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The matrons (married women) make for themselves most beautiful (luggage) carts.... A single rich Mo’al 

or Tartar (Mongol) has quite one hundred or two hundred such carts with coffers. Baatu (grandson of 

Chinggis Khan) has twenty-six wives, each of whom has a large dwelling, exclusive of the other little ones 

which they set up after the big one, and which are like closets, in which the sewing girls live, and to each 

of these (large) dwellings are attached quite two hundred carts. And when they set up their houses, the 

first wife places her dwelling on the extreme west side, and after her the others according to their rank, 

so that the last wife will be in the extreme east; and there will be the distance of a stone’s throw 

between the yurt of one wife and that of another. The ordu (residence) of a rich Mo’al seems like a large 

town, though there will be very few men in it.  

When they have fixed their dwelling, the door turned to the south, they set up the couch of the master 

on the north side. The side for the women is always the east side... on the left of the house of the 

master, he sitting on his couch his face turned to the south. The side for the men is the west side...on 

the right. Men coming into the house would never hang up their bows on the side of the woman.  

It is the duty of the women to drive the carts, get the dwellings on and off them, milk the cows, make 

butter and gruit (sour curd), and to dress and sew skins, which they do with a thread made of tendons. 

They divide the tendons into fine shreds, and then twist them into one long thread. They also sew the 

boots, the socks, and the clothing. They never wash clothes, for they say that God would be angered, 

and that it would thunder if they hung them up to dry. They will even beat those they find washing 

[their clothes]. Thunder they fear extraordinarily; and when it thunders they will turn out of their 

dwellings all strangers, wrap themselves in black felt, and thus hide themselves till it has passed away. 

Furthermore, they never wash their bowls, but when the meat is cooked they rinse out the dish in which 

they are about to put it with some of the boiling broth from the kettle, which they pour back into it. 

They [the women] also make the felt and cover the houses.  

The men make bows and arrows, manufacture stirrups and bits, make saddles, do the carpentering on 

their dwellings and the carts; they take care of the horses, milk the mares, churn the cosmos or mare’s 

milk, make the skins in which it is put; they also look after the camels and load them. Both sexes look 

after the sheep and goats, sometimes the men, other times the women, milking them.  

They dress skins with a thick mixture of sour ewe’s milk and salt. When they want to wash their hands or 

head, they fill their mouths with water, which they let trickle onto their hands, and in this way they also 

wet their hair and wash their heads.  

As to their marriages, you must know that no one among them has a wife unless he buys her; so it 

sometimes happens that girls are well past marriageable age before they marry, for their parents always 

keep them until they sell them....Among them no widow marries, for the following reason: they believe 

that all who serve them in this life shall serve them in the next, so as regards a widow they believe that 

she will always return to her first husband after death. Hence this shameful custom prevails among 

them, that sometimes a son takes to wife all his father’s wives, except his own mother; for the ordu of 

the father and mother always belongs to the youngest son, so it is he who must provide for all his 

father’s wives...and if he wishes it, he uses them as wives, for he esteems not himself injured if they 

return to his father after death. When then anyone has made a bargain with another to take his 

daughter, the father of the girl gives a feast, and the girl flees to her relatives and hides there. Then the 

father says: “Here, my daughter is yours: take her wheresoever you find her.” Then he searches for her 

with his friends till he finds her, and he must take her by force and carry her off with a semblance of 

violence to his house. 

 



■ How does William of Rubruck portray the lives of Mongol women? What was the class background of 

the Mongol women he describes? 

■ What do you think he would have found most upsetting about the position of women in Mongol 

society? 

■ Based on this account, how might you compare the life of Mongol women to that of women in more 

established civilizations, such as China, Europe, or the Islamic world? 


