frontier defenses in the sixteenth century, Muscovite officials saw the southern
fortified lines as defensive. Steppeland raids exacted huge human costs, directly
through the capture of slaves, and indirectly in tributes or ransom payments.
Khodarkovsky estimates that Muscovy paid Crimea 1 million rubles in trib-
utes and taxes, and lost between 150,000 and 200,000 Russians to slave raids
just in the first half of the seventeenth century. Assuming an average ransom
price of 50 rubles per person, redeeming just 100,000 of these captives would
have cost about 5 million rubles.?® At a time when it cost about 5,000 rubles to
build a small frontier town, the 1 million rubles paid in tributes to Crimea were
equivalent to the cost of building 1,200 small frontier towns, a calculation that
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Map 6.2 Muscovy’s southern frontier at the end of the sixteenth century. Shaw,
“Southern Frontiers of Muscovy,” 123. Reproduced with permission of Elsevier.

makes fort building look cheap. Khodarkovsky’s calculations illustrate vividly
the costs of continuous low-grade and occasional high-grade warfare with pas-
toral nomads in steppelands with few natural defensive barriers.

Expansion to the west was even more expensive, but it was motivated
by the hope of getting easier and cheaper access to the rich trade networks
of the Baltic and Europe. In 1558, Ivan IV sent Muscovite armies into
Livonia (roughly modern Estonia and Latvia) to protect Muscovy’s western
borderlands and secure openings to Baltic trade routes to Europe. Though it
began well, the Livonian campaign would turn into a brutal and debilitating
contest with Lithuania/Poland and Sweden, lasting many decades. In 1561,
the Livonian Order, which had controlled the Baltic region since the early
thirteenth century, was dissolved, creating a power vacuum that lured Lithua-
nia/Poland and Sweden into the Baltic, and started a many-sided war that
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would last until 1583.2° In truces negotiated in that year, Muscovy gave up all
its conquests in Livonia and surrendered most of the northern Baltic coast to
Sweden, except for the mouth of the Neva river. The Livonian war provided
a brutal test of Moscow’s growing mobilizational capacity.

MILITARY MOBILIZATION

Since the reign of Ivan III, the pomest’e system had provided the most effective
way of building large cavalry armies in a society of scattered villages and limited
monetization. It required pomeshchiki to serve in the army, using resources they
had mobilized themselves from the peasants living on the estates they had been
granted. In the sixteenth century, most of the army consisted of pomeshchiki.
By 1600, there were probably some 30,000 pomeshchiki, increasing numbers
of whom lived along Muscovy’s southern fortified lines.?? The pomest’e sys-
tem transformed the lives of Muscovy’s peasants as well as its cavalrymen
(Figure 6.3). In 1450 most peasants lived on “black” lands, with no landlords,
so they paid dues and taxes only to their prince or the church. By 1600, most
of these lands had been transferred to pomeshchiki, so the peasants living on
them owed labor and taxes to landlords as well.>!

Early in his reign, as he prepared to attack Kazan’, Ivan began reform-
ing Muscovy’s mobilizational machinery, with the help of a group of talented
officials and clerics. Some reforms were modeled on Ottoman practice, as
described in a famous memorandum written in 1549 by Ivan Peresvetov, who
had served the Ottoman Empire for many years.32

Always jealous of his rights as Tsar, Ivan tried to tie elite privileges
more closely to service than to lineage, and to increase his own freedom to
appoint and dismiss officials and servitors. Traditionally, government and army
appointments had been shaped by traditions of mestnichestvo, or clan seniority,
and these could limit even the Tsar’s freedom to appoint senior military com-
manders. For example, individuals occasionally refused to serve under or obey
those they viewed as social inferiors, for fear of dishonoring their family. To
limit the impact of precedence quarrels on military operations, Ivan removed
certain military commands from challenge on grounds of seniority. In another
reform, that looks like a first attempt to build a personal following, he settled
1,000 provincial pomeshchiki near Moscow, so they could be called up rapidly
to serve the Tsar. In 1556, Ivan extended the principle that landownership
depended on service to all landowners, even those who owned wvorchina (patri-
monial) lands, which had previously been free of formal service obligations.>>
Though most nobles already expected to serve in practice, formally at least, the
new rule marked a transformation in the legal status of all Muscovite nobles.
The 1556 law on service required that every 400 acres of good land should
support a fully equipped cavalryman and his horse.

Ivan also reformed the administration and bureaucracy. In 1555-1556, many
regions, particularly in the north, were ordered to elect local officials instead of
being ruled by centrally appointed namestniki. There was nothing democratic
about the reform. It was really a way of passing the burden of administrative
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Figure 6.3 Three Russian cavalrymen, published in Sigismund von Herberstein, 1556.
Dunning, Russia’s First Civil War, 41.

service to local populations so that resources previously used for the korm-
lenie or “feeding” of namestniki could be transferred to Moscow. It is tempt-
ing to see the reform as an extension of the pomest’e principle from military
to administrative service. At the center, the number of government offices or
prikazy increased, until by 1600 there were more than 24 prikazy. The most
important of them handled recruitment. The razriadnyi prikaz kept lists of mil-
itary servitors and their service obligations; and the pomestny: prikaz recorded
the allocation of pomest’e. The posol’skii prikaz handled diplomacy and foreign
affairs. These three key prikazy were all headed by a boyar from the Tsar’s
inner council, the “boyar duma.”

Ivan also reformed the army. Cavalry recruited from pomeshchiki continued
to dominate because the most important military threats still came from the
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steppes.>* Imitating Poland, Ivan’s government also began to incorporate Cos-
sack units within the army, by offering payment in grain, or cash, or in land.
Cossacks were used primarily to garrison frontier towns.

Units fighting on the western borderlands began to include more infantry
and artillery.?®> In 1550, Ivan created an infantry guard of 3,000 salaried
musketeers (strel’zsy or “shooters”), whose armor and dress imitated Ottoman
musketeers. Two years later the stzrel’zsy took part in the siege of Kazan’. At
first, strel’tsy were used in sieges or protected behind zabors modeled on the
Hungarian wagenburg. This was a protective circle of wagons. Its Russian
version, proposed by Peresvetov, was the guliai-gorod or walking fortress, a
system of mobile wooden walls on small carts.3%

Despite the szrel’zsy units, the impact of gunpowder was limited in the six-
teenth century. The English traveler Richard Chancellor wrote that, “All his
[Ivan’s] men are horsemen, all archers.”3” As late as 1600, Muscovite armies
still used tactics that would have looked familiar in the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries. The army normally fought in two to three echelons, with the Tsar’s
regiment and the strel’tsy as the core, the others surrounding them.

Though it might have seemed archaic by European standards, the Muscovite
army was well adapted to steppe warfare. Above all it grew in size, until it
could field up to 100,000 fighting men early in the seventeenth century. Its
weaknesses were most apparent on the western front, but even here, Muscovy’s
mobilizational efforts were remarkably effective until the late 1570s. After that,
the costs of the Livonian war escalated, Muscovite revenues declined, particu-
larly in regions such as Novgorod, which had been devastated by the activities
of Ivan’s personal army, the oprichnina. Polish revenues increased after the 1569
Union of Lublin, and its alliance with Sweden in 1577. In 1576, the Polish-
Lithuanian Commonwealth acquired an energetic new king, Stephen Batory of
Hungary (r. 1576-1586), while a massive Crimean attack on Moscow in 1571
forced Muscovy to divert troops from the Baltic to the southern frontiers.>® In
1578, Swedish and Polish forces inflicted the first major defeats on Muscovite
forces since the start of the Livonian war.

MOBILIZING CASH AND COMMERCE

Muscovy’s military failures were partly fiscal. The pomest’e system worked well
where cash was scarce, but prolonged sieges and gunpowder warfare, the sort
of warfare that dominated the Livonian war, required cash, and lots of it.3°
The government worked hard to raise more cash, but never seemed to have
enough.

Muscovite governments raised cash through taxation and trade. A standard-
ized general land tax was introduced for the first time in the 1520s, and levied
according to the “big sokha,” a unit of plowed land whose size varied according
to the quality of the land. The land tax would remain the basic unit of Mus-
covite taxation until 1679. In the 1530s, during Ivan’s minority, his mother,
Elena Glinskaia, unified the currency in different parts of the country.*® This
encouraged internal trade, and made it easier to commute taxes in kind to cash.
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Some existing taxes were increased and new cash taxes were introduced. Trib-
utes from furs and income from government monopolies on salt and alcohol
sales began to make significant contributions to government revenues.

But without a port on the Baltic, Muscovy found it difficult to earn money
from Europe’s booming commerce. Indeed, that is what the Livonian war
was largely about. The importance of trade with Europe was shown by the
government’s efforts to find alternative routes. In 1553, British merchants
from the English Muscovy Company arrived in Moscow from the north, led
by Richard Chancellor. Their arrival opened a new route for European trade
through the port of Archangel, founded a year after their arrival. Archangel
rapidly became as vital to Moscow’s European trade as Astrakhan was for its
trade with Persia and India. Archangel’s new “window on the west” nicely
balanced Astrakhan’s “window on the south.” From Archangel imported
goods were carried down the Northern Dvina to Sol’-Vychegodsk, Velikii
Ustiug, and Vologda, where merchants waited for winter before transporting
them by sled through Iaroslavl’ to Moscow.

For a century, the Archangel route reoriented Russia’s European trade away
from the Baltic. England imported furs and naval supplies (timber, hemp
fiber for naval ropes, tallow, and tar), while Muscovy imported armaments,
metals, woolen cloths, and luxury goods. Merchants of the Muscovy Company
received substantial privileges until their expulsion in 1649 in retaliation for
the execution of their own “tsar,” Charles I. In the early days of the Archangel
trade, they were exempt from customs dues and allowed to keep warehouses
in Archangel, Kholmogory, Vologda, and Moscow. These rights were resented
by Russian merchants, most of whom were engaged in trade to the Black
Sea. However, despite the privileges enjoyed by English merchants, Dutch
merchants had largely displaced them by 1600, creating a new channel for
European cultural, economic, and technological influence.*! In the early
seventeenth century, Moscow imported most of its silver, armaments, cloth,
and metal goods from Holland, in exchange for furs, timber, canvas, hemp,
grain, leather, and foodstuffs such as honey and caviar.42

With trade restricted to such narrow channels, the revenues the government
could raise through commerce were limited. That left internal taxation as the
main source of government revenue. Stable, efficient, and cohesive rule might
have raised enough revenue to finance even the long-running Livonian war.
But Ivan failed to provide stable government as his rule became increasingly
oppressive and unpredictable.

ELITE DISCIPLINE AND UNITY

Ivan had inherited an exceptionally unified and disciplined political system.
Since the fourteenth century, the culture of “autocracy” — the belief that unity
under a single strong ruler was both right and in the interests of Moscow’s
elites — had sunk deep roots in Muscovite political culture. Those traditions
help explain Muscovite expansion in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth cen-
turies. As Victor Lieberman points out, west of the Dniester and Vistula there
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were in 1450 five to six hundred independent polities; and even in the late nine-
teenth century there were 25. In contrast, in “northeastern Europe, Siberia,
and the Caucasus, over thirty city-states, princedoms, and khanates yielded to
a single Russian imperial suzerainty.”*>

However, during the latter part of Ivan’s reign there were many signs of a
breakdown in elite unity, caused largely by Ivan’s increasingly unpredictable
rule. Immediately after his coronation as Tsar, Ivan enjoyed immense author-
ity, partly because the instability and weakness of the years of his minority
reminded everyone of the dangers of political disunity. Rapid expansion and
increasing wealth attracted high-ranking servitors from Muscovite princely
families, but also from the ruling families of Lithuania and Kazan’ and princi-
palities of the northern Caucasus.**

The church backed the Tsar’s autocratic authority. As the most important
educational institution in the land, the church taught a wider public about the
virtues of autocratic rule under an Orthodox (pravoslavnyi) Tsar. In a largely
illiterate world, church architecture, the church’s public pronouncements,
and its many ceremonies and pilgrimages provided a powerful sense of shared
identity and purpose. Royal pilgrimages, public processions, the distribution
of alms, and the founding of new religious institutions helped consolidate
the image of the T'sar as a pious and powerful leader, as God’s representative
on earth.*> Unlike many rulers in the steppelands and Central Asia, Russia’s
Tsars enjoyed both genealogical legitimacy and the support of institutionalized
religion.

From 1542, a strong Metropolitan, Makarii, put his considerable authority
behind the young Tsar. Ivan’s magnificent coronation, at the Kremlin’s
Dormition cathedral in January 1547, was deliberately choreographed to raise
the authority of a dynasty that had lost some of its luster during the long
regency. Ivan assumed the title of Tsar (“Caesar”), which had normally been
reserved for sovereign rulers such as the khans of the Golden Horde or the
Byzantine emperor, or, in religious texts, for Christ, the Tsar of Heaven.40
Ironically, the metaphorical potency of the title was demonstrated by the
reluctance of European rulers to accept it. The Imperial Book of Degrees
(“Stepennaia kniga™), prepared by members of the church, constructed a
glorious, semi-divine pedigree for the royal dynasty. Later, in letters to his
former friend, the boyar Andrei Kurbskii, who had fled to Lithuania, Ivan
insisted passionately on his divine authority as Tsar.4”

The culture of Muscovy’s elites was also remarkably homogeneous, much
more so than that of the Polish nobility. “In Russia there was one law (the
sudebnik of 1550), one currency, one religion, one set of weights and measures,
one language, and a unified army command.”*® At lower levels of society, cul-
tural and religious homogeneity and widespread acceptance of autocratic rule
generated early forms of nationalism that would provide a powerful cultural
scaffolding for the Muscovite mobilizational machine. By 1600, Victor Lieber-
man argues, “Great Russian identity seems to have been rooted among towns-
men, gentry, and sectors of the Muscovite peasantry.”4°

These were great strengths. But the weakness of all autocracies, whether in
the steppes or the agrarian lands, lay in their dependence on the personality
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and skills of individual rulers. And though Ivan clearly had great intelligence
and political skill, over time his rule became increasingly irrational.

In 1560, Ivan’s wife Anastasia Romanovna died. The dangers of Ivan’s
childhood may already have encouraged a tendency to paranoia, but his wife’s
death brought it into the open. Ivan accused two of his leading reforming
officials, Aleksei Adashev and the monk Sil’vestr, of having poisoned his
wife. Both were tried, and Adashev would die in captivity, while several other
close advisers were Kkilled without a trial. In the next few years, as Ivan’s
behavior became more irrational several leading boyars fled to Lithuania,
including his military commander and close friend, Andrei Kurbskii, who
left in August 1564. Ivan became increasingly fearful and suspicious of his
boyars.

In December 1564, Ivan suddenly left Moscow with his family and settled
in Aleksandrovskaia Sloboda, a fortified royal residence built by Vasilii III,
60 miles north of Moscow. From here, Ivan sent his boyars and churchmen
a long letter in which he threatened to abdicate if he was not given absolute
power to punish his many enemies who, he claimed, had been shielded from
just punishment. According to the chronicles, representatives of the common
people begged church leaders to ask the Tsar “not to leave the country and
deliver them to the wolves like unhappy sheep with no shepherd.”®® A large
delegation of churchmen, boyars, officials, and common people set out for
Aleksandrovskaia Sloboda and begged Ivan not to abdicate. They also granted
him the dangerous power to punish his enemies at his own discretion.

In February 1565, Ivan returned to Moscow and divided his kingdom into
two separate realms. In one, the oprichnina (or the region “set apart”; the term
was used of the portion of an estate set aside to support a widow), he would
rule personally through a corps of several thousand personal followers, the
oprichniki. Many, like the members of Chinggis Khan’s keshig, were of non-
noble birth. He left the rest of his lands, the zemshchina, to the boyars. The
oprichmina included mainly lands in the north, well away from the frontiers,
in regions that had flourished commercially in the early sixteenth century. He
expelled most existing landowners from these regions, sometimes driving entire
families from their homes in the middle of winter. The oprichniki swore to avoid
all contact with the zemshchina, wore a special uniform of black, and carried
whips, dog’s heads, and brooms as signs of their willingness to bark at their
enemies, bite them, and sweep them away.’! Ivan built a special palace for the
oprichniki in Moscow’s Arbat district.

Several months later, church leaders, princes, and boyars protested at his
increasingly arbitrary rule, telling the Tsar that “no Christian ruler had the
right to treat human beings like animals; instead he should fear the righ-
teous dooms of God, who avenges the blood of innocents unto the third
generation.”2 In 1566, Ivan responded by summoning an “Assembly of the
Land,” or Zemskii Sobor, to discuss the Livonian war. The Assembly was a gath-
ering of military servitors and clerics, and similar bodies would be summoned
on several important occasions in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
Though the Zemskii Sobor has often been interpreted as a proto-Parliament,
it is best seen as one more sign of Ivan’s restless search for new allies. During
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the 1566 Assembly of the Land, some 300 nobles petitioned the Tsar to end
the oprichnina.3® Ivan responded by arresting many members of the Assem-
bly, and over the next few years he would kill several thousand members of
the nobility, including his cousin, Vladimir of Staritsa, and the Metropolitan
Philip. He had Novgorod sacked in 1570, and several thousand of its people
were massacred. Finally, in 1572, after oprichnina forces failed to check a huge
Crimean raid into Muscovy, Ivan abolished it.

Explaining the oprichnina has occupied historians ever since, and there is
probably no rational explanation. The oprichnina was not the only strange
episode of Ivan’s reign. In 1575, he suddenly announced that one of his lead-
ing military commanders and his nephew by marriage, the baptized Tatar and
Chinggisid Simeon Bekbulatovich, was now the grand prince of Rus’, while
Ivan remained Tsar of Kazan’ and Astrakhan.’* Ivan resumed power a year
later, and it is clear that in practice he never surrendered real power. But expla-
nations for this bizarre episode vary greatly. One possibility is that by putting
a Chinggisid on the throne he was forestalling a possible plot to place the
Crimean khan on the throne. Though raised as a Muslim, Simeon would end
his life in 1616 as an Orthodox monk, after being forcibly tonsured 10 years
earlier.

Other episodes illustrate Ivan’s capacity for uncontrollable sadism and rage.
A German translator in Muscovite service described the execution of Ivan’s
former chancellor, Ivan Viskovatyi, who had frequently warned Ivan not to
shed innocent blood.

Making a sign with his hand the tyrant cried, “Seize him.” They stripped him
naked, passed a rope under his arms, tied him to a traverse beam, and let him
hang there. ... Maliuta [Skuratov] ran up to the man as he hung from the beam,
cut off his nose, and rode away on his horse; another darted up and cut off one of
Ivan’s ears, and then everyone in turn approached and cut off various parts of his
body. Finally Ivan Reutov, one of the tyrant’s clerks, cut off the man’s genitals and
the poor wretch expired on the spot. ... The body of Ivan Mikhailovich was cut
down and laid on the ground; the retainers cut off the head, which had neither
nose nor ears, and hacked the rest of it to pieces.>

Several Soviet historians argued that the oprichnina represented a system-
atic restructuring of the nobility, in which boyars were demoted and new men
elevated to power. These arguments work well during the early period of the
oprichmina, but not for the entire period, during which the boyar class suffered
little more than other members of the Muscovite elite. What seems to have hap-
pened is that Ivan’s increasing paranoia encouraged him to push the logic of
autocratic rule to dangerous extremes. Brutal ways of enforcing elite discipline
were a vital part of autocratic rule, as later rulers would demonstrate, including
Peter I and Stalin. But Ivan IV crossed a threshold beyond which erratic and
violent behavior at the center began to weaken the entire mobilization system,
by breaking many of the links through which power was transmitted to the
peripheries.
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OVER-MOBILIZATION AND A SYSTEM UNDER STRESS

As the system began to unravel, Ivan drove it harder. When the Livonian war
got bogged down, the government increased its demands on the servitor class,
who put more pressure on their peasants. Between 1536 and 1545 taxes may
have risen 55 percent, then another 286 percent between 1552 and 1556, then
60 percent in the 1560s and another 41 percent in the 1570s.>6 The oprichnina
exacerbated the problem because many oprichniki, aware that their privileges
would not last, exploited their peasants cruelly and unsustainably. A German,
Heinrich von Staden, who served as an oprichnik, claimed that many oprichniki
collected as much in a year from their peasants as had previously been col-
lected over 10 years.>” Peasants fled to unoccupied lands or to less predatory
landlords.

By the end of Ivan’s reign, whole provinces had been depopulated and
could no longer support their pomeschiki. This threatened the entire system
of military mobilization. In Novgorod, in 1500, almost three quarters of all
mobilized servitors presented themselves with mounted servants; in the 1570s,
only one in five could bring mounted servants. In rural areas near Moscow
and Novgorod, populations may have declined by 80 percent or more, and
in many regions three-field crop rotations ceased.”® Depopulation reduced
government revenues and left pomeshchiki without the servants, resources, and
equipment they needed to serve in the army. In 1581, in a desperate attempt
to check peasant flight, the government banned all peasant migrations for
a year, by revoking the traditional right to move around St. George’s Day
(November 26). This temporary law proved an ominous early step towards
permanent enserfment of the Russian peasantry.

The Muscovite system, built up so painfully since the late thirteenth century,
came close to collapse. The English traveler Giles Fletcher, whose account of
Muscovy was published in 1591, wrote of Ivan IV that

[His] wicked policy and tyrannous practise ... hath so troubled that countrey,
and filled it so full of grudge and mortall hatred ever since, that it will not be
quenched (as it seemeth now) till it burne againe into a civill flame. ... the people
of the most part ... wishe for some forreine invasion, which they suppose to bee
the only meanes, to rid them of the heavy yoke of this tyrannous government.>®

Curiously, the near collapse of the system also demonstrated its resilience.
Despite everything, including several years of famine, civil war, and foreign
invasion, the system kept working, though with diminished power, for two
decades after Ivan’s death in 1584. In 1582, Ivan signed a humiliating truce
with the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, surrendering his gains in Livonia.
In the years that followed, despite the extinguishing of the royal dynasty and an
uncertain succession, the government shifted troops to its southern borders,
crushed major uprisings in Kazan’ province, built much of a new defensive
line south of the Oka line, and built new forts in Kazan’ province, in Bashkiria,
and at key points along the Volga, including Samara (1586), Tsaritsyn, and
Saratov. In 1598, so well established were the new defensive lines to the south
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that the government abandoned the Oka line entirely.%? Like a piece of sturdy
machinery in need of major repairs, the Muscovite mobilizational system kept
generating just enough power to protect Moscow’s borders until, early in the
seventeenth century, it finally broke down.
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[71 1600-1750: A TIPPING POINT:
BuUILDING A4 RUSSIAN EMPIRE

GLOBAL PROCESSES AND IMpPACTS: THE LITTLE ICE
AGE AND GLOBALIZATION

The history of the seventeenth century was shaped by a thickening network of
global connections, and by the climatic changes of the Little Ice Age.

In much of the world, climates were unusually chilly between ¢.1570 and the
1730s.! Climate change was driven in part by the orbital cycles of the earth
known as the Milankovic cycles. But human activities may have exacerbated
climate change. European diseases decimated the major population centers
of the Americas in terrible “virgin soil” epidemics during the early sixteenth
century. Formerly arable lands became forests again, and increased forest cover
may have reduced global CO, levels enough to lower global temperatures.?
In much of Outer Eurasia, chillier climates disrupted the climate patterns on
which farmers depended. Geoffrey Parker and others have linked deteriorating
climates to the “Seventeenth-Century Crisis,” a series of economic, political,
religious, and epidemiological crises that affected much of Outer Eurasia.

In Inner Eurasia, the data are not yet fine-grained enough to yield clear con-
clusions about the links between regional climate changes and broader histor-
ical changes. But there are hints that climate change took different forms here
because, as we have seen, both temperature and humidity may have increased
in the steppelands during the Little Ice Age.? This could explain the con-
tinued power of nomadic confederations in the Pontic steppes, the Kazakh
steppes, and both eastern and western Mongolia in the seventeenth and early
eighteenth centuries, as grasslands and livestock flourished with warmer and
wetter climates. It may also explain why Inner Eurasia avoided the worst of
the seventeenth-century crisis. Climate change certainly affected agrarian soci-
eties in northern and northwestern Inner Eurasia, threatening supplies of food,
labor, and livestock. In Muscovy, evidence from tree-rings and other natural

A History of Russia, Central Asia and Mongolia: Volume II: Inner Eurasia from the Mongol Empire
to Today, 1260-2000, First Edition. David Christian.
© 2018 David Christian. Published 2018 by John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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sources suggests that between 1650 and 1680 winters were colder than at any
other time in the last half millennium.* Yet in Inner Eurasia as a whole, we can
rarely catch climate change red-handed as a major driver of change. Indeed,
Muscovy suffered its most serious political, economic, and demographic crisis
at the beginning of the century, 50 years earlier than the major crises of Outer
Eurasia.” Muscovy’s seventeenth century was an era of increasing resources
and growing military and political power. The Polish-Lithuanian Common-
wealth, on the border between European Outer Eurasia and western Inner
Eurasia, suffered much more. Indeed, the seventeenth century marked the
beginning of the end for the Commonwealth. In 1600, the Commonwealth
was a European superpower. By 1700 it looked like a client state of Muscovy.

The impact of globalization is clearer than that of climate change because
globalization increased the scale and reach of inter-imperial commercial, polit-
ical, and military rivalries. Within the first global exchange networks created in
the sixteenth century, empires, states, and corporations competed with grow-
ing intensity and over larger areas for land, people, innovations, resources, and
profits. Governments, nobles, and merchants invested in the search for new
lands and new sources of wealth, both within and beyond their borders. They
encouraged peasants to settle under-utilized borderlands, and adventurers to
seek new sources of fish or furs or gold or silver. John Richards has described
the impact of this global mobilization effort on global environments, while Vic-
tor Lieberman and his colleagues have shown how similar were the techniques
used by governments throughout Eurasia as they intensified and diversified
their mobilizational efforts.®

Taken together, these efforts amounted to a global speedup, an intensified
mobilizational effort across much of the world that transformed both agrarian
societies and the non-agrarian lands beyond their borders. In the two or three
centuries before the Industrial Revolution, agriculture spread faster than ever
before, driven by population growth and the increasing scale and intensity of
commercial, political, and military competition. In 1400, global croplands cov-
ered 180 million hectares of the earth’s land surface; by 1700 they accounted
for 296 million hectares (a 165 percent increase); and by 1850 for 540 million
hectares (a further increase of 180 percent, for a total increase over 450 years of
300 percent).” The mobilizational speedup had its greatest impact in regions
such as the Americas or Inner Eurasia, where agriculture had made limited
progress. In Inner Eurasia, the spread of agriculture buoyed agrarian polities
such as Muscovy. In the east, it supported population growth in China, and
China’s growing wealth encouraged expansion into eastern Inner Eurasia.

In the century and a half discussed in this chapter, the mobilizational
speedup would transform relations between agrarian and pastoralist regions
of Inner Eurasia. Hegemonic agrarian empires appeared at the western and
eastern ends of Inner Eurasia, squeezing the ancient societies caught between
them. This is why the seventeenth century counts as a tipping point in the his-
tory of Inner Eurasia. In 1600, there was no single hegemonic power in Inner
Eurasia. By 1750, the geopolitics of Inner Eurasia had been transformed. In
1700 Muscovy controlled almost 15 million sq. kilometers, or three times the
area it had controlled in 1600, mainly because it now ruled most of Siberia.®
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Peter the Great renamed Muscovy the “Russian Empire” (Rossiskaia Imperiia),
and when he died, in 1725, the empire dominated western and northern Inner
Eurasia. In the 1760s, for the first time, the population of the Russian Empire
exceeded that of any other European state.’ Its only serious rival within Inner
Eurasia was the Qing Empire, which now controlled the eastern steppelands
of Mongolia and Xinjiang, after defeating the last great pastoralist empire, that
of the Oirat or Zunghars. That victory (described in Chapter 8) ended a con-
test between agrarian and pastoralist societies that had lasted for almost 2,000
years. It marks the end of the traditional Inner Eurasian smychka.

The balance of power between agrarian and pastoralist mobilizational sys-
tems tipped so fast because agrarian polities had opportunities for growth
that were not available to polities in the steppes or Central Asia. As the bal-
ance of demographic, economic, and military power turned against them, pas-
toralists found it harder to exact resources from agrarian regions or even to
defend their home territories. Relative economic, demographic, and techno-
logical stagnation in the steppes and Central Asia threw into high relief the
increasing dynamism of Muscovy/Russia and Qing China.

This chapter will focus, first, on the breakdown of the Muscovite mobiliza-
tion machine early in the seventeenth century, and then on its renovation and
expansion in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. Chapter 8 will
discuss changes in other parts of Inner Eurasia during the period from 1600—
1750.

BREAKDOWN AND RECOVERY OF THE MUSCOVITE
MOoBILIZATION MACHINE

At the beginning of the seventeenth century, it was by no means certain that
Muscovy would emerge as a hegemonic power. In 1598, the death of Ivan
IV’s son, Fedor I, ended the Rurikid dynasty. Within a few years, the Mus-
covite mobilizational machine broke down during the “Time of Troubles.”!°
But it was repaired surprisingly fast, then renovated and improved during the
seventeenth century until, by the early eighteenth century, it dominated west-
ern Inner Eurasia and ruled, in addition, the northern lands of Siberia, from
Europe to the Pacific.

BreakDOWN: THE TIME OF TROUBLES, 1598-1613

During the Time of Troubles, between 1598 and 1613, the Muscovite mobi-
lizational machine could no longer tax effectively, build viable armies, or bind
elites together. It also lost much of the population that supplied its labor and
resources. By some estimates, the population of Muscovy fell by 50 percent,
though 25 percent sounds more likely.!! For the historian, the breakdown
provides an X-ray of the system’s weak points, showing how fast the system
could break down when leadership failed, reducing mobilizational pressure,
and encouraging explosive challenges from below.
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Ivan IV died in 1584. He had killed his son and heir, Ivan, in 1581, appar-
ently in a drunken brawl. His second son and successor, Fedor I, lacked his
father’s intelligence, toughness, and charisma. As during Ivan’s minority, weak-
ness at the center encouraged conflicts between leading boyar clans. Fedor’s
brother-in-law, Boris Godunov, whose career had blossomed under the oprich-
nina, emerged as the effective ruler. Soon he was playing a role similar to that of
the beglerbegi or emirs who had ruled so often in the Muslim world as marriage
allies of Chinggisid puppets.

Godunov understood the crisis he faced. Peasants fled extortionate land-
lords. Revenues fell. And many pomeshchiki were too impoverished to buy the
equipment they needed to serve in the army. Godunov tackled these problems
with energy and skill, but the challenges were extraordinarily complex, and he
lacked the authority of a legitimate Tsar. Like many non-Chinggisid leaders in
the steppes and Central Asia, he understood the value of alliances with religious
leaders. In 1589, while he was still regent, he established the new institution of
Patriarch. Church leaders returned the favor by supporting his election as Tsar
in 1598. To check peasant flight, he reduced taxes. To help the pomeshchik class,
he decreed in 1597 that peasants who had fled without permission could be
forcibly returned to their landlords for up to five years. To modernize the army
and government, he recruited foreign military specialists, encouraged officials
and nobles to educate their sons in Europe, and considered establishing schools
offering a European education.!?

Nothing helped, and as the mobilizational machine broke down, Muscovy
itself became vulnerable. The Crimean khanate began to launch almost annual
raids, and in 1591 a Crimean army nearly reached Moscow. Fighting flared
with Sweden in 1590, over trade through Livonia. In 1598, Fedor died with-
out an heir, ending the Rurikid dynasty, which had ruled much of Rus’ since
the ninth century. Fedor’s younger brother, Dmitrii, had died in 1591 on his
estate at Uglich, under circumstances that were confused enough to embolden
a series of dynastic challenges by pretenders, claiming to be a still-alive Dmitrii.
Many professed to believe them, despite an official enquiry which found that
Dmitrii had accidentally stabbed himself during an epileptic fit.

Like the death of Khan Berdibek of the Golden Horde in 1359, the end
of the ruling dynasty unleashed violent contests for the throne. After com-
plex maneuvers within the small boyar elite, Godunov was crowned Tsar in
September 1598. Famine and social breakdown magnified the crisis he faced.
In 1601 and 1602, there were catastrophic crop failures, caused by early spring
frosts and excessive summer rainfall.!> The government reacted energetically,
but could do little. Huge numbers took to the road, forming a large vagrant
population of potential rebels. Many died of starvation.

In 1604, a motley army of Poles, Russians, and Cossacks attacked from the
south-west. It was led by Grigorii Otrepev, an impoverished young noble and
the first of several false Dmitriis. The extraordinary support he received indi-
cates the depth of popular discontent, and the vulnerability of a Tsar who,
though able, was not a Rurikid. Godunov died suddenly in April 1605, leaving
no obvious successor. The only claimant with any pretensions to legitimacy
was the pretender, who assumed the throne, only to be murdered in May 1606

146



1600-1750: BUuiLDING A RussiaN EMPIRE

because his close ties to Catholic Poland had alienated his Russian Orthodox
followers. His successor, the prominent boyar Vasilii Shuiskii, survived a mas-
sive revolt led by a former slave, Ivan Bolotnikov, and an invasion by a new false
Dmitrii. But he survived only with the support of Polish troops. After trying to
gain the support of Swedish troops as well, Shuiskii was forced to abdicate in
July 1610.

Now the system finally collapsed. A group of boyars tried to arrange for a
Polish successor, either Prince Wladyslaw or his father, Sigismund III. But anti-
Catholic feeling, encouraged by the patriotic pronouncements of the Orthodox
Patriarch Hermogen, and the collapse of the second false Dmitrii, prompted
the emergence of a remarkable anti-Polish “national” army in 1611. Its base
was in the provincial towns, and its most prominent leaders were town com-
manders (gorodovye wvoevody), led by Prokopii Liapunov from Riazan’ and
Dmitrii Pozharskii from Zaraisk, as well as Kuzma Minin, a merchant from
Nizhnii Novgorod and a close ally of Pozharskii. Like the many displays of loy-
alty to Vasilii IT during the civil wars of the early fifteenth century, the events
of this period show how deeply traditions of elite unity and discipline had pen-
etrated lower levels of Muscovy’s mobilizational machine, and the extent to
which those traditions depended on a sense of dynastic legitimacy. Elected offi-
cials from Vologda and other northern regions had begun raising local militias
as early as 1608. Eventually, Pozharskii organized a coalition of local militias,
boyar leaders, and Cossacks. With a weakened central government, “only the
town commandants possessed the breadth of authority, the military experience
and the local bureaucratic machinery necessary to defeat the tsar’s enemies and
re-establish the autocracy.”14

Pozharskii’s improvised army captured Moscow in 1612, and its leaders
summoned an Assembly of the Land or Zemskii Sobor. In February 1613, the
Assembly elected Mikhail Romanov as the new Tsar. Though not Rurikids,
the Romanovs were related to Ivan IV through Ivan’s marriage to Anasta-
sia Romanovna. Mikhail Romanov came to Moscow from Kostroma and was
crowned Tsar in July 1613. The senior member of the Romanov clan was the
influential Metropolitan Filaret (d. 1633), a cousin to Tsar Fedor, and father
to Mikhail. Filaret himself could not be crowned because Boris Godunov had
forced him to become a monk, but for several years after his return from Polish
captivity in 1619 he would be Russia’s de facto ruler and the main adviser to his
son, the new Tsar. From 1613 to 1917, Romanov lineage, through descent or
marriage, would grant legitimacy to rulers of Muscovy and the Russian Empire,
just as Chinggisid lineage had granted legitimacy to steppeland rulers in the
centuries after the fall of the Mongol Empire.

RECOVERY

Over the next few decades, the Muscovite mobilizational machine was repaired,
rebuilt, and modernized. The speed of recovery shows how deeply Mus-
covite elites and even middle-rank servitors and merchants were committed
to the autocratic political culture that had evolved since the fourteenth cen-
tury. Nancy Kollmann writes:
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Perhaps the best indicator that the Muscovite rulers had managed to increase
cohesion in their realm by the end of the sixteenth century was the fact that
disparate forces — service tenure landholders from the center, Cossacks of the
steppe frontier, communes of the north — mobilized in the Time of Troubles to
rescue the state from foreign invasion. Moscow’s rulers had at least consolidated
an élite sufficiently cohesive to hold the state together.!®

Even the successes of pretenders during the Time of Troubles illustrate a
widespread commitment to legitimate autocratic Tsars.

The revival of royal power also owed something to the extent of the break-
down. For all levels of Muscovite society, from the peasantry to the boyars, the
Time of Troubles seemed to confirm the Hobbesian principle that autocracy
was the only alternative to anarchy, foreign conquest, and ruin, a principle that
had seemed self-evident in Rus’ since Batu’s conquest four centuries earlier.
“[I]t is manifest,” writes Hobbes in Chapter 13 of Leviathan, “that during the
time men live without a common power to keep them all in awe, they are in
that condition which is called war; and such a war as is of every man against
every man.” Forty years before Hobbes wrote his great book, leaders of the
Muscovite national army of 1612 told their followers:

And you, sirs, should take counsel together with all the people, mindful of God
and of our faith, lest we remain without a sovereign in these times of utter ruin, ...
[and] lest the Muscovite state be utterly destroyed by such calamities. You know
yourselves, sirs: how can we defend ourselves now, without a sovereign, against
our common enemies, the Poles and Lithuanians, and Germans [Swedes], and
the Russian rogues who are renewing bloody strife in the state? How can we,
without a sovereign, negotiate with neighbouring sovereigns about great matters
of the state and of the land? And how can our realm stand firm and unshakeable
henceforth?!®

Particularly striking is the support for autocracy at lower levels of Muscovite
society. Support was strong amongst townspeople and lesser servitors, groups
whose critical role in the Muscovite mobilizational system is often hard to
see, even though the pomest’e system had increased their military role, and the
local government reforms of Ivan IV had increased their role in tax collection
and the administration of justice. Among these groups, there already existed
sentiments close to modern nationalism, at least in the Orthodox and Slavic-
speaking heartland of Muscovy. That mood could take xenophobic forms, as in
the appeals of Patriarch Hermogen, who spoke out in 1610 and 1611 against
the danger of a Catholic and Polish Tsar. Some of the rhetoric of peasant rebels,
or the religious dissenters who appeared after the religious schism of the mid-
seventeenth century, suggests that even many peasants shared feelings close to
modern nationalism.!7 Writing in the middle of the century, during England’s
civil wars, Tsar Alexei Mikhailovich’s English doctor, Samuel Collins, noted
the cultural homogeneity that cemented these early forms of popular nation-
alism.

The mode [sic] of men and women, rich and poor, are all one, all over the Empire,
from the highest to the lowest, and their Language one, ye and Religion too, which
certainly must hugely tend to their peace and preservation.!®
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No one imagined any real alternative to autocracy. In contrast to England’s
experience during its own time of troubles in the middle of the century, no one
offered any alternative vision of how power might be managed or rights and
homes protected.!®

The first task facing Mikhail Romanov and his advisers was to expel foreign
armies. Assemblies of the Land met several times in the early years of Mikhail’s
reign and helped mobilize the necessary taxes and troops. Under a truce nego-
tiated with Sweden in February 1617, Muscovy abandoned its last outlet on
the Baltic, Izborskaia zemlia, a small coastal strip near the outlet of the Neva
river that had offered a meagre outlet to the Baltic since the Middle Ages.
A year later, the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth agreed to a truce under
which Moscow ceded control of Chernigov and Smolensk, and even conceded
the legitimacy of Polish claims to the throne of Moscow.

Metropolitan Filaret returned from Polish exile in 1619, and helped re-
establish order and rebuild the machinery of fiscal and military mobilization.
The apparatus of central government began to expand beyond the royal house-
hold and the capital. The number of government bureaux or prikazy increased
from more than 30 in 1610 to almost 70 in 1630. In 1619, the government
undertook a census. It sent surveyors and inspectors to the major towns to list
the resources held in granaries and treasuries, to revise lists of taxpayers, and
to record local landholdings. Eventually, such surveys would reduce the need
for a consultative body such as the Assemblies of the Land. Indeed, Davies
argues that the government ceased to call Assemblies after 1683 because it now
received all the information it needed from its town officials, the voevody.?°

As in the fourteenth century, dynastic continuity allowed political stability.
Mikhail Romanov ruled for a third of a century, until his death in 1645. His
son, Alexei Mikhailovich, also ruled for a third of a century, until his death in
1676. There followed a 20-year period of dynastic instability, but there was no
breakdown. Alexei Mikhailovich’s heir, Fedor, was crowned as a minor, but his
elder sister Sophia acted as regent until his death in 1682. Sophia then ruled as
regent for Fedor’s brother, Ivan, and Ivan’s younger half-brother, Peter, until
Sophia was overthrown in 1689. Peter, Alexei Mikhailovich’s son by his second
wife, Natalia Naryshkina, became sole Tsar after Ivan’s death in 1696. During
Peter’s reign the autocracy and the mobilizational machine it managed became
more powerful than ever before. Indeed, so powerful was the system now that
it was not destabilized even by the lack of a clear successor to Peter after the
death of his son, Alexei, in 1718, as a result of beatings received during a trial
for treason.?!

RENOVATING THE MOBILIZATION MACHINE IN THE
SEVENTEENTH CENTURY
Traditionally, Russian historiography has seen Peter the Great as the founder

of modern Russian autocracy and the expanding empire over which the autoc-
racy presided. In fact, most of the crucial renovations were undertaken in the
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seventeenth century. Peter completed, consolidated, and built on improve-
ments introduced since the Time of Troubles.

Renovations in the seventeenth century took three main forms: (1) military
reforms; (2) economic and fiscal mobilization; and (3) the rebuilding of a uni-
fied elite.

MILITARY MOBILIZATION

Armies are the engines of mobilizational systems and warfare the ultimate test
of their effectiveness. So building a successful modernized version of the agrar-
ian smychka meant mobilizing large, powerful armies from peasants and the
resources they produced, and importing the most modern military technolo-
gies and skills. William Fuller writes:

It is difficult to exaggerate the centrality of the army to the history of the Russian
Empire. After all, it was due to the army that the empire came into existence in the
first place. It was the army that conquered the territories of the empire, defended
them, policed them and maintained internal security all at the same time.??

As in the past, the challenge was to form armies that could operate both in
the steppes and on the western frontiers, where they would need cannon,
siege trains, and large infantry forces. But Muscovy’s two frontiers were always
closely linked, and they shared resources, men, and mobilizational strategies.?>

Nevertheless, as the power of steppeland armies declined, and gunpowder
armies grew and evolved, Muscovy’s western frontiers would take up more
of the time, resources, and energy of the renovated autocracy. And the differ-
ences between the two frontiers did matter. For example, European gunpow-
der armies were customarily organized in lines that concentrated firepower and
could be maneuvered easily. Yet in the more mobile warfare of the steppes, lines
could be circled and attacked from behind, so Russian forces had to protect
all sides. To do so, they often advanced in squares, behind the mobile wooden
walls of a guliai-gorod or walking fortress.2*

In the south-west, Muscovy faced a new enemy, the Ottoman Empire, whose
armies were also familiar with two types of frontier. Ottoman armies com-
bined infantry and cavalry units, and were even larger than those of Muscovy.
Finesse, tactics, strategy, but above all efficient provisioning and supply systems
really mattered here. Indeed, Fuller argues that on the Turkish frontier, Rus-
sian armies developed styles of fighting that would later be seen as quintessen-
tially Russian. Their main elements included coordinated fire from infantry
troops and mobile cannon, as well as the ability to maneuver in unexpected
ways and attack fast and violently.?> But improvisation counted, too. Peter the
Great countered Swedish cavalry charges simply by equipping his soldiers with
spades so they could dig ditches:

such humble instruments as the spade, the pike, and the ax were at least as valu-
able, if not more valuable, to Peter’s soldiers as the musket. The Russian peasant
may not have known how to shoot, but he did know how to dig, hack, and stab.

150



1600-1750: BUuiLDING A RussiaN EMPIRE

Peter’s decision to deploy his infantry behind defensive fortifications thus made
excellent sense.?®

As the importance of the western military frontier grew, Muscovy devoted
more attention and resources to building infantry armies with gunpowder
weapons, and this huge military project would drive many different types of
change.

The government imported many of the officers, skills, and weapons it needed
from abroad. In an attempt to retake Smolensk, in 1632, Filaret formed large
numbers of foreign or “new formation” units. Though their rank-and-file sol-
diers were mostly Russian, they were commanded by 2,500 specially hired for-
eign officers, such as the Scottish mercenary Alexander Leslie. At Smolensk,
new formation units made up more than half of the 34,000 Muscovite troops.
Though they performed well, the siege failed because of strategic blunders and
devastating Tatar raids through a southern frontier weakened by the redeploy-
ment of troops away from Muscovy’s southern defensive lines.?” The new units
were also expensive, so most were disbanded after the war, though some were
hired for service on the new Belgorod fortified line.

When the 13 years’ war with the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth began
in 1654, after the Khmelnitskii rebellion in Ukraine, new formation troops
made up most of the active army.?® Moscow won the war mainly because of
a massive mobilizational effort. The number of soldiers rose from 40,000 to
well over 100,000 at the war’s end, after a mobilizational effort that few other
states could match. By now, new formation units in the European style had
largely replaced the traditional levies of cavalrymen.?® By the end of the cen-
tury, Muscovy could field armies of more than 200,000, most organized in new
formation units.3?

The new armies were very expensive, so economic and financial mobiliza-
tion was critical. Unlike pomeshchiki, foreign soldiers had to be paid in cash and
supplied with weapons and equipment.3! Some money was saved by recruit-
ing and training Russian nobles (for the officer corps) and peasants (for the
ordinary infantry). But in the new formation units, even Russian soldiers and
officers had to be supplied with uniforms, equipment, and food. Scattered pop-
ulations and low productivity made it impossible to support infantry armies on
the march, so new formation armies also needed huge and expensive baggage
trains. Their horses and oxen usually consumed more food than their soldiers,
and slowed the army to the pace of the slowest oxen.3?

New formation soldiers also needed modern arms and equipment.
Seventeenth-century Muscovy had little domestic iron (apart from low-grade
“swamp ore”), and it lacked saltpeter and sulfur for making gunpowder. So
it had to buy weapons and materials from abroad. Some came from England
through Archangel, but from the 1620s, increasing amounts came from Hol-
land, in exchange for Russian grain.?> Copper came mainly from Sweden, an
unreliable source given the regular wars between the two countries. The Mus-
covite government actively sought cheaper and more dependable sources for
these strategic resources, and in the 1630s it began to produce iron in the Urals,
while in 1632 it established new weapons factories in Tula, with the help of
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a Dutch entrepreneur, Andries Winius. In this way, military needs generated
Russia’s first modern industries.>*

SERFDOM, AND FISCAL AND ECONOMIC MOBILIZATION

Muscovy’s increasing military power depended less on training or tactics than
on its ability to mobilize more men and resources. Victory meant being able

to provision one’s forces through a long siege, ... to overwhelm the enemy with
masses of light cavalry. ... And above all ... to recover from enormous losses and
resume the campaign. It was only in regard to this last that Muscovy’s investment
in foreign formation infantry was finally vindicated, for through peasant conscrip-
tion on a great scale the infantry regiments could be rebuilt more easily than the
old middle service class cavalry units.>>

Unlike the old cavalry armies of pomeshchiki, the new infantry formations
allowed Muscovy to convert large peasant populations directly into large
armies.

The contrast with the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth is striking. The
Commonwealth’s rulers tried as hard as Moscow’s Tsars to modernize their
armies. Wladyslaw IV (1632-1648), Jan Kazimierz (1648-1668), and Jan
Sobieski (1674-1696) all created “new formation” armies and introduced new
ways of levying peasant recruits, while Polish artillery and cavalry were of very
high quality.3® The crucial difference was in the amount of men, money, and
resources that could be mobilized. That difference reflected not only on Mus-
covy’s territorial gains but also on the unity and determination of its govern-
ments and the increasing mobilizational pressure they could exert. In contrast,
in his southern campaigns after 1684 and 1692, Jan Sobieski commanded
armies that were far too small. This was hardly surprising, as royal revenues
had barely grown in a century. By 1697, arrears of pay amounted to 10 times
the annual revenues of the Commonwealth. The Se¢jim was reluctant to increase
royal revenues, which were falling as the Commonwealth lost territory and the
grain trade with Europe declined. In the middle of the seventeenth century, the
Khmelnitskii rebellion in Ukraine and wars with Muscovy and Sweden reduced
the population of the Commonwealth from 11 million to almost 8 million. By
the early eighteenth century its population was under 7 million.3”

Meanwhile, Muscovy’s territory and population increased until its human
resources began to equal those of the major European states. In the sixteenth
century, Muscovy and the Commonwealth both had populations of about 6—
7 million.3® By the middle of the seventeenth century, the population of the
Commonwealth had risen to about 11 million, and here it stayed for much of
the next century. By 1678, Muscovy had a population of about 10.5 million,
and by 1719 a population of 15.5 million. According to Vodarskii, the peasant
population of Muscovy grew from 9.6 million to 13 million between 1678 and
1719.39 More peasants meant more produce, which may explain why grain
prices did not rise during the seventeenth century as grain production kept
pace with population growth.*?

152



1600-1750: BUuiLDING A RussiaN EMPIRE

Why did Muscovy’s population increase? From the 1620s, political stabil-
ity and less predatory fiscal policies allowed populations to rebound from the
calamities of Ivan’s reign and the Time of Troubles. But most important of all
was the increase in territory, above all the absorption of left-bank Ukraine and
advances into the Pontic steppes. Some of the land incorporated within Mus-
covy’s expanding borders was very fertile. Muscovy’s central Black Earth and
Mid-Volga regions offered an ideal combination of fertile land, adequate mois-
ture, and plenty of sunlight. Further south, aridity was an increasing problem
that would be exacerbated by deforestation as peasants cleared land for farm-
ing, particularly along watercourses.?! There is little evidence of technologi-
cal improvements, but peasants did adapt to new environments. Most growth
was extensive rather than intensive, and for extensive growth, the fundamental
requirement was government protection along underpopulated borderlands.
This the Muscovite government could provide, as it extended its lines of fron-
tier forts. (See “Expansion into the Pontic steppes,” below.)

Internal stability and a growing bureaucracy allowed the government to
mobilize its human resources with increasing efficiency. The institutions
described, collectively, as “serfdom” played a crucial role in this mobilizational
drive. Even in the sixteenth century, the pomest’e system obliged governments
to take care that peasants would keep supplying their military landlords with
labor and produce. From the late sixteenth century, governments began to pro-
tect pomeshchiki by limiting the right of peasants to move. Just as a strong casing
allows a piston to exert more pressure, so, too, restrictions on peasant move-
ment increased the fiscal pressure that landlords and governments could exert
on the peasantry. Here is one more illustration of the fundamental rule that in
Inner Eurasia, control over labor was generally more important than property
rights over land, because land was more abundant. “Labor was the scarce fac-
tor of production, and the nobility could be supported only by preventing the
peasants from fleeing.”*?

Traditionally, peasants had been allowed to leave their landlords around St.
George’s Day, November 26, just after the harvest. Legislative action to limit
peasant mobility began with a 1581 law temporarily prohibiting all peasants
from leaving their landlords even on St. George’s Day. In the decades that fol-
lowed, similar temporary bans were reintroduced until finally, in the law code
or Ulozhenie of 1649, the ban on movement was made permanent and retro-
spective. According to article 9 of Ch. XI of the 1649 Law Code or Ulozhenie,
servitors could recapture any serfs who had fled their lands:

And whatever peasants and bobyli [poor peasants] are listed with any [landowner]
in the census books of the previous years of [1646 and 1647], and who subse-
quent to these census books have fled, or shall henceforth flee, from those men
with whom they are listed in the census books: those fugitive peasants and bobylz,
and their brothers, children, nephews, and grandchildren with their wives and
with their children and with all their possessions, and with their harvested and
unharvested grain, shall be returned from flight to those men from whom they
fled, in accordance with the census books, without time limit; and henceforth
under no circumstances should anyone receive peasants who are not his and keep
them with him.*3
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This provision bound serfs to their masters, theoretically in perpetuity. But it
also bound their masters to the central government, because only the central
government had the resources needed to enforce such laws. The nineteenth-
century historian S. M. Soloviev described the process vividly:

The chase after human beings, after working hands, was carried out through-
out the Muscovite state on a vast scale. Hunted were city people who ran away
from tiaglo [tax obligations] wherever they only could, by concealing themselves,
bonding themselves [as slaves], enrolling in the ranks of lower grade clerks.
Hunted were peasants who, burdened with heavy taxes, roamed individually and
in droves migrated beyond “the Rock” (the Urals). Landlords hunted for their
peasants who scattered, sought concealment among other landlords, ran away to
the Ukraine, to the Cossacks.*

As Richard Hellie has shown, many of the higher nobility were unenthusias-
tic about this coercive solution to Russia’s mobilizational problems. With large
estates, they did not need to squeeze their serfs as harshly as smaller landown-
ers, whose peasants they could often lure on to their own lands. Besides, many
wealthy landlords, with surplus land, woods, and other resources, could gener-
ate significant entrepreneurial revenues. Most interested in the new laws were
lesser nobles, whose livelihoods and status depended almost entirely on their
control of serf labor.4>

The decision to introduce serfdom in this strong form committed Muscovite
and later Russian governments more strongly than before to mobilizational
methods that were direct and coercive rather than commercial in form and
driven by market forces. (Soviet governments would make similar choices in
the 1920s.)%® Did Muscovite governments have any real choice? Could a less
autocratic and more commercially minded Muscovite government have mobi-
lized more effectively by stimulating the independent entrepreneurial activi-
ties of merchants and peasants? Or is it possible that Muscovite governments
adopted coercive mobilizational solutions because they were better aligned
with Muscovy’s autocratic political culture and Muscovy’s geographical and
military environment? It is striking that, under Inner Eurasian conditions of low
productivity and thin populations, even coercive forms of mobilization proved
very effective at raising total production. However, while it tightened the fiscal
screws on the peasantry, the government was careful not to repeat the mistakes
of Ivan IV by pressing so hard that it provoked depopulation and flight, leav-
ing untilled the arable lands on which the wealth of the entire mobilizational
machine depended.

Whatever mobilizational strategies it adopted, the government would need
more cash as its expenditures rose. In just 30 years, between 1630 and 1660,
payments to soldiers increased by four times. So, though the government had
few significant cash expenses apart from defense, military reforms forced it
to look for new ways of mobilizing cash as well as labor. In 1680, the gov-
ernment prepared the first proper state budget, and in 1679, after completing
a new census, it shifted the burden of direct taxes from the land to individual
households.*” Not surprisingly, this encouraged multi-generational households
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that paid less tax per person, which is why the experiment would be abandoned
within a generation.

Muscovy’s cash economy expanded in the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies, and that increased the revenues that could be mobilized through indi-
rect taxation. Foreign trade, particularly through Archangel, brought in vital
supplies of silver, much of it, now, from the Americas. Foreign silver provided
the metal for Muscovite coins. Internally, profits increased from the exploita-
tion of salt mines and fisheries, and increasing sales of Siberian furs and dis-
tilled liquor or “vodka.”*® Along with tolls on taverns, tolls on trade provided
the largest single items of cash revenue in the seventeenth century.® Salt and
vodka were powerful generators of cash even in the largely natural economy of
Muscovy’s villages because they were among the few commodities that every
household needed (salt as a preservative, vodka for ceremonial and medicinal
purposes), though few peasant households could produce them, so they had to
be purchased. Muscovite governments tapped these monetary flows with great
success. The production and sale of vodka was particularly profitable as pop-
ulations grew, as more kabaks or taverns were established in urban and rural
areas, and as the government tightened its monopoly on the production and
sale of distilled liquor.>°

The government experimented with many new ways of raising cash. It tried
taxes on bathhouses, on furs, on brewing and distilling, on boats, on the pro-
duction of butter or caviar, on marriages, on river crossings, on the trade in
silks, as well as special taxes to pay for particular military contingents such as
the strel’tsy, or taxes to support fire brigades.’! Merchants paid 2.5 percent on
the value of their goods every time they crossed a customs station; they paid
2.5 percent for unsold goods, 5 percent for goods sold, as well as fees on the
weighing and storage of goods. They paid taxes on their carts and boats, on
their homes and shops, as well as road taxes, post taxes, and taxes to ransom
slaves captured by the Tatars.

Merchants complained bitterly and regularly, but there is little evidence that
tolls significantly depressed their profits. In the seventeenth century, differences
in tolls between different towns diminished, which suggests the emergence of
flourishing nationwide markets.>> Furthermore, though the government com-
peted with its own merchants, the limited evidence suggests that government
exports accounted for only about 10 percent of Russian foreign trade in the
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. Besides, many merchants profited
from their close relationship with the government. So it is probably not true, as
Bakhrushin once argued, that the state squeezed merchants “like a lemon.” On
the contrary, Bushkovitch argues that, “in some cases, the merchants squeezed
the state dry, as well as the townsmen and peasants who paid the tolls and
bought the vodka.”>3

In fact, merchants, like nobles, should be seen as shareholders in the Mus-
covite mobilizational machine. While nobles mobilized directly and coercively,
merchants mobilized through markets, but in partnership with the government.
They understood markets better than most officials, but, like all entrepreneurs,
they were always happy to exploit monopolies or other possibilities for taking
“rents,” usually by collaborating with the government. And that is why Russian
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merchants often looked more like government officials than like independent
entrepreneurs. Like officials, they were organized in ranks. The richest, the
gosti, included 20-30 of Moscow’s wealthiest traders, as well as smaller num-
bers in other towns. Like the most powerful boyars, with whom they rubbed
shoulders, the goszi often handled important and sometimes lucrative govern-
ment transactions. At lower levels, towns elected elders (szarosty) and assistants
(tseloval’nikt), most of them merchants. Their main tasks were to collect taxes,
as well as the commercial tolls and revenues from taverns that provided the
largest single sources of revenue in most towns throughout the seventeenth
century.’*

The close symbiotic relationship between the state and the merchantry
explains why the Russian merchant seemed so different from English or Dutch
counterparts.

Unlike the English or Dutch merchant, he was not part of a vast network of
overseas trade nor was he the beneficiary of great empires in America and Asia.
He rarely left his own country, used no sophisticated bookkeeping or financial
techniques, and by the standards of Amsterdam or London was not a man of
tremendous wealth.>

Nevertheless, Russia’s merchants played a crucial role in the Muscovite mobi-
lizational machine as markets became increasingly important. Merchants were,
after all, specialists in commercial methods of mobilization. And many profited
handsomely from their close relationship with the Muscovite mobilizational
machine.

ELITES: MAINTAINING COHESION

In the seventeenth century, after the temporary breakdown of the Time of
Troubles, elite cohesion was re-established and consolidated. We have already
seen the astonishing, spontaneous remobilization from below of Russian nobles
and officials in 1613. In the following decades, a series of ad hoc reforms tight-
ened the formal and informal ties that cemented Muscovy’s autocratic elite
culture.

The mushrooming bureaucracy created many new openings for servitors of
lower rank. At the accession of Mikhail Romanov, there were about 35 gov-
ernment prikazy, staffed by about 500 pod’iachie, or clerks. By the end of the
century there were more than 60 prikazy, served by about 3,000 pod’iachie.>®
The tasks of the prikazy indicate the overwhelming importance of military and
financial mobilization. The three most important prikazy handled military ser-
vice and pomest’e allocations (the razriadnyi and pomestny: prikazy), and foreign
affairs (the ambassadorial or posol’skii prikaz). New government positions also
appeared in the provinces:

the town governors helped reassemble and update chancellery cadastral knowl-
edge, review the monasteries’ fiscal immunities, return fugitive townsmen to
the tax rolls, introduce new extraordinary taxes for military exigencies, suppress
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banditry and rebuild the pomest’e-based cavalry army by expediting response to
petitions for entitlement award and land allotment.>’

By the 1640s, the staff of governors’ (voevoda’s) offices included about 775
clerks (pod’iachie), but many more clerks served in the regional offices of other
government organizations.”® The expanding class of lesser servitors increased
the power of the T'sar by counter-balancing the boyar elite. Russia’s elites were
increasingly dominated by officials with little independent power, who could
be controlled through royal patronage.>® During the unstable 20 years after
Alexei Mikhailovich’s death, the authority of the Tsar would decline, but not by
much. In 1682, the system of mestnichestvo was finally abolished, which created
the legal space that Peter the Great would eventually take to re-establish the
Tsar’s autocratic powers over the high nobility.

The increasing reach and power of the autocracy is apparent even during
the political crises it faced. The most dangerous were early in the reign of
Alexei Mikhailovich, and during the regency of Sophia. In 1648, riots broke
out in Moscow and other towns, aimed mainly at the corrupt rule of Alexei
Mikhailovich’s regent and brother-in-law, Boris Morozov. Momentarily, the
riots threatened the life of the young Tsar. They played an important role in
the government’s decision to summon a new Assembly of the Land in 1649,
and concede the demands of lesser servitors that peasants be tied to their land
in perpetuity.?? In 1656 and 1662 there were further urban riots, caused, this
time, by debasement of the coinage. What is remarkable in these crises is the
specificity of the rioters’ goals. They were directed at particular royal officials
or advisers or specific politics, never, apparently, at the institution of autocracy.
This helps explain why no one complained after 1683 when the government
ceased summoning the Assemblies of the LLand, which had met periodically
since the reign of Ivan IV.8! As with the guriltai in the Golden Horde, few
noticed their disappearance. Neither institution had really provided a frame-
work for negotiations with the monarch; instead, they had provided sources of
information for autocratic rulers, and mechanisms for consolidating elite unity.

The Orthodox Church played its role in binding society together at many
different levels. The great seventeenth-century patriarchs, Hermogen (1606—
1612), Filaret (1619-1634), Nikon (1652-1658 or 1666), and Ioakim (1674—
1690) used their moral authority, wealth, and political influence to defend
autocracy. The church championed what it saw as Muscovite values, and
encouraged the quarantining of foreigners, including the Protestant officers
of the new formation units, in ghettos such as Moscow’s “German quar-
ter.” Occasionally, the authority of the patriarchs seemed to rival that of the
Tsars. Patriarch Hermogen played a crucial role during the Time of Troubles,
and both Filaret and Nikon occasionally referred to themselves as the Telikii
Gosudar’, or “Great Ruler.” But the Russian autocracy was never as dependent
on religious institutions as leaders in Mongolia or Central Asia, as Peter the
Great demonstrated when, after the death of Patriarch Adrian in 1700, he let
the patriarchate lapse.

Russia’s elites would maintain their cohesion despite three potentially
divisive cultural schisms. The first was a split within the church itself in the
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seventeenth century. The second was the growing cultural divide between
an increasingly westernized upper nobility and a still traditional society. The
third was the cultural, linguistic, and historical division that emerged between
the Orthodox and Slavic-speaking heartland of Muscovy and the empire’s
growing population of non-Orthodox non-Slavic speakers.

The religious schism, like many religious conflicts in Inner Eurasia, reflected
divisions between the institutionalized religions of the cities and the more mag-
ical religious traditions of the villages and steppes. It began with one more
attempt to regulate dissident religious practices, by removing Catholic and
popular influences that had seeped in from Poland and Ukraine. In 1648 the
government banned performances by skomorokhi or minstrels. In 1652, the
newly appointed Patriarch Nikon introduced new service books that, under
the guise of returning to ancient practice, introduced unfamiliar rituals, some
of which offended traditional believers. For example, his reforms required mak-
ing the sign of the cross with three fingers, rather than two, and denounced the
incorrect gesture as heretical. Particularly in rural areas, where magic was a live
force and correct ritual was a matter of life and death, salvation or damnation,
many were horrified at these changes.

Eventually, Nikon’s autocratic manner and exaggerated claims for the
church’s independence alienated members of the political elite, including the
Tsar, and in 1666, a specially convened ecumenical council deposed Nikon
as patriarch. But the government persisted with the liturgical reforms despite
growing resistance. Some adherents of the “Old Belief,” such as the priest
Avvakum, would be exiled and sentenced to death. Avvakum was eventually
burnt at the stake. Others went underground, where they would provide sup-
port and legitimation for religious dissidence from then until the present day,
particularly in rural areas and steppe borderlands such as the Cossack lands.®?

The diffusion of European culture within Muscovy created a second fis-
sure between Muscovy’s elite and the mass of the population. As foreign vis-
itors noted, Muscovy’s cultural traditions were strikingly different from those
of Europe.

In the figurative arts there was no free-standing portraiture, still life, landscapes or
urban scenes, history painting or domestic genre. There were icons, wood prints
and illuminated manuscripts, but no painting in oil on canvas. ... Printing (intro-
duced in 1564) was in its infancy. Muscovy had no theatres or universities. It
had produced no poets, dramatists, philosophers, scholars or even theologians. It
lacked both theoretical concepts of “the arts” and political theory.%3

However, extensive borrowing from the technological and military traditions of
Europe, and particularly from Ukraine after that region’s incorporation within
the empire, ensured that western cultural influences would seep into Muscovite
society, particularly through the elite circles close to Tsar Alexei Mikhailovich
and his son, Fedor. In the capital, foreign military experts mingled with lead-
ing officials. In 1672, Alexei Mikhailovich invited a European theater company,
and European artists worked in the Kremlin Armory. Prince Vasilii Golitsyn
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knew Latin, owned foreign books, prints, instruments, and curiosities, and col-
lected secular portraits. Though limited to the elite, such influences generated
disquiet. In 1690 Patriarch Ioakim advised the young Tsars Ivan and Peter “to
resist new Latin and alien customs and not to introduce the wearing of foreign
dress.”04

The third cultural division, between the Orthodox heartland and the non-
Russian, non-Orthodox, and non-Slavic peoples that Muscovy was incorporat-
ing within its expanding empire, would become increasingly significant from
the eighteenth century.

EXPANSION IN THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY

However, Muscovy’s renovated mobilization machine proved so robust that
none of these divisions seriously weakened it. The best proof of its increasing
power was its ability to expand within Inner Eurasia. In 1600, Muscovy ruled
over ¢.5.4 million sq. kilometers; by 1678 it controlled three times that area, or
almost 16 million sq. kilometers.®> Muscovy’s expansion was both a cause and
a result of its increasing mobilizational power.

Muscovy expanded in three main directions, each of which posed distinc-
tive challenges. (1) To the west, Muscovy’s main opponents were the Polish-
Lithuanian Commonwealth and Sweden, and expansion took Muscovy into
Ukraine. (2) To the south, Muscovy expanded into the Pontic steppes; here,
its main opponents were the Crimean khanate and the Ottoman Empire. (3) In
this period Muscovy also began expanding for the first time beyond the Volga
and the Urals, into Siberia and the Kazakh steppes. This chapter will describe
expansion to the west and south, while the next chapter will describe Mus-
covite expansion beyond the Urals, along with the parallel process of Chinese
expansion into Inner Eurasia. (See Map 6.1 and Figure 6.2.)

EXPANSION TO THE WEST

Since the collapse of the Livonian Order in 1560, Sweden, Lithuania/Poland,
and Muscovy had fought over the farmlands and commerce of the Baltic
provinces. For a century, Muscovy gained little from these expensive wars,
while Sweden had secured much of modern Estonia, and Lithuania/Poland
controlled most of modern Latvia and northern Lithuania. The 1618 treaty of
Deulino left the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in control of Ukraine and
much of Belarus, including Smolensk. The Smolensk war of 1632 did little to
change the situation.

The balance of power in the west was transformed in the middle of the cen-
tury after a 1648 revolt against the Commonwealth in Ukraine. It was led by
a disgruntled Cossack officer, Bohdan Khmelnitskii, who was elected leader
(Hetman) of the Zaporozhian Cossacks in March 1648. He allied with Nogai
troops from the Crimean khanate, and in May their combined forces crushed
two Polish armies. Their success encouraged anti-Polish uprisings throughout
Ukraine. Rebels attacked Polish landlords and officials, Catholic clergy, and
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many Jews. In December, Khmelnitskii arrived in triumph in Kiev, now as the
leader of a new state of “Rus’.”

The Polish Commonwealth had neither the cash nor the troops needed to
respond effectively, and its rulers were weakened further in 1652 when the Sejm
recognized the right of any individual member to veto legislation through the
liberum veto. Nevertheless, Khmelnitskii was also vulnerable and looking for
allies, particularly after the desertion of his Crimean allies led to a humiliating
defeat in 1651. He opened negotiations with both the Polish and Ottoman
governments, and even considered accepting Crimean suzerainty, but these
negotiations achieved little. In January 1654, in Pereiaslav, he swore allegiance
to a fellow Orthodox believer, Tsar Alexei Mikhailovich. He accepted the Tsar
as the new ruler of Ukraine, in return for the promise of military support.®®
But what Khmelnitskii and his followers saw as an alliance, Muscovy saw as
an acquisition. Ukraine soon found it had a new overlord, much less willing to
negotiate than the Commonwealth, but much more powerful (Map 7.1).

In defense of its new acquisitions, Muscovy now took up arms against the
Commonwealth, launching a 13-year war that would end with the armistice of
Andrusovo in 1667. The 13-year war devastated Poland, because it was largely
fought on Polish soil. Polish populations diminished and would not recover to
the 1648 level of about 11 million until the middle of the eighteenth century.
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Under the treaty of Andrusovo, Muscovy gained suzerainty over all of Ukraine
east of the Dnieper, as well as over the capital, Kiev. Moscow began stationing
troops along the eastern bank of the Dnieper (“left-bank Ukraine”), and exact-
ing taxes that had once gone to the Commonwealth. In 1686, Muscovy signed
a so-called “Treaty of Eternal Peace” with King Jan Sobiecki of the Com-
monwealth, but in fact the treaty marked Muscovy’s increasing dominance.®”
Ukraine retained some autonomy and would continue to elect its own leader
or Hetman, though the elections were often influenced by Moscow.

With control over left-bank Ukraine, Muscovy now found itself confronting a
more powerful rival than the declining Commonwealth. This was the Ottoman
Empire. In 1676-1681 the two countries fought their first major war over
Russian attempts to extend control to west (right-bank) Ukraine. The war
ended in a stalemate.%8

EXPANSION INTO THE PONTIC STEPPES

On its southern frontiers, Muscovy expanded into the borderlands of the
Crimean khanate. As in the sixteenth century, Muscovite expansion was defen-
sive in its aims, but expansionist in its outcomes. The government’s main aim
was to defend its territory against Crimean raids that cost lives and money, and
forced Muscovy to divert troops from its western borders. Nevertheless, south-
ward expansion would multiply the human and agrarian resources available to
Muscovy’s rulers, as peasants settled and farmed the rich soils of the Pontic
steppes.

In the seventeenth century, Moscow’s armies still lacked the ability to attack
Crimea directly. There were two attempts, in 1687 and 1689, under the lead-
ership of Prince Vasilii Golitsyn. Both demonstrated the limits of Muscovy’s
military power in the steppes. The perennial difficulty, for Muscovite armies,
as for Qing armies in the Far East, was how to keep infantry armies supplied
with water, food, and fodder once they entered the steppes. In 1687, Golit-
syn planned to attack Perekop, on the isthmus between Crimea and the Pontic
steppes, with an army of more than 130,000 men, after marching them across
300 kilometers of steppeland. In June,

some 180,000 combatants and support personnel and 20,000 wagons of sup-
plies, moved south, along the eastern side of the Dnepr ... in two formations: a
vanguard of seven infantry regiments, and a monstrous rectangular wagenburg or
protective circle of wagons, measuring 1.5 m across and perhaps 5 km in length.
The Muscovite and Ukrainian cavalry was deployed outside the wagenburg, close
in along each side, out of fear of Tatar attack.5®

To survive in the Pontic steppes for over four months, the army would need
some 23,000 tons of grain and 9,000 tons of fodder, and it is a sign of the effec-
tiveness of Muscovite military provisioning that the needed grain was brought
by wagon and barge to the assembly points. What the army lacked was fod-
der, as Crimean forces burnt the grassland in front of the advancing armies.
Golitsyn’s far less mobile army could only move at about 10 kilometers a day
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through the steppe, because it could not outpace its ox-drawn baggage trains.
Once it was clear that all potential fodder had been burnt, Golitsyn turned
back. The second Crimean expedition, in 1689, would get further but suffer
the same fate, turning back once it was clear there was not enough fodder or
water.

So Muscovy had to use more indirect methods to manage the steppes. To
gain the support of Don Cossack communities, the Romanovs maintained the
subsidies they had begun to pay under Ivan IV. They also encouraged trade in
grain (vital to the Cossacks, whose raiding limited possibilities for agriculture),
liquor, textiles, and lead and gunpowder, in return for salt, fish, horses, and
even furs.”? Though Muscovy had little direct control over the Cossacks in the
seventeenth century, trade and subsidies gave it plenty of indirect influence.

But the most important way of controlling the steppes was by continuing
the sixteenth-century policy of building forts at strategic points.”! These were
the land equivalents of the fortified “factories” established by the first Euro-
pean empires. Like these overseas bases, strategically based strongpoints in
the steppe could project military and commercial power over large areas, so
they were well suited to the distinctive Inner Eurasian challenge of mobilizing
resources at great distances.

In the 1630s, after highly destructive Crimean raids in 1632 and 1633, made
possible by the diversion of Russian troops to the siege of Smolensk, Muscovy
resumed the building of fortified lines. Between 1635 and 1637, a huge mobi-
lization of labor helped build 11 new garrison towns, most of which were settled
by smallholders with no peasants of their own.”? As Khodarkovsky writes, this
immense project was “Russia’s most ambitious and important strategic under-
taking in the seventeenth century. It was to become Moscow’s own Great Wall
to fend off the ‘infidels’ from the southern steppe.”’?

The new defensive lines linked natural barriers, fortified towns, wooden
stockades, and lookout posts into a single system, whose aim was to block or
render unusable the traditional invasion routes from the south. Forts were built
at river crossings or portages or at crucial river junctions, and staffed with gar-
rison troops commanded by the local governor or voevoda. Between fortified
points forests were left uncut or cut down to form barricades. Observation
posts were built out in the steppes, from which guards could watch for raiding
parties. At first, garrison troops were paid, but over time many were given land
grants from which to support themselves. Peasants were often settled near for-
tified towns to supply the towns and their garrisons with food. But compulsion
was not always necessary, as many peasants were attracted to the rich steppe
soils and willing to face the risks of frontier life.

Between 1635 and 1646, the government completed the so-called Belgorod
line, with its western end at Akhtyra on the Vorskla river, and its eastern end
at Tambov, 800 kilometers away (Map 7.2).74 After the Stenka Razin revolt,
in 1671, the government began introducing all the paraphernalia of a modern
border to check emigration, including the issuing of travel documents giving
permission to cross the line, and patrols to pick up those without the proper
documents.”® In the next decade, with the aid of Dutch and Huguenot military
experts, the line was extended further east, reaching the Volga river at Simbirsk
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(modern Ulyanovsk). By 1655, the fortified line along Muscovy’s southern bor-
ders extended from the Polish border to the Urals.”® From 1658, troops of the
southern frontier were led by a commanding general based at Belgorod.

The new fortification lines increased the dangers and reduced the rewards
for Tatar raiding parties. Slave raids declined after 1654, and were undertaken
by smaller raiding parties that could neither travel as far nor take as many cap-
tives as larger armies.”” Meanwhile, Crimea itself began to suffer from Kalmyk
and Don Cossack raids. A visitor to the region in the 1660s and early 1670s
found many villages abandoned because of Cossack raids.”® So threatening
were Kalmyk raiders that in the 1660s, the Crimean khanate began building
its own fortified lines to protect the grazing lands of their Nogai allies north
of the Crimean peninsula. They also built a special stone wall to protect the
Crimean heartland.”

As the balance of power shifted in the Pontic steppes, more peasants headed
south, driven by overpopulation in their homelands, and drawn by the rich
steppe soils and the protection of border forts. Many settlers were poor middle
servicemen with just two or three serfs or none at all. Most settled near forts,
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but others moved beyond the fortified lines into Cossack lands. The border-
lands offered many opportunities for advancement, as undermanned forts and
garrisons often accepted new recruits without asking too many questions, and
frontier towns desperately needed labor, particularly for building.8? Migration
accelerated after the completion of the Belgorod line in the 1650s; the popu-
lations of Belgorod and Sevsk regions quadrupled between 1650 and 1710.8!
Sometimes, whole villages arrived together, to settle along the forested shores
of rivers. Because new arrivals sometimes displaced local Cossacks and pas-
toralists, their arrival could provoke violent conflicts, and these played a signif-
icant role in the Zaporozhian revolt of 1654 and the Stenka Razin uprising of
1670-1671.82

Illegal migration raised complex problems for the government as it deprived
landlords in central Russia of labor. T'sar Alexei Mikhailovich commented that,
“It is good to settle a new town, but not by emptying out old ones.”83 On bal-
ance, though, it is clear from the expense and effort that successive Muscovite
governments devoted to their fortified lines that the advantages outweighed the
disadvantages, as Muscovy’s vast “walking walls” of forts inched south through
the Pontic steppes, shielding a vast army of peasant settlers.

THE EARLY EIGHTEENTH CENTURY: THE RUSSIAN
EMPIRE AS A GREAT POWER

By 1700, the Muscovite mobilizational machine was larger, more modern, and
more unified than a century earlier. It disposed of more people and more
resources. And it was using those resources successfully to expand to the west,
south, and east. The reign of Peter the Great is often seen as a turning point
in Russian history, but Peter built on the achievements of his predecessors,
though he did so with more deliberation and a clearer sense of purpose. The
speed and success of Peter’s reforms are as much a testament to the success of
seventeenth-century reforms as they are to Peter’s own skill and determination.

Like Ivan IV, Peter increased mobilizational pressure on his subjects by tight-
ening pressure on the elite. But unlike Ivan IV, Peter never lost his grip on polit-
ical and economic realities, despite the colossal strains under which the system
labored. The container held, increasing the mobilizational pressure that the
system could exert on its own population and on rival states. Peter’s reforms
transformed the army, the elite, the fiscal system, and Russian culture, and
turned Russia into a military superpower. The basic structures they created
would survive for almost two centuries.

PETER’S MILITARY REFORMS

Peter I was born in 1672, the son of Tsar Alexei Mikhailovich by his second
wife, Natalia Naryshkina. He became Tsar in his own right in 1696 when his
brother, Ivan, died. As a child Peter was fascinated by warfare and by European
technology and culture. As a prince, he played war games with real regiments,
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the Semenovskoe and Preobrazhenskoe. Created by Peter in the 1680s, they
would become elite Guards units in the Russian army. But at first they formed
a sort of personal following and bodyguard. Like Chinggis Khan’s keshig, they
would provide many of the ruler’s closest friends and allies. Peter’s fascination
with naval and military matters brought him close to foreign military experts
such as the Scottish general Patrick Gordon and the French general Francgois
Lefort, and these friendships persuaded him of the importance of foreign learn-
ing. In 1697, Peter became the first ruler of Muscovy to visit Europe. There, he
devoted his time to acquiring militarily useful European knowledge. Briefly, he
worked in the Amsterdam shipyards, where he tried, in vain, to remain anony-
mous.

He returned in 1698, after learning of a rebellion by the szrel’zsy. He sup-
pressed the rebellion with great brutality, perhaps in part because of terrifying
childhood memories of a stzrel’zsy rebellion in 1682 when he had nearly been
killed. There began a period of frenetic military reform, during which he gath-
ered around himself a loyal and hard-working group of friends and dependents,
some from the boyar class, but many from lower levels of society. Some came
from the Guards regiments, some from the foreign quarter. All were capable,
energetic, and practical, and shared Peter’s appetite for military reform. Af