March 23, 2006 interview to Mr. Ruiz-Morales by Roberto Fraile, freelance reporter, who will show excerpts in the Second TV Channel Newsreel in June.

Museo de San Isidro, Madrid, during commemorations of 600th anniversary of Clavijo’s return to Alcalá.

In 1402 took place the battle of Angora, where Tamerlane defeated Bayazed. Who were these gentlemen? In 1396, six years earlier, the Ottoman Empire had beaten the Franks, i.e., the European Christians who were neither Greeks –Byzantine, nor Latin-Romans, that is, the Germans, French, English, and even some Spaniards – at the battle of Nicópolis, in today’s Bulgaria. The Turk had beaten the Western powers in the first major battle since the Crusades. The gates of Europe were wide open for the Turk to invade. The whole Byzantine Empire had been relegated to just the walls surrounding Constantinople. For several years, it was feared that this last bastion of Christendom would fall as Western Europe, devastated by wars, and especially in the middle of the One Hundred Years War between France and England, was going to fall into the hands of the Ottoman Empire.

Suddenly, it began to be heard that a man called Tamerlane, who had acquired power in the steppes of Central Asia, had built a gigantic Empire ranging from Delhi to the Chinese border, from Moscow to Cairo, including Damascus, Baghdad, Aleppo, all these cities had been falling into his hands. Against this person, Bayazed, the Ottoman Emperor, had the unusual idea of insulting him, so Tamerlane returned the insult by beating him at Angora, which was the biggest battle fought until that time.

King Henry III of Castile had sent a couple of Ambassadors to meet and talk to Tamerlane and find out what his intentions were vis-à-vis Europe and the Turk, then the common enemy. So thus went Payo Gómez de Sotomayor and Hernán Sanchez de Palazuelos, who happened to meet Tamerlane at the battle of Angora, on the 24th of July of the year 1402. They congratulated Tamerlane, and brought back to Spain with them Mohammed El-Kesh, Tamerlane’s Ambassador, and probably the first Ambassador of Asia to Europe, arriving in Segovia in February 1403. The Castilian King then sent back Clavijo to Samarkand to the court of the Great Tamerlane.

This amazing episode is unique in the history of the relations between Europe and Asia. Indeed, Clavijo was the first Plenipotentiary Ambassador of Europe to Asia, as all other travellers  -Genoese, Venetians, Frenchmen,… -had been mercenaries, missionaries, merchants, or messengers. 

This story was written in Spanish and one of the objectives of this seminar is to have this story better known.

Clavijo was Camarero Real, Royal Chamberlain or the equivalent of today’s Head of the Royal Household. Indeed, he served as Royal Chamberlain under four kings, without doubt a record in any country.

So Henry III, who had not received a satisfactory report –at least that we know of – from his two previous ambassadors, sent along Clavijo, his person of confidence. Henry III has already sent Ambassadors to Marrakech, to Fez, to Tunis and to Cairo, and he had sent Jean de Bettencourt and Gadifer de la Salle to conquer the Canary Islands. The 24-year old king was young, but with great diplomatic vision.

Clavijo was not a warrior, he was simply a person with extraordinary diplomatic skills, who was already well into his sixties –he died six years after his return – but he enjoyed  –fortunately for us and History -very good health as he was able to endure all the hardships and diseases of the trip whereas several of his companions died en route.

Question in background, barely audible:

Clavijo apparently never met Tamerlane, so can the Embassy be considered a failure?

Correction! Clavijo was indeed received by Tamerlane, and with great splendour, on several occasions. However, at the time of requesting a letter for reply upon the Ambassador’s return, it was clear that Tamerlane had already made the decision to invade China, Europe had become too remote in his mind, and all his interest had shifted towards the conquest of that country. The Chinese Emperor had been asking him for back taxes for seven years, upon which Tamerlane turned the cards, just as Genghis Khan had done two centuries earlier, and wanted to make the Chinese Emperor become himself the taxpayer.

The idea of sending the Clavijo Embassy was behind the dictum “The Enemy of my Enemy is my Friend”, as the Turk was the common enemy of both Europe and Tamerlane. If anything, the Embassy attempted to lengthen the pressure against the Turk, and won an extra fifty years for Constantinople, who finally met its fate in 1453, falling into the hands of the Ottoman Empire, but the great Turkish push against Europe was stopped.

Objectively, the Embassy perhaps did not accomplish its mission, it must be said, but, fortunately for us Spaniards, it did leave the great descriptions of Samarkand and another Spanish mark – a city called Madrid, six hundred years old, over 200 years older than the Madrids of America, and also the Ruy González de Clavijo avenue in Samarkand, which we inaugurated two years ago, leading to the great tomb of Tamerlane. the Gur Emir.

Tamerlane did not bid farewell to Clavijo, and did not send a letter to Henry III, as he was obsessed with the offensive against China. He left Samarkand in November 1404, and died in January 1405 in Otrar, on the Sir Daria river –the Laxartes of Antiquity. Following his death, there was considerable unrest, described by Clavijo, among his sons and grandson and other councillors, until the situation stabilised. The Timurides Empire – the descendants of Tamerlane indeed had colossal cultural and artistic

achievements, but the political push of Tamerlane, that had recreated the Pax Mongólica of Genghis Kahn –the Pax Tamerlánica, one should say, that opened up the Silk Road to commerce from Asia to Europe - was no longer there. Indeed, less than one hundred years later, Bartolomeu Diaz and Vasco de Gama discovered the route to India and the importance of Central Asia collapsed.

Madrid was a village, an important one but nevertheless a village –the Cortes had met there occasionally – and at one point Tamerlane asked Clavijo where he was from, and when Clavijo told him, Tamerlane said “I will found a city called Madrid”. Because indeed, Samarkand was growing continuously as it absorbed the increasing population as anybody was allowed to come in-getting out was a different matter – to feed that formidable economic machine that had become Samarkand. The town of Madrid was thus created and is still there to this day, North of Samarkand. 

(Question cut)

Spain follows the guidelines of the European Union in its external policy. President Karimov was thus invited to Madrid, two years ago, for a State visit –the first one since six centuries between the two countries- and was received with full honours by His Majesty the King and by the then Head of Government Mr Aznar. These relations have to be strengthened as between two countries and two cultures so different and yet so similar, it shows that two peoples may understand each other.

Uzbekistan is the largest country of Central Asia, its 25 million people account for half of the whole area, and has the largest number of Universities, museums, history, and three monumental cities that are UNESCO World Heritage Sites – Samarkand, Bukhara (twinned by the way with Cordoba, as they were the two main cultural centres around the 10th Century) and Khiva, all towns with great touristic attractions, with many tourists from Japan, Europe, America, but still very few Spaniards.

Uzbekistan is a lay country, a lay Republic, a country that accepts all other cultures and religions, and is very much against everything that is represented by Islamic Fundamentalism and such activities that are so hurtful to both the West and the Middle East.

