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Introduction
Mongolia, a vast expanse of steppe, mountains, and desert at the heart of Asia, is
widely known for its legendary nomads, Genghis Khan, and the sweeping beauty of its
untouched landscapes. Yet, hidden within this narrative of pastoral tradition is a lesser-
known but equally compelling story: the emergence, growth, and transformation of
Mongolia’s cities. As the country enters the twenty-first century, urban Mongolia has
become both the engine of modernity and a crucible for the nation’s enduring cultural
identity, facing opportunities and challenges unparalleled in its history.

Despite the general image of Mongolia as a land of endless horizons and flowing
herds, the roots of urban life here stretch back over two thousand years. From the
ancient towns of the Xiongnu and Uighur periods, through the storied rise of
Karakorum—the imperial capital founded by Genghis Khan—to the planned cities of
the socialist era, Mongolia’s urban landscape has always been shaped by the interplay
of local tradition and foreign influence. Today, cities like Ulaanbaatar, Erdenet, and
Darkhan are not just geographical centers but vital nexuses of economy, education,
culture, and political power.

The contemporary urbanization of Mongolia is rapid and profound. Since the 1990s,
the country has witnessed an unprecedented migration from countryside to city, with
nearly three-quarters of its population now living in urban areas. Ulaanbaatar, in
particular, has burgeoned into a sprawling metropolis that accounts for nearly half of
the national population, its skyline bristling with new developments while its outskirts
grow with vast districts of traditional gers. This complex urban growth brings immense
promise, fueling economic development, creating jobs, and fostering an explosion of
creativity and multicultural life. At the same time, it brings daunting obstacles: severe
air pollution, traffic congestion, infrastructure strain, and the social challenges of rapid
demographic change.

Yet the dynamism of Mongolian cities is not just measured by statistics. Visitors to
these centers will encounter vivid contrasts: glittering high-rises rise beside old Soviet
blocks, bustling markets pulse with the energy of new commerce, and festivals—like
the spectacular Golden Eagle Festival in Ölgii—bridge past and present with pageantry
and pride. Urban Mongolia reveals a society balancing ancestral heritage with
aspiration and innovation, where nomadic spirit and urban ambition coexist, often
uneasily, but unmistakably.

This book embarks on a journey through the great cities of Mongolia—from the iconic
capital to remote cultural heartlands—exploring their history, present-day life, and
future. Whether you are a traveler planning your first visit, a student of history, or
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simply a curious reader, 'Cities of Mongolia' aims to be both a guide and a narrative,
mapping a vibrant urban world that complements the country’s celebrated wilds. Join
us as we traverse the streets, alleys, and open squares of Mongolia’s urban centers,
discovering the remarkable cities that are shaping the nation’s destiny.
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CHAPTER ONE: Ulaanbaatar: The Heart of Mongolia
Nestled in a valley carved by the Tuul River, Ulaanbaatar stands as Mongolia’s vibrant,
bustling capital and undeniably its most significant city. At an elevation of
approximately 1,300 meters (4,300 ft), the air here often carries the scent of burning
coal in winter, a stark reminder of the city's rapid growth and the challenges that
accompany it. But beyond the smog and the traffic, Ulaanbaatar pulses with an energy
that embodies Mongolia’s journey from nomadic traditions to a modern, urbanized
nation.

The story of Ulaanbaatar is one of constant movement and eventual permanence.
Unlike many world capitals that boast ancient, unwavering foundations, Ulaanbaatar
spent its formative years as a nomadic Buddhist monastic center, founded in 1639.
This spiritual heart on wheels moved an astonishing 28 or 29 times before finally
settling in its current location in 1778. Imagine the logistics of relocating an entire city,
even a monastic one, nearly three dozen times! This itinerant past lends a unique
flavor to its history, a testament to the Mongolian spirit of adaptability and resilience.

Today, Ulaanbaatar is far from nomadic. It is the undeniable cultural, industrial, and
financial heart of Mongolia. Its influence is immense, accounting for a staggering 63%
of the country's gross domestic product. This primate city, a term used to describe a
city that is disproportionately large and significant compared to others in its country,
serves as the focal point for nearly every aspect of Mongolian life—economic, political,
educational, social, and healthcare activities all converge here.

The city's skyline, once dominated by Soviet-era blocks, has been dramatically
transformed since the 2010s. A construction boom has seen high-rise offices and
gleaming apartment complexes sprout up, reflecting the nation's economic
aspirations. These modern structures stand in stark contrast to the sprawling "ger
districts" that cling to the city's periphery, where many of Ulaanbaatar's residents live
in traditional felt dwellings, highlighting the city's stark social and economic divides.

This rapid urbanization, while a sign of progress for many, has not been without its
challenges. The influx of migrants from rural areas, particularly since the early 1990s
following Mongolia's transition to a market economy, has led to explosive population
growth. This growth has placed immense strain on Ulaanbaatar's infrastructure,
leading to notorious traffic congestion, particularly during peak hours, and severe air
pollution, especially in the colder months when coal is widely used for heating.

The ger districts, while offering a semblance of traditional life, often lack adequate
basic services and infrastructure. Imagine living without consistent access to clean
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water, sewage systems, or central heating in temperatures that can plummet to -40
degrees Celsius. These are the realities for many residents in these unplanned
settlements, posing significant hurdles for urban planning and sustainable
development. The government is acutely aware of these issues and is actively working
on initiatives such as the Ulaanbaatar 2040 Master Plan, which aims to decentralize
urban growth and foster the development of satellite cities to alleviate the pressure on
the capital.

Despite these challenges, Ulaanbaatar remains a vibrant and captivating city. It is a
place where Buddhist monasteries, such as the Gandantegchinlen Monastery, stand
alongside modern shopping malls and lively nightclubs, creating a fascinating blend of
old and new. The city is home to numerous museums, theaters, and art galleries,
offering a rich tapestry of Mongolian culture and history. From the National Museum of
Mongolia, detailing the country's nomadic past, to the Mongolian National Modern Art
Gallery, showcasing contemporary artistic expressions, there is no shortage of cultural
exploration to be had.

For visitors, Ulaanbaatar serves as an essential gateway to the rest of Mongolia. Its
international airport connects the country to the world, and its railway network
branches out to major towns and to Russia and China. Within the city itself, navigating
the bustling streets can be an adventure. Taxis, public buses, and even ride-sharing
apps are readily available, though be prepared for some spirited driving. Walking is a
great way to explore the city center, taking in the sights and sounds at a more
leisurely pace.

The culinary scene in Ulaanbaatar is as diverse as its population. Traditional Mongolian
fare, often heavy on meat and dairy, can be found in countless restaurants, offering
hearty dishes like khuushuur (fried meat dumplings) and boodog (goat or marmot
cooked from the inside with hot stones). But the city also boasts a growing array of
international cuisine, from Korean and Japanese to Italian and Western-style cafes,
reflecting its increasing cosmopolitan outlook.

Shopping in Ulaanbaatar caters to all tastes and budgets. Modern shopping malls offer
international brands and entertainment, while the Narantuul Black Market, though
chaotic, is a fascinating place to experience local commerce and find everything from
traditional Mongolian clothing to electronic gadgets. Just be sure to hone your
bargaining skills before you venture in.

Ulaanbaatar is a city of contrasts and contradictions, a place where tradition and
modernity constantly collide and coalesce. It is a city grappling with the consequences
of its rapid growth, yet simultaneously buzzing with the energy and ambition of a
nation looking forward. To truly understand Mongolia, one must spend time in its
beating heart, Ulaanbaatar, and experience its unique blend of history, culture, and
relentless forward momentum. It is a city that never stands still, much like the
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nomadic heritage from which it sprang.
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