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In the realm of historical fiction, few authors have managed to synthesize the brutality of ancient warfare with the 

nuanced intricacies of geopolitical maneuvering as effectively as Conn Iggulden. Bones of the Hills, the third 

installment in the acclaimed Conqueror Series, serves as a pivotal focal point in the narrative arc of Genghis

Khan. This article provides a comprehensive technical and literary analysis of the work, examining its historical

accuracy, military strategy representations, and its contribution to the broader understanding of the Mongol

Empire's expansion into Central Asia and Persia during the early 13th century.

Historical Context and Geopolitical Framework

The narrative of Bones of the Hills is set during a transformative period for the Mongol Empire. Having successfully 

unified the nomadic tribes of the Mongolian plateau—a feat detailed in the previous volumes Wolf of the Plains and 

Lords of the Bow—Genghis Khan turns his attention toward the sedentary civilizations of the West. The primary 

focus of this volume is the conflict with the Khwarezmian Empire, a powerful Islamic state that spanned modern-

day Iran, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan.

The catalyst for the Mongol invasion was the execution of Mongol emissaries by the governor of Otrar, a decision

that would lead to one of the most devastating military campaigns in human history. Iggulden meticulously

reconstructs the logistical and diplomatic escalations that led to the total annihilation of the Khwarezmid Shah's

power. From a strategic perspective, this era represents the shift of the Mongol military from a regional raiding force

into a sophisticated machine capable of large-scale siege warfare and multi-front continental domination.

The Yasa: The Legal and Social Framework

Central to the success of Genghis Khan’s empire, and a recurring theme in the novel, is the Yasa—the secret code

of laws. This legal framework was instrumental in transitioning a tribal society based on blood feuds into a

disciplined state. The technical components of the Yasa addressed in the book include:

•  Military Discipline: Strict penalties for desertion or failure to assist a fellow soldier in combat.

•  Religious Tolerance: A pragmatic approach to governance that allowed conquered populations to maintain 

their faiths, provided they remained loyal to the Great Khan.

•  Logistical Standardization: Establishing the Yam system, a sophisticated postal relay network that allowed for 

rapid communication across thousands of miles.

Technical Analysis of Mongol Military Doctrine

Iggulden’s portrayal of the Mongol military is grounded in historical records of their tactical superiority. The Mongol 

army was not merely a 'horde' but a highly organized, meritocratic hierarchy. The following table illustrates the 

Decimal Command Structure utilized by Genghis Khan, which allowed for unprecedented battlefield flexibility.



Unit Name Number of Soldiers Command Level Operational Role

Arban 10 Squad Basic tactical unit, often 
composed of close kin.

Zuun 100 Company Intermediate tactical 
maneuvering.

Mingghan 1,000 Regiment The primary building block 
of the Mongol army.

Tumen 10,000 Division Strategic independent unit 
capable of self-sustained 
operations.

The technical execution of the invasion of Khwarezm involved a three-pronged assault, a maneuver Iggulden 

describes with tactical precision. By splitting his forces into several Tumens, Genghis Khan was able to bypass

major fortifications, cut off supply lines, and strike at the heart of the Shah’s empire before the Khwarezmid forces

could consolidate.

Tactical Innovations: The Feigned Retreat and Horse Archery

A core mechanic explored in Bones of the Hills is the Mangudaior the feigned retreat. This was not a chaotic flight

but a disciplined tactical withdrawal designed to draw enemy forces out of defensive positions into a pre-arranged

'killing zone' where the Mongol heavy cavalry could flank them. The technical success of this maneuver relied on:

1.  Superior Horsemanship: Every Mongol soldier typically managed a string of three to five horses, allowing for 

continuous movement without exhausting their mounts.

2.  The Composite Bow: A technical marvel of the era, constructed from layers of horn, wood, and sinew, 

providing a draw weight and range that far exceeded contemporary European or Persian bows.

3.  Parthian Shot: The ability to fire accurately while retreating, a skill that required years of training from 

childhood.

Narrative Arcs and Character Dynamics

While the military history provides the scaffolding, the emotional weight of the novel resides in the internal 

dynamics of the Borjigin family. As Genghis Khan ages, the question of succession becomes a destabilizing force. 

Iggulden focuses on the friction between the Khan’s sons—Jochi, Chagatai, and Ogedei.

The Succession Crisis

The friction between Jochi and Chagatai is a central plot point, rooted in the uncertainty of Jochi’s paternity 

following Borte's kidnapping by the Merkits. This tension serves as a case study in Succession Risk Management

within an autocratic system. The technical challenge for Genghis was to choose a successor who could maintain

the unity of the empire without triggering a civil war between his sons. The eventual selection of Ogedei,

characterized by his diplomatic temperament and administrative potential, highlights the shift from a 'Warrior King'

model to a 'State Builder' model.

Character Development: Genghis as a Strategist

In Bones of the Hills, we see a transition in Genghis Khan’s persona. He is no longer the impulsive youth of the first 

book but a cold, calculating strategist who understands the power of Psychological Warfare. The destruction of



cities like Samarkand and Bukhara was not merely an act of cruelty but a deliberate psychological operation

(PSYOP) intended to terrorize subsequent cities into immediate surrender, thereby preserving Mongol resources

and lives.

Comparison: Fiction vs. Historical Record

To evaluate the educational value of the novel, it is necessary to compare Iggulden’s narrative choices with the 

academic consensus found in primary sources like The Secret History of the Mongolsand the writings of Persian

historian Juvayni.



Historical Event Iggulden's Portrayal Academic Historical 
Record

Analysis

Siege of Otrar Focuses on the personal 
betrayal of the emissaries 
and the visceral revenge.

Recorded as a protracted 5-
month siege leading to the 
capture of Inalchuq.

Iggulden stays largely true 
to the outcome while 
dramatizing the emotional 
stakes.

The Death of Jochi Portrayed with heavy 
emotional weight and 
ambiguity regarding 
Genghis's involvement.

Historical records are 
varied; some suggest he 
died of illness, others hint 
at assassination.

Iggulden utilizes the 
ambiguity to enhance the 
narrative tension.

The Fall of the Shah Depicts the Shah’s flight to 
an island in the Caspian 
Sea as a total collapse of 
dignity.

Corroborated by historical 
accounts of Muhammad 
II’s final days.

High degree of accuracy in 
depicting the collapse of 
the Khwarezmid state.

Technical Breakdown of Siege Engineering

One of the most impressive technical aspects of the Mongol expansion was their rapid adaptation to siege warfare. 

Traditionally a nomadic people, the Mongols lacked siege engines. However, through a process of Technological 

Acquisition, they incorporated Chinese and Persian engineers into their ranks. In Bones of the Hills, Iggulden

highlights this integration.

Advanced Siege Mechanics

The Mongols utilized several key technologies to overcome the sophisticated walls of Central Asian cities:

•  Traction Trebuchets: Man-powered catapults capable of launching incendiary devices or heavy stones.

•  Counterweight Trebuchets: Introduced later, these allowed for greater precision and power.

•  Gunpowder and Incendiaries: The use of 'fire arrows' and primitive bombs, a technology brought from the Jin 

Dynasty campaigns.

•  Labor Levies: The technical strategy of using captured civilians as human shields or as a labor force to build 

siege walls and fill moats.

Strategic Challenges and Field Guide for Success

The Mongol campaigns in Bones of the Hillsoffer timeless lessons in leadership and organizational strategy. For a

modern reader, these can be broken down into actionable principles:

1. Adaptive Intelligence

The Mongols did not adhere to a single rigid doctrine. When they encountered a new challenge—such as the 

massive fortifications of Samarkand—they adapted their tactics. Key Takeaway:Operational success is dependent

on the ability to pivot based on environmental feedback.

2. Meritocratic Promotion

Unlike the feudal systems of Europe or the hereditary aristocracies of the Middle East, Genghis Khan promoted 

leaders based on Loyalty and Competence(his 'four dogs of war'—Subutai, Jebe, Jelme, and Khubilai). This

created a highly efficient command structure.

3. Logistical Satiation



A Tumen could cover up to 100 miles in a day, an impossible feat for other armies of the era. This was achieved 

through a technical mastery of the Pony Express (Yam)and the self-sufficient nature of the Mongol soldier, who

carried his own supplies and multiple mounts.

Troubleshooting Common Misconceptions

When analyzing Bones of the Hillsand the history it represents, readers often encounter several 'failure modes' in

their understanding. Here are technical solutions to common misconceptions:

Misconception: The Mongols won through sheer numbers.

Correction: In almost every major engagement of the Khwarezmid campaign, the Mongols were numerically 

inferior. Their victory was a result of Force Multipliers: superior speed, psychological manipulation, and centralized

command and control.

Misconception: The Mongol Empire was a chaotic destructive force.

Correction: While destructive in conquest, the aftermath saw the creation of the Pax Mongolica. This was a

period of unprecedented trade and cultural exchange along the Silk Road, facilitated by the standardized laws and

secure routes established by the Mongols.

Misconception: Genghis Khan was a lucky barbarian.

Correction: Genghis Khan’s rise was a masterclass in Political Consolidation. He successfully dismantled

centuries-old tribal hierarchies to create a unified national identity—a technical feat of social engineering that

remains one of the most significant in history.

The Legacy of the Conqueror

The conclusion of Bones of the Hillsleaves the reader at a crossroads. The Khwarezmid Empire has been erased,

the Mongol borders have reached the gates of Europe, and the Great Khan himself is facing the inevitability of his

mortality. The novel effectively communicates that the 'Bones of the Hills' are not just the remains of the fallen

enemies, but the foundation upon which a new world order was built.

The narrative power of Conn Iggulden’s work lies in its ability to humanize these titans of history while respecting 

the technical scale of their achievements. By analyzing the military, legal, and familial structures of the Mongol 

Empire, we gain a deeper appreciation for the complexities of the 13th century. This book is not merely a story of 

war; it is a study of the mechanics of power and the relentless drive for expansion that defined an era.

As the series progresses toward the reign of Ogedei and the eventual rise of Kublai Khan, Bones of the Hills

remains the critical pivot point where the Mongol identity shifted from a people of the steppe to the masters of the

known world. Its blend of technical detail and epic storytelling ensures its place as a seminal work of historical

fiction, providing both an educational resource and a gripping narrative experience for those interested in the

architecture of empire.
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