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Introduction

In the early thirteenth century, to establish a broad transportation and com-
munication network, the Mongols installed postal relay stations called jam,
or yam, across their empire. This postal system was crucial in the efficient
running of the empire. It is no wonder that a considerable number of stud-
ies have investigated the system. Especially, thanks to affluent primary
sources, we have relatively in-depth researches on the conditions of the
postal system in China, on the topics as diverse as postal relay routes, tab-
lets called paiza, and postal households called jamchi." On the other hand,

- This translated article is a slightly shortened version of Hodong Kim, “g-& % Al dolr|ofe] Bk
#l 2} 712+ 2H(Ghazan Khan)2] #3E,” GARESRA T35 (2010): pp.391-444.

< Pioneering studies on the Mongol postal system, relay stations, and tablets include chapters in the
work of Haneda Toru, Haneda Hakushi shigaku ronbunshii, vol. 1, Rekishihen (Kyoto: Toyoshi
Kenkytkai, 1957), pp.32-136. For studies on postal routes and paiza, see Chen Dezhi, Meng
Yuanshi yanjiu (Beijing: Renmin Chubanshe, 2005), pp.3-18, pp.113-200; and Cai Meibiao,
“Yuandai yuanpai liangzhong kaoshi,” Lishi Yanjiu 4 (1980), 125-32. See also recent works by
Dang Baohai’s Meng Yuan yizhan jiaotong yanjiu (Beijing: Kunlun Chubanshe, 2006) and Mo
Shumin’s “Meng Yuan youyi yanjiu” (Ph.d. diss., Jinan University, 2004). There are few studies
in the West, but we should mention Peter Olbricht’s classical work, Das Postwesen in China unter
der Mongolenherrschaft im 13 und 14 Jahrhundert (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1954).
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studies on the postal system of the three western uluses have suffered as a
result of the lack of such sources. There are very few studies on the relay
stations in the Chaghadai Ulus? or Jochi Ulus, although those of the Jochi
Ulus are mentioned in papers on the development of Imperial Russia’s
postal system.?

Compared to these two uluses, although the Hiilegii Ulus has re-
ceived a little bit more attention since a considerable number of Persian
and Arabic sources have survived, we do not have yet sufficient and de-
tailed researches on the Mongol postal system in Iran.* In this sense, Adam
J. Silverstein’s recent study® is noteworthy: he examines the postal systems
in West Asia under the Mongol rule and then provides an analysis of the re-
forms of Ghazan Khan (r., 1295-1304) and their significance. Instead of
levying special taxes to cover the huge expenses for the operation of the re-
lay stations, Ghazan had the government pay them. Silverstein sees this bu-
reaucratization of relay-station management as a sign of the postal system
in West Asia returning back to the indigenous and traditional practices that
had existed before the Mongol rule. He also regards the courier service
(paykan) which was adopted during Ghazan Khan’s rule and whose ex-
penses were furnished by the Bureau of Treasury (divan) was also modeled
after the Mamluk postal system called barid.®

However, most scholars had considered the Mamluk postal system,
especially barid, was in fact modeled after the Mongol system,” not vice

On the postal roads in Central Asia, now we have Shim Hosung’s “The Postal Roads of the Great
Khans in Central Asia under the Mongol-Yuan Empire,” Journal of Song-Yuan Studies, 44 (2014),
pp-405-469.

1w

Gustave Alef, “The Origin and Early Development of the Muscovite Postal Service,” Jahrbiicher
fiir Geschichte Osteuropas 15, no. 1 (March 1967): pp.1-15; John W. Randolph, “The Singing
Coachman or, The Road and Russia’s Ethnographic Invention in Early Modern Times,” Journal of
Early Modern History 11, no. 1-2 (2007), pp.33-61.

1~

Jean Sauvaget, La poste aux chevaux dans L’Empire des Mamelouks (Paris: Adrien-Maisonneuve,
1941); Didier Gazagnadou, La poste a relais (Paris: Editions Kimé, 1994).

1o

Adam J. Silverstein, Postal Systems in the Pre-Modern Islamic World (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2007).

Silverstein, Postal Systems in the Pre-Modern Islamic World, pp.159-160.

o~

N

Sauvaget, La poste aux chevaux dans L’Empire des Mamelouks, pp.10-13; David Ayalon, “On
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versa. One may wonder if Silverstein’s conclusion was based on the analy-
sis of this postal system primarily within the historical and spatial context
of western Asia, rather than in relation to other systems within the Mongol
Empire, specifically that of the Qa’an Ulus, the Great Yuan. So this paper
aims to examine this subject in a broader imperial context and to ascertain
if his conclusion can be justified. Fortunately, detailed records of the re-
forms of Ghazan Khan survive in the Jami ‘ al-tavarikh (hereafter JT),
‘Compendium of Chronicles’, compiled by Rashid al-Din (1247-1318/9), a
key person who advised Ghazan to introduce the reforms. This paper will
focus on the questions such as what the issues and difficulties were in the
postal relay stations before Ghazan Khan, why he and Rashid al-Din were
compelled to reform the system, and where they found a model for the re-
form.

The Implementation of the Mongol Postal Relay
System in Western Asia

Yuanshi (‘History of Yuan Dynasty’) confirms that the Mongol Empire in-
troduced a postal system around 1229, the year Ogddei was proclaimed
Qa’an: “When the princes and government officials were gathered and a
great assembly was convened at Kdde’e Aral near the Keriilen River on the

ERINT3

day of jiwei (Z4), in the eighth month of autumn,” “a granary and relay
station was first installed.”® The paragraph 279 in the Secret History of the
Mongols states, “Now We shall settle the matter once and for all by provid-
ing poststation masters and posthorse keepers from the various units of a
thousand of different areas, by setting up a post station at every stage, by
not allowing the messengers to move freely among the population unless

on urgent business, but instead by having them ride in haste through the

One of the Works of Jean Sauvaget,” Israel Oriental Studies 1 (1971), pp.298-302; Gazagnadou,
La poste a relais, pp.77-80; Reuven Amitai-Preiss, Mongols and Mamluks: The Mamluk-Ilkhanid
War, 1260-1281 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), pp.74-75.

& Yuanshi (Song Lian et. al. eds., Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju, 1976), p.29.
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post stations. (italics in original)””? These descriptions suggest that Ogodei
and Chagadai both established relay stations that connected their territo-
ries. In addition, Chagadai installed stations leading to the territories gov-
erned by Batu, thereby creating a postal route running east to west across
the Eurasian steppe.'®

The Mongols extended their postal system to newly conquered lands.
According to Rashid al-Din, there were two postal routes connecting Qa-
raqorum and north China, bayan yam"" and narin yam. There were a total
of thirty-seven relay stations, one every five farsang,'? or every thirty kilo-
meters, each under the protection of a different chiliarchy, an administra-
tive or military unit of a thousand people or troops." Yuanshi notes that
there were “119 tergen, morin, and narin relay stations in the north.”"
Zhanchi records that the postal route for wagons (fergen) had fifty-seven
relay stations, the route for horses (morin) had thirty-eight relay stations,
and the secret route (narin) had twenty-four relay stations,' for a total of
119 stations, the exact number of stations recorded in Yuanshi."®

% TIgor de Rachewiltz tr., The Secret History of the Mongols: A Mongolian Epic Chronicle of the
Thirteenth Century, vol. 1 (Leiden: Brill, 2004), pp.214-215.

19 Yuanshi, pp.299-300.

10 Earlier I have read this word as t@van yam, not bayan yam (Rashid al-Din, Rasideu at Din eui
Jipsa, vol. 3, Kan eui huyedeul, tr. Kim Hodong, Seoul: Sagyejeol, 2005, p.97; hereafter J7/Kim).
However, bayan yam seems to be a more accurate reading as found in the Tashkent manuscript
(The al-Biruni Institute of Oriental Studies, ms. nr. 1620: 118v). In Mongolian, bayan means
wealth, while zayan does not make sense, so it is possible that the word was used because goods
for the palace were transported along this route. Thackston also read this word as tayan. See
Wheeler M. Thackson tr., Jami u t-tawarikh. Compendium of Chronicles (3 vols., Cambridge,
MA.: Harvard University, 1998-1999; hereafter J7/Thackston), pp.328-329.

12 Farsang, or farsakh, is a unit that has been used to measure distance in western Asian since
antiquity. 1 farsakh equaled 5.94 kilometers in ancient Persia, or 5.985 kilometers in Islamic
times. Today, 1 farsakh equals 6 kilometers in Iran. See W. Hinz, “farsakh,” in The Encyclopaedia
of Islam (new edition), vol. 2 (eds. by Bernard Lewis, Charles Pellat, and Joseph Schacht; Leiden:
Brill, 1991), pp.812-813.

13 JT/Kim, vol. 3, pp.97-98. Cf. JT/Thackston, pp.328-329.
14 Yuanshi, p.1383.
15 Zhanchi, pp.158-159.

18 On the three postal routes between Qaraqorum and nothern China (Khitay), see Chen, Meng
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The Mongols installed relay stations in western Asia first time around
1240, about a decade later than in northern China. According to Tarikh-i
Jahan-gusha't (History of the World Conqueror’; hereafter 7JG) by ‘Ata
Malik Juwayni, the Uyghur bureaucrat Korgiiz received an imperial order
(varlig) and a tablet (paiza) upon being appointed by Ogddei Qa’an as the
governor of western Asia. After reaching Tts in Khurasan in northeastern
Iran, he turned the city into a base from which to rebuild western Asia,
which had been devasted by war."” He constructed a government office and
a park in the city and soon dignitaries and nobles began to set up homes
there. The marketplace was restored, and excavations began to build a cul-
vert. He also began the installation of relay stations, perhaps because he
considered the construction of a transportation network an integral part of
rebuilding the city.

He established yams in various places complete with horses and other
necessities in order that the people might not be put to inconvenience by
the ambassadors; and so strict was his rule that no emir, who had previ-
ously cut off heads with no one able to protest, could now decapitate
a chicken; whilst the peasantry became so self-assured that if a great
army of Mongols encamped in a field they might not even ask a peasant
to hold a horse’s head, let alone demand provisions ( ‘ulifa) and offer-
ings of food (nuzl), and the same applied to ambassadors, coming and
going."®

The above passage from 7.JG hints that envoys or troops were accus-
tomed to arbitrarily pilfering livestock and other supplies from locals while
on the move. It also demonstrates that Korgiiz put an end to such practices
and installed relay stations that would provide envoys with ‘horses

Yuanshi yanjiu congkao, pp.4-15.

7 Tarikh-i Jahan-gushar, ed. Muhammad Qazwini, vol. 2 (hereafter 7JG/Qazwini; Leyden: E. J.
Brill, 1912), pp.237-238; Genghis Khan: The History of the World-Conqueror, tr. by John A.
Boyle (hereafter TIG/Boyle; Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1997), pp.500-501.

= TJG/Qazwini, vol. 2, p.238; TJG/Boyle, pp.501-502.

©
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(chahar-par) and other necessities (masalih),” or postal mounts and food
they needed for a swift, smooth journey.

Korgiiz appears to have brought about these changes in late 1239 or
early 1240. TJG notes that after visiting Qaraqorum and being granted ju-
risdiction over western Asia, or “the land beyond Amu Darya that general
Chormaghtin’s troops had conquered,” Korgiiz stopped by Khwarazm and
Shahristana before his arrival at Tts in the month of Jumada al-awwal 637
according to the Hijri calendar, or between November and December
1239." Exactly where relay stations were installed around that time is,
however, difficult to pinpoint. It is safe to assume that the stations extended
from Tus in Khurasan toward areas already equipped with relay stations
such as the uluses of Chagadai and Batu, i.e., Central Asia and the Qipchaq
steppe. However, there are no sources indicating that relay stations operat-
ed in the west of Tas, in what is now Iran and Iraq. When Chin Temiir
served as governor of western Asia (630-63 AH; 1232/33-1235/36 CE), the
extent of his power was limited to northwestern Khurasan and Mazandaran
along the southeastern coast of the Caspian Sea. Korgiiz, on the other hand,
ruled a larger domain that included areas conquered by Chormaghiin’s
troops, modern-day Azerbaijan and Diyarbakr.?’ It is therefore quite possi-
ble that relay stations were installed in newly conquered areas to facilitate
the transport of tributes, the exchange of envoys, and the procurement of
military supplies.

Ogddei’s death in 1241 deprived Kérgiiz of protection and eventually
resulted in his execution. Thereafter, Toregene Qatun, Ogddei’s wife who
acted as regent after his death, appointed Arghun Aqa to take charge of
western Asia. In 1243-44 (641 AH), he stopped by Khurasan on his way
across northern Iran to Tabriz. There, he set up a base and ruled the area for
a decade until Hiilegli’s troops advanced into western Asia in 1256.?' No

9 Ibid.

20 John A. Boyle, “Dynastic and Political History of the TI-Khans,” in The Cambridge History of
Iran, vol. 5, The Saljug and Mongol Periods, ed. J. A. Boyle (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1968), pp.336-338.

21 Boyle, “Dynastic and Political History of the TI-Khans,” pp.338-341.
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details are known about the operation of relay stations during that period,
but accounts in 7JG indicate that even after Korgiiz installed relay stations,
envoys occasionally requisitioned supplies with impunity. In 1251, Arghun
Aqa attended Mongke’s enthronement ceremony and used the occasion to
appeal to the new ga’an on behalf of his people, who were suffering from
conscripted labor and expropriation due to an unstable tax system. He pro-
posed the discontinuation of all other taxes and expropriations in exchange
for the adoption of a tax called qubchur. This was based on the model of
taxation introduced by Mahmiid Yalavach in Central Asia, which took indi-
vidual differences in wealth and capability into account. Mongke accepted
this proposal and adopted a graduated tax scale from one to ten dindars. The
tax revenue was to be used to cover the cost of requisitioned labor
(hashar), the operation of relay stations (yam), and the travel expenses of
envoys (ikhrajat).?? In the Islamic realm, land taxes like ushr and kharaj
collected one tenth of the harvest, but qubchur was an entirely new tax that
resembled a poll tax levied on every liable individual.?

The implementation of qubchur was not limited to western Asia but
extended to northern China as well. According to “Treatise on Food and
Money (shihuozhi £% %)” in Yuanshi, the tax paid in silver (baoyin €.4%)
was first introduced in 1251 during Mdngke’s reign. Initially, it seems that
the Han Chinese were required to pay six /iang (#) in silver as tax, but the
amount was later reduced to four liang, which was collected in installments
of two liang in silver and two liang in other goods such as silk or dye.?* In
1251, however, the baoyin tax was reduced from six to four /iang, and this

22 TJG/Qazwini, vol. 2, p.254; TJG/Boyle, p.517.

On the various uses of qubchur, see Gerhard Doerfer, Tiirkische und Mongolische Elemente im
Neupersischen, vol. 2 (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner, 1965), pp.387-391. There has been considerable
confusion among scholars surrounding the concept and meaning of qubchur as a tax. See Thomas
T. Allsen, Mongol Imperialism: The Policies of the Grand Qan Mdngke in China, Russia, and the
Islamic Lands, 1251-1259 (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1987), pp.163-171; Ann
K. S. Lambton, Continuity and Change in Medieval Persia (London: 1. B. Tauris, 1988), pp.199-
204; Herbert F. Schurmann, “Mongol Tributary Practices of the Thirteenth Century,” Harvard
Journal of Asiatic Studies 19, no. 3/4 (1956), pp.304-398; John Masson Smith, “Mongol and
Nomadic Taxation,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 30 (1970), pp.46-85.

2% Yuanshi, p.2361.
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reduction make it reasonable to assume that the haoyin tax was introduced
earlier in the beginning of Ogddei’s reign.?> Moreover, the household tax,
called kechai (#+£), consisted of the ‘silver tax (baoyin)’ and the ‘silk tax
(siliao ##1) introduced in 1236. The silk tax required one catty (jin /7) of
silk or other textiles to be paid to government officials by every two house-
holds and one catty of silk or other textiles to be paid by every five house-
holds to the original appanages (ben touxia A4 TF).? After his visit to
Mongolia between 1235 and 1236, the Southern Song envoy Xu Ting (%
%) noted, “Regarding tax [chaifa %%] in the Han territory, in addition to
the silver levy in lieu of silk and cotton on each household and each per-
son, the tax also includes the total funds required for regular and irregular
public expenses such as the dispatch of envoys and war horses and the
transport of food and tools.”?” This suggests that the implementation of the
household tax, qubchur or kechai, during Mongke’s reign was intended to
replace the practice of arbitrary collection of taxes to fund the operation of
relay stations and instead to levy a lump sum so that people would no lon-
ger have to suffer because of envoys abusing the system.

To levy qubchur in western Asia, Arghun Aqa launched an extensive
census (shumara) of conquered areas, including Khurasan, Mazandaran,
Iraq, Yazd, Tabriz, Derbend, Georgia, Arran, and Azerbaijan. He then set
an annual levy of seventy dinar-i rukni for every ten people.?® Dinar-i
rukni means “dinar (gold coin) minted by Rukn al-Din,” and according to
Juwayni, the exchange rate for this currency at the time was 75 dinar-i
ruknt for 1 balish or 500 mithgal.?’ Balish was a weight unit corresponding
to the ding (4%) used in China at the time and was equivalent to two kilo-

2 Otagi Matsuo, “Genchd zeisei ko: Zeiryd to kasa ni tsuite,” in Otagi Matsuo Toyé shigaku ronshii,
vol. 4, Genchdoshi (Tokyd: San’ichi Shobo, 1988), pp.257-297.

28 Otagi, “Genchd zeisei ko: Zeiryd to kasa ni tsuite,” pp.270-271; Zhao Gong, Meng-ta pei-lu und
Hei-ta shih-liieh, tr. Elisabeth Pinks (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1980), pp.142-145.

27 Peng Daya and Xu Ting, “Heida shiliie,” in Menggu shiliao sizhong, ed. Wang Guowei (Taipei:
Zhengzhong Shuju, 1962), p.490.

28 TJG/Qazwini, vol. 2, pp.256-257; TJG/Boyle, pp.519-521.

27 TJG/Qazwini, vol. 1, p.16; TIG/Boyle, 23. In Boyle’s translation, 500 mithgal is mistranslated as
50 and there is no mention of dang.
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grams. One ding equals to fifty liang (W), also called guan (&), and same
as 500 gian (4%), which indicates that one mithqal was equal to one gian.*
One balish equaled 50 dinars, so one dinar equaled 1.5 dindar-i rukni. One
dinar was generally equal to six dang, which is probably why Juwayni
stated that one dinar-i rukni equaled four dang.*' The seventy dinar-i rukni
for every ten people therefore amounted to approximately one ding, mean-
ing each person paid about five /iang in tax. This was similar to the six and
later four /iang levied to each household in northern China. The following
passage in TJG describes how each person and household bore the cost of
operating relay stations.

Again, when the extent of their territories became broad and vast and
important events fell out, it became essential to ascertain the activities
of their enemies, and it was also necessary to transport goods from the
West to the East and from the Far East to the West. Therefore through-
out the length and breadth of the land the they established yams, and
made arrangements for the upkeep and expenses of each yam, assign-
ing thereto a fixed number of men and beasts as well as food, drink and
other necessities. All this they shared out amongst the timen, each two
tiimen having to supply one yam. Thus, in accordance with the census,
they so distribute and exact the charge, that messengers need make no
long detour in order to obtain fresh mounts while at the same time the

peasantry and the army are not placed in constant inconvenience.*?

The circumstances changed once Hiilegii’s conquest of western Asia
began. After setting out from his base camp in Mongolia in the fall of
1254, he passed through Samarqgand and Kish and finally crossed Amu
Darya on January 1, 1256. He dispatched express messengers (ilchiyan-i

30 For a more detailed discussion, see Matsui Dai, “Mongoru jidai no doryoks,” Tahogaku 107
(2004), pp.153-166.

31 Dang means grain in Persian. Judith Kolbas, The Mongols in Iran: Chingiz Khan to Uljaytu, 1220-
1309 (London: Routledge, 2006), p.221.

32 TJG/Qazwini, vol. 2, pp.24-25; TJG/Boyle, 33.
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sari‘ al-sair) to deliver edicts to local leaders throughout the region, urging
them to immediately provide support including troops (lashkar) and weap-
ons (alat).** Although estimates of the size of the forces Hiilegii had under
his command differ, it seems to have been 170,000 to 180,000 men, a force
requiring the efficient use of existing relay stations to smoothly execute his
campaign.*

Therefore, the qubchur of seventy dinar-i rukni, which had been col-
lected to cover the cost of labor, the operation of relay stations, and the
travel expenses of envoys was nowhere near enough to meet the new de-
mands. A sharp increase was inevitable, and Arghun Aqa implemented this
after meeting with Hiilegii in Arran in 1258: “since the expense (ikhrajat)
of levies of men (hashar),*® post-houses (yam), relays (izlagh) and supplies
for the army exceeded the estimates and could not be met by the qubchur
as then fixed,”* the tax scale of one to ten dindrs was changed to one to
five hundred dinars. Although individual differences in wealth were still
taken into consideration, the maximum contribution increased fifty-fold.
Such an increase may have been justified during the war, but we do not
have any specific source showing if it changed after the elimination of the
NizarTs and the subjugation of the Abbasid caliphate in Baghdad.

This section has examined how the Mongol postal relay system de-
veloped from the 1230s, when general Chormaghtin’s troops advanced into
western Asia to stop Jalal al-Din’s attempts to revive the Khwarazmian
Empire, and the late 1250s, when Hiilegli conquered nearly all of western
Asia. Before relay stations were installed, envoys burdened the people of
cities and towns along their route by arbitrarily requisitioning horses and
supplies. However, once Korgiliz became governor of Khurasan and
Mazandaran in late 1239, he created relay stations along the major routes

33 JT/Rawshan, p.979; JT/Alizade, 25; JT/Thackston, p.480.

34 John Masson Smith, “Mongol Manpower and Persian Population,” Journal of the Economic and
Social History of the Orient 18, no. 3 (1975), pp.271-299.

35 John A. Boyle usually translates the term hashar, which frequently appears in Tarikh-i Jahan-
gusha’r, as “levy” or “forced levy.” See TIG/Boyle, p.85, p.92, p.97.

3¢ TJG/Qazwini, vol. 2, p.261; TJG/Boyle, p.524.
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to provide envoys with livestock and other supplies. Arbitrary requisitions
continued, however, because the existing tax system could not secure the
funds necessary to cover the cost of maintaining relay stations. To rectify
this problem, the gubchur was introduced. Corresponding to the baoyin tax
adopted in northern China in 1251, the qubchur was a poll tax levied to
cover the travel expenses of envoys, maintain relay stations, and procure
war supplies. While each household contributed six, later four, liang in
northern China, every ten people paid one to ten dinars in western Asia,
the equivalent of approximately five /iang (equal to 0.2 kilogram in silver)
per person. However, Hiilegii’s expedition in the late 1250s drastically in-
creased the cost of procuring war supplies and operating relay stations in
western Asia. As a result, the qubchur drastically increased to between one
and five hundred dinars.

Issues Related to the Operation of Relay Stations in
Hiilegii Ulus

According to an Armenian source, after conquering western Asia, Hiilegii
requisitioned one man from each small village and two men from each
large village and sent them to help restore areas devasted by the war. Such
men were called iam, and in exchange for receiving tax exemptions, they
were instructed to provide only “bread and broth” to Tatar travelers.*” Tam
is undoubtedly a variation of the Mongol-Turco term jam or yam, used to
refer to relay stations, but it appears to have been mistakenly used instead
of jamchi or yamchi, the term used for keepers of relay stations.*® Bread
and broth, typically served to envoys, was called siisi in Mongolian and
transcribed into Chinese as shousi (% €). While the reasons why Hiilegii

37 Robert P. Blake and Richard N. Frye, “History of the Nation of the Archers (The Mongols) by
Grigor of Akanc‘, Hitherto Ascribed to Matak‘ia The Monk: The Armenian Text Edited with an
English Translation and Notes,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 12, no. 3-4 (1949), pp.269-399.

38 The same error was made by William Rubruck, who referred to relay station keepers as iam in
his travelogue about his trip to Karakorum between 1253 and 1255. See Rubruck, The Mission of
Friar William of Rubruck: His Journey to the Court of the Great Khan Mdngke, 1253-1255 (Peter
Jackson tr., London: The Hakluyt Society, 1990), p.114.
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dispatched relay station keepers to help with reconstruction are unknown,
one of their responsibilities was providing food to envoys.

Further evidence of the duties of relay station keepers comes from an
edict Abaga (r. 1265-1281), the son and successor of Hiilegi, issued to the
envoys sent by Pope Nicholas II1.* The edict ordered a general named Sa-
maghar as well as “overseers [darughas], government officials [noyad],
postal inspectors [todgaghul], road patrols [garaghul], relay station keepers
[jamucin], and boatmen [ongghacacin] of all cities” to provide “plenty of
horses [ulagh-a], drinks [umda], and bread and broth [sigiisii]” to the en-
voy ‘Baracirqun’ and priests (margasiyas) the pope sent to Qubilai and
Abaqa. Samaghar was a Mongol general stationed in Rum who led several
attacks on Syria before his death on October 30, 1281, during the Second
Battle of Homs.*? ‘Baradirqun’ seems to refer to the Franciscan Gerard of
Prato, who was appointed by Pope Nicholas III to lead a mission to the
Mongol rulers.*!

According to Abaqa’s edict, relay stations had an obligation to pro-
vide three things: horses, drinks, and bread and broth. The edict therefore
confirms that even after Hiilegii conquered western Asia and became the
ruler of an independent ulus, relay stations were required to offer horses
and food to envoys. In this sense, the postal system in the Hiilegti Ulus ap-
pears to have been no different from that of other uluses within the Mongol
Empire.

There was still the issue, however, of where to find the funds neces-
sary to provide horses and food and how such provisions were to be sup-
plied to envoys. Arghun Aqa had responded to this need by levying the
qubchur tax to stop envoys and troops randomly requisitioning supplies at

37 Antoine Mostaert and Francis Woodman Cleaves, “Trois documents Mongols des Archives
Secrétes Vaticanes,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 15, no. 3-4 (1952), pp.432-445.

40 Mostaert and Cleaves, “Trois documents Mongols des Archives Secrétes Vaticanes,” p.436.

41 Amitai-Preiss, Mongols and Mamluks, 1260-1281, 101-102. The edict is thought to have been
drafted in the Year of the Chicken. Although Mostaert and Cleaves have been unable to clarify
whether the year was 1267 or 1279, Amitai-Preiss believes that the Vatican sent the envoys to
deliver the news that Qubilai was converted to Christianity around 1276 or 1277.

56



The Postal Relay System in Western Asia under the Mongol Rule and Ghazan Khan’s Reform

relay stations. However, the question remains as to whether this tax was
sufficient to cover these costs. The answer can be found among descrip-
tions of Ghazan Khan’s reforms in J7.*? This provides useful descriptions
of the disorder surrounding relay stations at the time.

Rashid al-Din states that “Envoys were not content with their allow-
ances for mounts and supplies: anyone they came across they would strip
clean and press until they had taken large amounts of money”, indicating
that one role of relay stations was to provide horses and food.** He goes on
to say that “If they passed by ten villages and khaylkhanas a day, they
would take from them all many times the provisions allowed by custom
and the law”,** showing that there were specific rules and laws on the
number of horses and the amount of food relay stations were obligated to
supply. The following passage explains where the funds to secure such
supplies originated from.

Aside from this, in cities where huge sums of money were released for
the post and envoys’ expenses, provincial governors took other taxes
on that pretext from the peasants, some of which they spent and some
of which they embezzled. In all provinces the customs tax, which.
is the one tax paid most in cash throughout the realm, had been ear-
marked for envoys’ expenses, but it did not suffice even for their trans-
port. Governors would charge provisions to the customs tax and then
abscond.*®

%2 Honda Minobu, “Mongoru to Isuramu,” in Mongoru jidaishi kenkyii (Tokyd: Tokyd Daigaku
Shuppankai, 1991), p.223. For Ghazan Khan’s reforms, see Ann K. S. Lambton, Landlord and
Peasant in Persia: A Study of Land Tenure and Land Revenue Administration (London: Oxford
University Press, 1953); Honda Minobu, “Gazan Han no zeisei kaikaku,” in Mongoru jidaishi
kenkyii, pp.261-341; Ilya Pavlovich Petrushevsky, “The Socio-Economic Condition of Iran Under
the TI-Khans,” in The Cambridge History of Iran, vol. 5 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1968), pp.494-500.

3 JT/Thackston, p.715; JT/Rawshan, p.1446-1447.
4 JT/Thackston, p.715; JT/Rawshan, p.1446-1447.
5 JT/Thackston, p.716; JT/Rawshan, p.1448.
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In other words, each city’s budget was supposed to cover the costs of
operating relay stations and the horses and food they provided to envoys.
This scheme operated in tandem with the tax collection system in the Hiil-
egii Ulus and the entire Mongol Empire. The Mongols generally levied two
kinds of taxes on their conquered subjects. One was taxes that had tradi-
tionally been levied and the other was a new tax as subjects of the Mongol
Empire. The former was a grain tax called shuiliang (##%) in China or
qalan (mal) in western Asia, while the latter was a household tax called
kechai (# %) in China or qubchiir in western Asia.“¢ Apart from these,
there were additional taxes referred to as zafan chaiyi (32 24%) and hegu
hemai (#/&#=2 %) in Yuan China.*” These taxes were also collected in
Iran.“® In the Hiilegii Ulus, three different kinds of galan were collected: a
land tax called kharaj from farmers, a commercial tax called tamgha from
merchants, and a livestock tax called mara 7 from shepherds. The ‘huge
sums of money’ of each city’s budget allotted for the upkeep of relay sta-
tions and the travel expenses of envoys was raised through the poll tax
qupchiir and the commercial tax famgha.

Despite these two major sources of tax revenue to draw from, the op-
eration of the relay stations fell into disarray. Rashid al-Din pointed to two
reasons for this. The first was a surfeit of envoys. Envoys and couriers
were, of course, necessary for the emperor in dealing with state affairs.
However, a multitude of other people also employed envoys. These includ-
ed the emperor’s wives; princes; high officials (amir) of each palatial camp
(ordo); military commanders of myriarch (tumen), chiliarch (mingghan),
and century (jaghun); local supervisory officials (shahna); falconers
(qushchi); leopard hunters (barschi); horse grooms (akhtachi); quiver bear-
ers (qorchi); and provisioners (idechi). Furthermore, envoys were also in-
volved in lawsuits involving inheritance claims, competitions for the posi-

46 Smith, “Mongol and Nomadic Taxation,” pp.46-85.

*% For zafan chaiyi and hegu hemai, see Chen Gaohua, “Yuandai yifa jianlun,” in Yuanshiyanjiu
lungao (Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju, 1991), pp.21-46; Chen Gaohua, “Lun Yuandai de hegu hemai,”
in Yuanshiyanjiu lungao, pp.47-66.

“8 Honda, “Gazan Han no zeisei kaikaku,” pp.282-301.
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tion of village chief (ra is), and the transport of treasures (fangsugq) to the
court.*’ Tt reached a point where there were more envoys on the road than
caravans or other travelers. Even if each relay station had possessed five
thousand horses, they would not have been able to handle the demands of
such a volume of envoys.*’

Under such circumstances, envoys on important missions were often
unable to properly utilize relay stations and were forced to make several
trips instead of one to complete their mission. This inevitably led to com-
petition for the finite supplies at each station, leading to envoys traveling
with armed escorts. Even for minor tasks, they were accompanied by two
to three hundred troops, a number that sometimes rose to as many as a
thousand.

This sharp increase in the number of envoys led to an explosion in
the number of bandits. Envoys often hired thieves and ruffians as members
of their entourage. It also became difficult to verify the authenticity of en-
voys. Thieves (duzdan) robbed the decrees (yarligh) and tablets (paiza) is-
sued to envoys and used them to impersonate envoys and plunder relay sta-
tions. Some took the horses from relay stations and sold them as their own
property. Such thieves sometimes formed close relationships with village
leaders (72 'asa’) or magistrates (ketkhudayan), allowing them to extort fur-
ther goods from the villagers.®'

The second reason Rashid al-Din identified for the poor running of
relay stations was the corruption of local officials. Regional governors col-
lected separate taxes in addition to a poll tax and commercial tax under the
pretense of covering the increasing costs due to the many envoys who fre-
quented relay stations. These costs included the upkeep and provisions of
relay stations (yam), horses (iilagh), provisions and fodder (i/ifa va
‘alafa), bread and broth (shiisiin), and lodgings (nuzl). However, only a
small part of the revenue from these separate taxes went toward relay sta-

49 JT/Thackston, pp.714-720; JT/Rawshan, pp.1444-1452.
50 JT/Thackston, p.715; JT/Rawshan, p.1446.
51 JT/Thackston, pp.718-720; JT/Rawshan, pp.1452-1453.
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tion expenses. The rest lined the pockets of regional governors who forced
commercial tax collectors to cover the travel expenses of envoys. When
multiple entourages demanded supplies at the same time, regional gover-
nors encouraged competition among them, granting the supplies to the en-
tourage that offered them the best compensation.®> However, this corrup-
tion was not simply a product of personal greed; it was linked to a structur-
al problem in the Hiilegii Ulus’ administration and tax system, one that
Ghazan Khan sought to rectify.

Ghazan Khan’s Reform of the Postal Relay System

On the surface, the surging number of envoys and corruption by local offi-
cials were responsible for the problems with the postal relay system in the
Hiilegii Ulus. Ghazan Khan believed that the number of envoys had in-
creased because princes, royal sons-in-law, princesses, and other high-
ranking officials arbitrarily dispatched envoys to take care of their personal
affairs. As such, he adopted strict rules about the envoys’ use of relay sta-
tions. He ordered relay stations not to provide horses to envoys unless they
carried royal letters (khatt-i mubarak) bearing the khan’s signature (nishan)
or stamped with a golden royal seal (altiin tamgha-yi khassa).>® In the Hiil-
egil Ulus, the khan had several seals, each for a different purpose: (a) the
big jade seal (tamgha-yi yashm-i buzurg) for documents related to impor-
tant state affairs or the appointment of regional rulers, (b) the small jade
seal (yashm-i andaki kiichaktar) for documents announcing the appoint-
ment of judges, imams, and sheikhs, (c¢) the big golden seal (tamgha-yi
buzurg az zar) for documents related to moderately important state affairs,
and (d) the special golden seal (tamghai-yi makhsiis-i az zar) engraved
with a bow, club, and sword for the dispatch and stationing of troops.®
Scribes (bitikchiyan) had traditionally been entrusted with the key to the

52 JT/Thackston, pp.714-718; JT/Rawshan, pp.1444-1452.
53 JT/Thackston, p.717; JT/Rawshan, p.1449
54 JT/Thackston, p.726; JT/Rawshan, p.1468; JT/ Alizade, p.500.
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box in which such seals were kept, but Ghazan Khan had the seals locked
in a royal box (gabtirga-yi mubarak) that no one could access without his
permission.

One problem with the new rules was that they made it difficult for
commanders at the frontier to send envoys to the central court in critical
circumstances. To overcome this problem, Ghazan Khan issued permits
called maktib engraved with his seal and signature. Maktib differed in
terms of the number of horses an envoy could claim at relay stations,
which ranged from one to four. In an emergency, regional commanders
would hand their maktiib to their envoys. Local officials issued a different
kind of maktith engraved with their own black seal and an inscription spec-
ifying the bearer’s points of departure and arrival “from point A to point
B.”% These reforms sought to stop nobles and high-ranking officials from
using envoys indiscriminately.

Ghazan Khan also came up with measures to deal with the bandit
problem. He made the villagers nearest to the location of a robbery primar-
ily responsible for pursuing (pay-bordan) and arresting (badid) the robbers.
If anyone was caught cooperating with the bandits, they received an auto-
matic death sentence. Ghazan introduced measures to prevent inspectors
(tutghail) and patrol officers (rah-dar) from habitually extorting caravans.
At the points where they were stationed they should erect “steles of stone
and plaster and plaques on which should be inscribed the number of patrol-
men for that locale and the pertinent stipulations of the law.”*® According
to Rashid al-Din, previously inspectors had set up posts at random loca-
tions and charged caravans an “inspection fee” (tiitghaii 'Ii), and within two
years of the introduction of the “tablets of justice” (lawh-i ‘adl), such prac-
tices had disappeared and safety had been restored to the roads.®’

The solution to the corruption of local government officials was fun-
damentally different from that of the envoys. The root of such corruption

55 JT/Thackston, p.717; JT/Rawshan, p.1449.
56 JT/Thackston, p.720.
57 JT/Thackston , pp.718-720; JT/Rawshan , pp.1452-1456; JT/Alizade, pp.486-490.
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went deeper than personal recalcitrance, down to the tax collection system
of the Hiilegii Ulus. In other words, it was impossible to stop local govern-
ment officials from exploiting relay stations without reforming the tax col-
lection system.

The most important reason Ghazan Khan was compelled to carry out
tax reform was because of tax farming.®® This meant that the governor of a
region pledged a certain amount of tax collected in his jurisdiction (jam -
vi mu‘ayyan) in exchange for tax farming concessions in the region and a
money draft called barat (pl. baravat) issued by the central Bureau of Trea-
sury (divan). Based on this contract, the governor collected taxes, used part
of the revenue to cover ordinary expenditures (ikhrajat-i mugarrari),
cashed the money drafts, and returned the balance to the state treasury. The
salary of local officials (marsiim), the pension (idrar) of religious workers,
and the cost of maintaining local government offices ( ‘imarat), including
the travel expenses of envoys (ikhrajat-i tlchiyan) and the cost of maintain-
ing relay stations, fell under ordinary expenditures.®’

In addition to regular taxes such as land tax, commercial tax, and
livestock tax, governors levied a poll tax called gubchur, which was infa-
mous for the way it was collected.

A governor would levy qubchur on the peasants ten times a year, though
in some places qubchur was levied twenty or thirty times. It was the
practice of governors to make a subtotal of the amount of qubchur that
had been charged to him, and whenever envoys came to the province
on business or to demand money or provisions, the governor would use
them as a pretext to impose a gubchur. No matter how many envoys
arrived — and their expenses and demands were without limit — the
governor would rejoice at their arrival, for he would impose a levy once
in the name of taxes, once in the name of provisions and expenses, and

once in the name of contracts and demands. Some of it he would spend

58 Honda, “Gazan Han no zeisei kaikaku,” pp.270-271; Petrushevsky, “The Socio-Economic
Condition of Iran Under the II-Khans,” pp.529-537.

57 Honda, “Gazan Han no zeisei kaikaku,” pp.270-271.
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on supplies, and some he would take himself; some he would give to the
shahna and bitigchis so that they would support him and corroborate his
falsification.®?

This description suggests that issuing money drafts to governors,
thereby granting them tax farming concessions that allowed them to levy
qubchur indiscriminately, was largely responsible for the disorder in the
Hiilegii Ulus’ tax system prior to Ghazan Khan’s rule. Governors took ad-
vantage of the system to line their own pockets, and officials higher up in
the local and central government received goods from them in exchange
for looking the other way.

To remedy the situation, Ghazan Khan had no choice but to reform
tax farming via money drafts. He dispatched scribes to each province
(vilayat), county (nahiyat), and village (dih) throughout the ulus to conduct
a census and land survey for the creation of a tax registry (ganiin, pl.
qavanin) that would be kept in Ghazaniyya, a city newly built near Tabriz
and named after the khan. At the central Bureau of Treasury, a scribe was
assigned to each province to issue each village in the province a tax bill
(barat-i mutavajjihat) stamped with a golden seal (altiin tamgha) based on
the tax registry kept in Ghazaniyya.®' To prevent locals working in tax ad-
ministration from committing corruption, an itemized tax statement was
engraved on a plate made of stone, limestone, copper, or steel and installed
at the village entrance, mosque, or minaret.*> Ghazan Khan’s reform abol-
ished the tax farming concessions given to local officials and determined
and publicized in advance how much tax was to be collected on a specific
date so as to prevent corruption and properly furnish the state coffers.

In carrying out his reforms, Ghazan Khan also had to consider the fi-
nancial support offered to soldiers, a “tribal and financial matter”” on which

80 JT/Thackston, p.701; JT/Rawshan, p.1415.
1 JT/Thackston, p.706; JT/ Rawshan, p.1425; JT/Alizade, pp.462-463.
2 JT/Thackston, pp.710-711; JT/ Rawshan, p.1436; JT/Alizade, pp.471-472.
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the fate of the Mongol administration depended.®® When the battles of con-
quest ended in western Asia, the Mongol troops there were left with no
more opportunities to gather the spoils of war. Frequent unrest drove them
into economic deprivation, with some even selling their own children as
slaves.®* This prompted the government to issue vouchers to the military
that could be exchanged for supplies from the residents of a particular area.
The troops presented their vouchers to the local tax collector who then ar-
ranged for them to obtain the supplies they needed. However, tax collectors
used these vouchers as an excuse to indiscriminately levy the qubchur tax,
while Mongol troops also extorted supplies from peasants. To rectify the
situation, Ghazan Khan introduced the igta‘ system. This system allotted
land to Mongol military commanders in royal estates (inji7), state lands
(dalay or divani), or grazing pastures that nomads migrated through as the
seasons changed. The commanders were allowed to let farmers there culti-
vate the allotted land and to collect tax directly from them to meet the ex-
penses of their units.®® Ghazan Khan hoped that ownership of land would
motivate the troops to take responsibility for their property and refrain
from exploiting civilians. He thus sought to kill two birds with one stone:
to satisfy the financial needs of the military and to eliminate the harmful
effects of levying the qubchur tax.

Ghazan Khan’s reform of the postal relay system was thus carried out
in tandem with the implementation of the igta ‘ system. Previously, envoys
expected their travel expenses to be covered by the cities and villages
along their journey, which prompted local officials to use envoy visits as an
excuse to levy the qubchur tax, commercial tax, or other special taxes. Af-
ter the reform, envoys received a predetermined amount from the central
government to cover their expenses or from a local government along their
travel route, which was funded by the revenue raised from a specific tax.
Envoys received their travel allowance in cash, and unless they were on an

63 Honda, “Gazan Han no zeisei kaikaku,” p.261.
%4 Honda, “Furagu urusu no ikuta sei,” pp.234-235.

%5 Honda, “Furagu urusu no ikuta sei,” pp.250-251.
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urgent mission, they were forbidden from using post horses. Ghazan Khan
made this quite clear:

He also ordered that if occasionally it was necessary to sell horses or
donkeys for certain people to reach a province, they should pay the full
price, and the animals would then be theirs. Under no circumstances was
the word ulagh to be uttered.5

According to Rashid al-Din, this was how Ghazan Khan freed cities,
towns, and villages throughout the ulus from the cost of post horses and
food for envoys.

Envoys were now required to purchase food with cash and were not
allowed to use post horses. However, these horses still had an important
use. We can find a statement in one of the sections in J7 that Ghazan Khan
had a relay station installed every three farsang (approximately eighteen
kilometers) along main roads (rahhda-i mu ‘azzam), and fifteen well-fed
horses were kept ready at each station. According to Rashid al-Din, minis-
ters called amir-i buzurg were responsible for overseeing relay stations and
their expenses. However, the relay stations were kept not for envoys on or-
dinary missions, but for those on urgent missions to the frontiers. Envoys
were allowed to claim the same number of post horses at relay stations as
the number inscribed on the maktiib they carried. Such stations were gener-
ally installed at locations far away from cities and villages.*’

To facilitate “urgent’ correspondence, Ghazan Khan operated two dif-
ferent types of couriers. One was mounted couriers (izlaghchi) who rode in
relays (izlam bi-iilam) and could cover sixty farsang (approximately 360
kilometers) in twenty-four hours.®® This meant that news from Khurasan
near the eastern frontier could reach the capital Tabriz within three to four
days. Rashid al-Din called such relay stations installed for the delivery of

48 JT/Thackston, p.718.
7 JT/Thackston, pp.716-717.

8 Olam is a translation of the Turkic word ulam, which means consecutive. Doerfer, Tiirkische und
Mongolische Elemente im Neupersischen, pp.107-108.
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urgent messages binchik yam. In Turkish, the word binchik means “express
post horse.”? The other type of courier traveled on foot. Each relay station
had two runners (payk) who ran in relays and could cover thirty farsang
(approximately 180 kilometers) in one day.

The geographical treatise Nuzhat al-quliib, compiled in 1340 by
Hamdallah Mustawfi Qazwini, confirms Rashid al-Din’s claims.”® Accord-
ing to a detailed description in the treatise about the six royal roads (shah-
rah) that existed during the reign of Oljeitii,”" the distance between
Nishapiir, a major city in Khurasan, and the capital Sultaniyya was 188 far-
sang, and the distance between Sultaniyya and the former capital Tabriz
was 46 farsang. Adding the two distances indicates that Nishapiir and Ta-
briz were 234 farsang apart, a distance which could be covered by the rap-
id relay horses in three to four days.”?

The reforms of Ghazan Khan also appear in the historical work
Tarikh-i Vassaf. This states that Ghazan Khan ordered a relay station in-
stalled every four farsang throughout his ulus, which extended from Amu
Darya to Egypt. Each station was equipped with post horses (asban-i yam-i
multajim va masriij), horse keepers (uldaghchiyan), and couriers (munhiyan
va fuyij-i mushammar al-dayl). Mounted couriers were expected to cover
sixty farsang in twenty-four hours in relays, while foot couriers needed to
cover forty farsang. While the maktith such couriers carried were sealed

% Doerfer, Tirkische und Mongolische Elemente im Neupersischen, p.327. Doerfer described
binchik as “schnelle kurierpherd,” and claimed that the word binchik derived from bin- or min,
meaning “to ride a horse.”

70 Hamdallah Mustawfi, The Geographical Part of the Nuzhat-al-Quliib, ed. Guy Le Strange
(Leyden: E. J. Brill, 1915). This work was translated into English, The Geographical Part of the
Nuzhat-al-Qulib, tr. Guy Le Strange (Leyden: E. J. Brill, 1916).

71 Because Oljeitii moved the capital from Tabriz to Sultaniyya, the six royal roads spread out from
the new capital to the south, east, north, west, southeast, and southwest. For further details, see
Hamdallah Mustawfi, The Geographical Part of the Nuzhat-al-Qulib, ed. Le Strange, pp.163-189;
Hamd-Allah Mustawfi, The Geographical Part of the Nuzhat-al-Qulib, tr. Le Strange, pp.160-
179; Guy Le Strange, The Lands of the Eastern Caliphate: Mesopotamia, Persia, and Central
Asia, from the Moslem Conquest to the Time of Timur (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1905), pp.228-231.

72 Mustawfi, The Geographical Part of the Nuzhat-al-Quliib, tr. Le Strange, p.169, p.175.
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(muhr-i khatama-i mushk), they had a green stamp displaying the shape of
a rider or runner at the top along with a note stating that “a courier named
so-and-so departed from this location at this date and time.” The note al-
lowed the horse keeper at the next relay station to determine whether the
maktab carrier had arrived on time. A vertical line enclosed in a circle (D)
was added to the maktib if its carrier arrived on time, and if the carrier ar-
rived more than an hour late, a circle with one horizontal, instead of verti-
cal, line (©) was drawn. This system enabled mounted couriers to cover
distances of more than a thousand farsang(!) in a week.”

The paizas issued to envoys and high-ranking officials were another
integral part of the reform of the postal relay system. Paizas were com-
monly used not in the Hiilegii Ulus only, but all across the Mongol Empire
as well.”* The problem was that the khan’s wives and court ministers inde-
pendently issued a variety of paizas. To resolve the chaos, Ghazan Khan
invalidated all such paizas and issued new ones that varied according to
the owner’s rank. Nobles and high-ranking officials such as sultans, ma-
liks, and supervisory officials (shahna) received a large, round wooden
paiza engraved with a lion’s head and the bearer’s name. The paiza was
valid until the owner’s retirement, upon which it had to be returned. Mid-
ranking supervisory officials and maliks received a slightly smaller paiza
also engraved with the owner’s name and a unique mark (nagshi-yi
makhsiis). Envoys using relay stations for urgent messages (binchik yam)
received a long paiza (paiza-i diraz) made of copper and engraved with the

73 Wagsaf al-Hadrat (‘Abd Allah ibn Fazl Allah), Tajzivat al-amsar va tazjiyat al-a‘sar, Majlis-e
Milli 8321, Tehran, 868/1463-4, 201r-201v; Kitab-i Wassaf al-Hadrat: bi-ihtimam-i Muhammad
Mahdr Isfahani, Bombay lithographed edition, 1269/1853, pp.386-387; ‘Abd al-Muhammad
Avyati, ed., Tahrir-i tarikh-i Wassaf (Tehran: Bunyad-i Farhang-i Tran, 1967), pp.232-233.

74 Sheila S. Blair has confirmed the presence of an envoy (ilchi) bearing a pdiza running ahead of
Hiilegii in one of the miniature paintings included in copies of the Compendium of Chronicles
kept at the National Library of France and the Asiatic Society of Bengal. Sheila S. Blair, “A
Mongol Envoy,” in The Iconography of Islamic Art: Studies in Honour of Robert Hillenbrand, ed.
Bernard O’Kane (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2005), pp.45-60. A poem written by
a contemporary of Hiilegii’s son Abaqa features various Turkic and Mongolian words including
payze, sisin, yam, and yamchi. Vladimir Minorsky, “Pir-i Baha’s ‘Mongol” Ode (Mongolica, 2),”
Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 18, no. 2 (1956), pp.261-278.

67



Hodong KIM

shape of a moon at the top. High-ranking frontier commanders had five
paizas at their disposal and mid-ranking commanders three in the event
that they had to dispatch express messengers (Zlchiyan-i yaratii) in an
emergency.”®

Similarities to the Postal System of the Qa’an Ulus

What stood out most about Ghazan Khan’s reforms was how the state be-
gan to directly finance the operation of relay stations. Silverstein claims
that through the reforms, the postal system of the Hiilegii Ulus “finally
came to resemble a great imperial postal system in the Near Eastern
tradition.””® He acknowledges that the adoption of runners “smacks of Chi-
nese origins”, but the fact that the cost was covered by the central Bureau
of Treasury, he argues, appears to indicate that the system was modeled af-
ter the Mamluk Barid.”

To answer the question of the origins of the postal system, it is neces-
sary to determine who bore the cost of operating relay stations in the Hiil-
egii Ulus. According to Tarikh-i Jahan-gushda 1, as mentioned above, the
Mongols conducted a census in an area they had conquered before install-
ing relay stations. Two tiimens then jointly bore the cost of supplying the
station with horses, food, drinks, and other necessary supplies. Armenian
sources also describe how after his military campaign, Hiilegii requisi-
tioned one or two men from each village to help with the restoration of ar-
eas in western Asian that had been devasted by the war. These men provid-
ed bread and broth to Tatar travelers, that is envoys, in exchange for tax ex-
emptions. As such, both the men assigned to serve as yamchi at relay sta-
tions and the local population, through their taxes, were responsible for the
operation of relay stations.

How the relay stations were actually run can be inferred from the

7S JT/Thackston, pp.727-728; JT/Rawshan, pp.1471-1472; JT/ Alizade, pp.503-504.
76 Silverstein, Postal Systems in the Pre-Modern Islamic World, p.159.
77 Silverstein, Postal Systems in the Pre-Modern Islamic World, pp.159-160.
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way relay stations were operated in northern China within the realm of the
Qa’an Ulus. The stations Ogddei installed along routes between the imperi-
al capital of Qaraqorum and other regions were initially the responsibility
of nomadic groups of mingghan(‘thousand”).”® The principle of collecting
funds from the general population to finance the operation of relay stations
remained the same in the territories Ogddei conquered in northern China.
According to Xu Ting’s account of his visit to Mongolia between 1235 and
1236, “in addition to the silver levy in lieu of silk and cotton to each house-
hold and each person, the tax also includes the total funds required for reg-
ular and irregular public expenses such as the dispatch of envoys and war
horses or the transport of food and tools.”””?

Postal households, however, appear to have had an additional burden
compared to the general population. This fact is confirmed by the two stat-
utes found in the treatise of Zhanchi in Jingshi dadian. The first one stipu-
lates that, from 1229, “ten postal households must pay one dan (&) of rice
every year, which is to be carted [to the relay station in need of it] by a per-
son from a janghun (& ).”®° One dan of rice per annum does not seem to
be such a heavy burden for ten households to bear.?’ The second statute is
imperial decree in 1238 given to postal households in Yanjing, Xuande,
and Xijing:

One horse must be offered by every four households from the 217
households on the older census and by every eight households from the
434 households on the new census. Also, one ox must be offered by
every two households from the 169 old households and by every four
households from the 338 new households.??

78 Rachewiltz tr., The Secret History, p.215; TJG/Boyle, p.30.

7 Peng and Xu, “Heida shiliie,” p.490.

80 Zhanchi, 2.

81 Ota Yaichiro, “Gendai ni no okeru tanko no keitai.” 7gyashi kenkyii 36, no. 1 (1977), p.45.
82 Zhanchi, 13.
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In other words, old households had to provide one horse for every
four households or one ox for every two households while the burden was
reduced by half for new households. These payments were still about thirty
times greater than those levied on ordinary households, which had to pro-
vide one horse for every 134 old households or one horse for every 268
new households. However, this burden may have been offset by the tax ex-
emptions postal households received.®®

These rules stayed more or less the same until 1264, the fifth year of
Qubilai’s reign.

On the ninth day of the eighth month, the chancellor of the Central
Secretariat proposed that since a gap between rich and poor exists
among postal households, each household should be exempt from pay-
ing three dan of grain for up to four ging of land so that those grains
may be used to cover expenses related to post horses and bread and
broth, but they should pay tax on lands larger than that, and His Majesty

approved.®

The proposal was meant to help postal households focus their re-
sources on running relay stations by giving them tax exemptions on up to
four ging, 1 ging being equal to 6.67 hectare, of farmland. Even so, postal
households had insufficient resources to cover the ever-mounting opera-
tional costs of relay stations. From around 1281, the eighteenth year of the
Zhiyuan era, the state began to provide funds for bread and broth, and this
became standard practice in the later years of the Zhiyuan era.®® Postal

83 Dang, Meng Yuan yizhan jiaotong yanjiu, 35 (footnote 2).
84 Zhanchi, 20.

85 See Dang, Meng Yuan yizhan jiaotong yanjiu, pp.128-129; Mo Shumin, “Meng Yuan youyi
yanjiu” (Ph.D. diss., Jinan University, 2004), pp.90-92; Ota, “Gendai ni no okeru tanko no keitai,”
pp.48-51. However, it is unlikely that postal households gained much economically from state
funding for bread and broth. Instead of being held responsible for covering the cost for bread and
broth, postal households had to pay a tax called zafan chaiyi. Moreover, local officials embezzled
most of the funds the state paid for bread and broth and then forced postal households to make up
the deficit.
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households were now responsible for supplying post horses, while the state
took responsibility for supplying the bread and broth served at relay sta-
tions. According to a statute from 1264, four postal households had to pro-
vide one regular horse, which implied that they also had to provide another
additional horse attached to the regular one.®® For its part, the central gov-
ernment calculated the funds each region required for bread and broth and
dispensed them to local governments twice a year, once between spring
and summer and again between fall and winter. These funds were then re-
distributed to relay stations. For example, the paper notes the state issued
for bread and broth expenses at 38 circuits in Fuli (##%) and Liaoyang (&
%) amounted to 10,950 ding (4%). In addition, envoys dispatched by central
government departments sometimes received allowances for their trips
from granary clerks.®’

There is considerable evidence that the operation of relay stations in
the Qa’an Ulus influenced the running of the stations in the Hiilegii Ulus.
According to Juwaynf, the station keepers and the general population joint-
ly provided horses and food for relay stations in western Asia. The station
keepers also received tax exemptions for providing bread and broth. This is
basically the same as the way relay station expenses were covered in north-
ern China prior to Qubilai’s enthronement: ordinary and postal households
both bore the costs of operating the stations, while postal households sup-
plied more grain, horses, and oxen than ordinary households in exchange
for being exempt from household taxes (kechai). This practice seems to
have been maintained in the Hiilegii Ulus as well. Necessary expenses and
services for the relay stations were met by the station keepers who provid-
ed the lodgings and food to traveling envoys while receiving in return tax
exemptions, plus the qubchur tax and the commercial tax that local offi-
cials collected from the general population. However, the surging number

88 Chen Gaohua, “Lun Yuandai de zhanhu,” in Yuanshiyanjiu lungao (Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju,
1991), p.164.

87 Dang, Meng Yuan yizhan jiaotong yanjiu, p.255, pp.258-266. State funding of bread and broth had
become commonplace by the mid to late years of the Zhiyuan era, but areas near the two Yuan
capitals continued to cover the cost on their own.
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of envoys and the corruption of local officials made the cost of operating
relay stations unbearable. This prompted local officials to randomly collect
extra taxes from the people who had no choice but to comply with their de-
mands for food and supplies.

The practices in Qa’an Ulus during the Zhiyuan reign may also have
influenced Ghazan Khan’s decision to stop envoys taking whatever they
needed from relay stations and to give them travel allowances from the
central government’s budget.

Then he said, “We will give envoys who go to the provinces a provisions
allowance from the treasury sufficient for their roundtrip so that they
will not have to requisition supplies in any locale. When they arrive at
their destination they will be fed from a special surtax.” Thus any envoy
who was assigned to a province was given cash from the treasury to

cover his provisions on the way.®®

Although the wording in the above passage is somewhat ambiguous,
it still hints at the change in how the travel expenses of envoys were cov-
ered. Previously, envoys demanded the horses and food they required at
points along their journey, and local officials collected all sorts of taxes
from the locals to accommodate the envoys’ demands. The number of
horses and the amount of food envoys could request were, of course, stipu-
lated by law, but this was mostly ignored. However, the existing tax system
that granted tax farming concessions to local officials made it practically
impossible to root out these practices. The tax reforms that Ghazan Khan
undertook therefore made collecting taxes the preserve of the central gov-
ernment. They also specified the amount of tax that could be collected lo-
cally and made this information public so that envoys could only receive
predetermined allowances from the central government or local officials.
However, the cash allowance from the state treasury was for food and did
not cover the provision of horses. Hence, the fact that the central govern-

88 JT/Thackston, pp.717-718; JT/Rawshan, p.1451.
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ment covered the travel expenses of envoys does not mean that Ghazan
Khan’s reforms were a departure from Mongol traditions or a return to
west Asian traditions.

A closer look at the postal system in western Asia in the age of the
caliphs reveals that it was quite different from that of the Mongols. It was a
communication network that focused on gathering intelligence on public
sentiment, rumors, and signs of insurrection, while the Mongol system was
a transportation network that allowed people and goods to move over vast
distances.®’ In the former, the state covered the expenses of relay station
keepers who were then charged with the responsibility of passing on intel-
ligence. However, the number of stations was nowhere near that of the
Mongol Empire, which had to handle a far greater volume of traffic, nor
were they equipped with horses, food, and lodgings. The reason the state
decided to cover the operational costs of relay stations in the Qa’an and the
Hiilegii uluses was not because it was following a west Asian tradition, but
because the financial burden of running the stations became too over-
whelming for postal households on their own.

The changes Ghazan Khan made to how expenses were covered were
not the only reforms that resembled practices in the postal system of the
Qa’an Ulus. The khan issued maktibs to commanders at the frontier, and
envoys had to produce these permits in order to use post horses. Such
maktibs were engraved with the khan’s signature or seal and specified the
number of horses an envoy could requisition, which was between one and
four.”® This practice was identical to the messenger permits called puma
shengzi (‘postal edict,” 44%% §) used in the Qa’an Ulus. Such permits
were also known as yubao shengzi (‘edict with royal seal,” #% % §) be-
cause they were stamped with the imperial seal, or as puma zhazi (‘postal
document,” 45 % 4L-F) or yiquan (‘postal ticket,” 52%) because they granted

8 Francis Dvornik, Origins of Intelligence Services: The Ancient Near East, Persia, Greece, Rome,
Byzantium, the Arab Muslim Empires, the Mongol Empire, China, Muscovy (New Brunswick,
NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1974), pp.188-261; Silverstein, Postal Systems in the Pre-Modern
Islamic World, pp.53-140.

%0 JT/Thackston, p.717; JT/Rawshan, p.1450.
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access to post horses. Multiple permits with different numbers of horses
were issued to each local government depending on the demand in each
area. For example, in 1282, permits for three, four, and five horses were is-
sued to five circuits and permits for two horses to one circuit in each prov-
ince. Permits for one or two horses were issued to five circuits in Sichuan
Province in 1283 and permits for two or three horses were issued to five
circuits in Huguang Province in 1284."

The practice of stamping seals not only on maktizhs but on all imperi-
al decrees was another practice that appears to have come from the Qa’an
Ulus. The khan of the Hiilegii Ulus had four different seals including the
big and small jade seals and the big and special golden seals, which were
kept in a box whose keys were entrusted to scribes. This led to widespread
abuse of the use of the seals, prompting Ghazan Khan to lock them inside a
royal chest that no one could access without his permission.’? The storage
and use of seals had also been an issue in the Qa’an Ulus. We do not know
how the royal seals were stored, but we know the circumstances in the lo-
cal government. It was darughachis who stamped the seals of local offi-
cials, but it was senior officials who kept those seals in their possession. In
1265, a few years after the revolt by Han Chinese, a royal order reversed
these roles. It introduced a permanent policy of Mongols as overseers
(darughachi) and keepers of the seals, Han Chinese as general administra-
tors (zongguan 4%7%), and Muslims as associate administrators (fongzhi).”*
As a result, Han Chinese general administrators could no longer use seals
without the permission of the Mongol overseers.

The Qa’an and the Hiilegii uluses were also similar in terms of their
courier systems. As previously mentioned, Ghazan Khan had two types of
couriers that traveled in relays: mounted couriers who could cover 360 ki-
lometers and foot couriers who could cover 180 kilometers a day. Writing
in Xinshi (+s3£), the Southern Song dynasty loyalist Zheng Sixiao (#rZ-¥)

21 See Dang, Meng Yuan yizhan jiaotong yanjiu, pp.211-218.
92 JT/Thackston, p.726; JT/Rawshan, p.1467.
%3 See Kataoka Kazutada, Chiigoku kan 'in seido kenkyii (Tokyo: Toho Shoten, 2008), pp.197-201.
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noted that “relay stations are ninety /i [ £] apart. A person sent on an urgent
mission by a Tatar lord is called a haiging shichen [‘falcon envoy,” ##4%
E] who switches mounts at each station to ride past eight to nine stations
in twenty-four hours.””* This suggests that a mounted messenger could
cover between 720 to 810 /i in twenty-four hours, or 360 to 450 kilometers,
assuming that one /i amounted to five kilometers during the Yuan dynasty.
On the other hand, the term jidi pubing (‘express postal soldier,” Zik4#H 5%

often appears in Yuan Chinese sources and is the equivalent of foot couri-
ers. According to Yuanshi, during the reign of Qubilai, “After taking the
distances of terrain and the size of population into consideration, express
stations [jidi zhanpu 23 354%] were installed from Yanjing [ #%7%] to Kaip-
ingfu [B-F4t], and then to Jingzhao [ Jk]. One station was installed after
every ten, fifteen, or twenty-five li, and express messengers were selected
from registered as well as unregistered households in each zkou [ %] and
xian [#2].”7° These express messengers also make an appearance in a de-
scription by Marco Polo, who noted that a relay station was installed every
three miles within the Qa’an’s realm and that the foot couriers assigned to
such station ran ten days and nights in relays to cover distances that nor-
mally took a hundred days to travel.”

Adam Silverstein argues that the courier system established under
Ghazan Khan was an imitation of the Mamluk Barid. Originating from the
Greek beredos or the Latin veredus, barid means post horse.”” However, a
system of using post horses to deliver messages, with riders switching
mounts at regular intervals to guarantee speed, would not have been a nov-
el concept to Ghazan Khan or Mongol nomads who valued mobility from
constantly moving between pastures with their livestock. It therefore seems
unlikely that the Mamluk Barid served as the inspiration for Ghazan

94 Zheng Sixiao, Xinshi, quoted in Dang, Meng Yuan yizhan jiaotong yanjiu, pp.239-240.

% Song, Yuanshi, p.2596.

%6 Marco Polo, Mareuko Pollo eui dongbang gyeonmullok, tr. Kim Hodong (Seoul: Sagyejeol, 2000),
p-278.

97 D. Sourdel, “barid,” The Encyclopaedia of Islam (New Edition), vol. 1 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1986),
pp-1045-1046.
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Khan’s courier system.

Although the Qa’an ulus first adopted foot couriers in 1261 and they
came to be known as jidi pubing, their origin dates back to the reign of the
Jin emperor Zhangzong.”® According to Jinshi (4 3%), in 1206, the first ex-
press postal station (£if4#%) was installed. Messengers wearing a belt
strung with bells traveled in relays and covered three hundred /i a day.
However, they were permitted to ride horses only when their messages re-
lated to military mobilizations or flood prevention.??

It is difficult to pinpoint when foot couriers first appeared in western
Asia. In Siyasat-nama, the author and Persian vizier Nizam al-Mulk men-
tions a paykan who covered fifty farsang (about 300 kilometers) in twenty-
four hours. While paykan usually refers to runners, Silverstein suspects
that the term referred to mounted couriers since no runner could cover this
distance on foot in twenty-four hours.'” If this is true, the practice of using
foot couriers must have been adopted in western Asia after it was con-
quered by the Mongols. In the section on the Mongol tribes in JT, the
Bekrin (Mekrin) are described as rock climbers (gayachil) and mountain-
eers who originally lived in the steep mountains of Uyghuristan before
some of them relocated to western Asia with Hiilegii.'%" Tt is likely that
Hiilegii used them to target mountaintop fortresses, but it is also possible
that he used them as couriers capable of swiftly carrying messages through
mountainous areas. This is supported by miniature paintings of envoys,
found in a few J7 manuscripts, wearing a paiza and running ahead of Hiil-
egii, hinting at the possibility that they were in fact foot couriers.'’? It thus
appears that the Mongol system of foot couriers was not necessarily de-
rived from the Mamluk Barid, regardless of whether Hiilegli was the first
Mongol ruler to use it.

%8 Mo, “Meng Yuan youyi yanjiu,” pp.108-109.

92 Jinshi, (Tuotuo et. al. eds; Zhonghua Shuju, 1976), p.276

190 Silverstein, Postal Systems in the Pre-Modern Islamic World, pp.130-131.
19T y7/Thackston, pp.76-77.

192 Biajr, “A Mongol Envoy,” pp.45-60.
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Conclusion

The Mongols began to install relay stations in western Asia in late 1239
during Ogedei’s reign, after Korgiiz became governor of Khurasan. This
coincided with the Mongol decision to put an end to the military activities
of Jalal al-Din and be more directly involved in governing conquered ar-
eas. Korgiiz’s successor Arghun Aqa introduced a poll tax, gubchur, to pre-
vent envoys from arbitrarily extorting supplies at relay stations. After
Mongke’s enthronement, he conducted a census throughout western Asia
to provide the information necessary to levy the qubchur and to use the
revenue to cover the cost of operating relay stations. However, Hiilegii’s
subsequent military campaigns caused a sharp rise in the qubchur.

Once the NizarTs were eliminated and the Abbasid caliphate subdued,
Hiilegii installed relay stations to effectively govern the conquered areas.
Although details of their operation are difficult to verify, it seems clear that
postal households called yamchi were responsible for the management of
relay stations and that they received tax exemptions in exchange for their
service. Although such households had to make contributions in the form
of horses and food, a substantial portion of the expenses of the relay sta-
tions seem to have been covered by revenue from the qubchur and a com-
mercial tax called tamghda. Additional taxes were levied when the cost of
running the relay stations surged due to Hiilegii’s campaigns.

By the time Ghazan Khan ascended the throne in 1295, the postal re-
lay system was in chaos, if we can believe Rashid al-Din’s claim. The
number of envoys dispatched by princes, royal sons-in-law, and ministers
far exceeded the budgets local authorities had to run the relay stations.
Moreover, bandits targeted both locals and envoys. To make matters worse,
local officials illegally collected taxes from residents in their jurisdiction
under the pretense of having to provide envoys with supplies. At the root
of all these issues was the disarray of taxation system and the weakening of
the royal authority.

Sensing the general crisis the Hiilegii Ulus had fallen into, Ghazan
Khan reformed the state’s tax, land management, and postal relay systems;
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overhauled procedures related to administrative documentation; and uni-
fied weights and measures. In his reform of the postal relay system, he
sought to achieve two major goals: reduce the number of envoys and eradi-
cate the corruption of local officials. To stop princes and nobles from arbi-
trarily dispatching envoys, only those with permits called maktiih bearing
the khan’s signature or seal were allowed to use post horses, and only
paiza, tablets issued by the central government, were accepted as a means
of identification at relay stations. To deal with corruption in the taxation
system, Ghazan prohibited local officials from collecting taxes from resi-
dents to cover the travel expenses of envoys. He also created a tax registry
and had the central government use the revenue from locally collected tax-
es to purchase food for envoys. While taxes collected from the people con-
tinued to be used to cover the cost of operating relay stations, the collection
of taxes and the redistribution of tax revenues came under the central gov-
ernment’s strict supervision and control, thus putting an end to the practice
of envoys demanding supplies from local officials or the general popula-
tion.

In addition to these reforms, Ghazan Khan had relay stations installed
every three farsang (approximately eighteen kilometers) along main roads
throughout his ulus and ordered each station to have fifteen post horses
available. To deliver messages swiftly, two types of couriers were operat-
ed: mounted couriers and foot couriers. Mounted couriers could cover 360
kilometers a day and reach the capital Tabriz from Khurasan on the north-
eastern frontier in three to four days. At the same time, two runners
(paykan) were stationed at each relay station.

In essence, Ghazan Khan’s reform of the postal relay system was
about centralizing the practice of dispatching envoys and the funding of re-
lay stations. Many of the changes bear striking similarities to the postal re-
lay system in the Qa’an Ulus under Qubilai’s rule, including the central
government’s funding of food expenses at relay stations, the format of
paizas, the use of signatures and seals, and the operation of express mes-
sengers. This suggests that the postal relay system of the Qa’an Ulus
served as a model for Ghazan Khan’s reforms.

The fact that the state became directly involved in financing the oper-
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ational costs of relay stations does not mean that Ghazan Khan reverted to
the traditional west Asian postal system prior to Mongol rule. Neither does
it suggest that the courier system was an imitation of the Mamluk Barid.
His pride would have made it difficult for him to imitate a system from the
Mamluks, whom he would have seen as Turkic slaves that had revolted
against their master.'” While he may have been trying to avoid political
subordination to the qa’an after Qubilai’s death and to strengthen his status
as an independent ruler, Mongol traditions still mattered to Ghazan
Khan."%

Recent studies have confirmed that frequent exchanges of envoys be-
tween the Hiilegii and Qa’an Uluses led to them influencing each other in
the realms of politics, economics, and culture.'® Bolad Chingsang, who
visited the Hiilegii ulus as Qubilai’s envoy and ended up staying there, had
a knowledge and understanding of the Mongols that was second to none.
The knowledge he gained from serving as chancellor in the Qa’an Ulus
most likely helped Rashid al-Din not only when he was writing The
Blessed History of Ghazan, but also when he was devising plans for Gha-
zan Khan’s reforms.'’® Moreover, the diverse contents of J7 suggests that
Rashid al-Din had acquired an in-depth knowledge of the Qa’an Ulus from
sources other than Bolad Chingsang. It is thus most probable that Ghazan
Khan and Rashid al-Din modeled their reforms on the system in the Qa’an
Uulus. One of the best illustrations is their reform of the postal relay sys-
tem in the Hiilegii Ulus.
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