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Spies on Both Sides
THE BATTLE FOR CONTROL over Central Asia and the Near and Middle East
was fierce and bloody. Sometimes it was conducted in secret, sometimes it was
public;  sometimes it created a great stir, at other times no one noticed it. It was
fought through the nineteenth century by the foreign ministries of Great Britain
and Russia and the armed forces of the East India Company and then the
British Empire on the one hand,  and sections of the Russian army commanded
from Tiflis, Orenburg and Tashkent on the other, together with mobile and
highly qualified spies on both sides who posed as scholars, travellers,
merchants and clerics. The story of this battle is told in thousands of newspaper
articles, hundreds of books, and hundreds of thousands of secret reports
penned by the actors in this great drama, which was played out in the course of
a century in lifeless deserts and mountain ranges whose peaks were sometimes
over three and a half miles high.

Unlike many others in this field, Hopkirk has studied not only the work of
his predecessors but also the archives of the former India Office, which contain
a number of truly priceless documents. He has, moreover, visited most of the
‘battlefields’ where the agents of both countries fought secretly with each other
and the armed forces of their countries engaged openly.

The author deals with his copious material — some not at all well known —
in a rather original fashion. There are three historical sections, containing 37
chapters that cover the activity of the most prominent British and Russian
agents in Central Asia and the Middle East. In so far as many of these regions
were unstudied and practically unknown in Europe and Russia at that time,
these people were also discoverers; they were the first to map thousands of
square kilometres of unknown territory. The last European to visit some of
these areas, believe it or not, had been Marco Polo. Five to eight hundred years
before the British and Russian officers turned up here, these mountain tracks
were branches of the famous Silk Road of ancient times, which has now
attracted the interest of international scientific, social, cultural and trade
organizations, and even of the General Council of Unesco.

So Hopkirk’s book is not only a secret service history, or to be more accurate
a history of the struggle between the secret services of two great powers in the
nineteenth century; it is also an entertaining account of the geographical
discovery of unknown andsometimes forgotten countries in Central Asia,
which was then a very mysterious place.

A Topical Work
The book is also extremely topical. The reader learns about the activities of
British and Russian military and scientific expeditions in Kashgaria and Pamir,
in the Kokad,  Bukhara and Khiva Khanates, in Afghanistan and north-east
Iran, in the northern Caucasus and Trans-Caucasia and naturally thinks of the
parallels with recent events — the movements of the Tibetan Buddhists and
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Uygurian Muslims to win independence from China, the troubles in Kashmir,
the bloody war in Afghanistan, the demands of the population of Gorno-
Badakhshan Autonomous Oblast’ to break away from Tajikistan, the civil war
in Tajikistan, the declaration of independence in Chechnya, the large-scale war
between Azerbaijan and Armenia, the fierce drawn-out conflict between
Georgia and Abkhazia, the struggles between Christians and Muslims, Shiites
and Sunnites, Slavs and Turks, and so on and so forth. The vivid descriptions
of the struggle between Russia and Britain for influence in Central Asia are
bound to remind readers of the sensational headlines in some of today’s
newspapers and magazines claiming that a struggle is looming between Turkey
and Iran for control of Central Asia, that Islamic fundamentalism threatens to
become stronger, that the Muslim Peril hangs over southern Russia and
northern India, and that western monopolies are fighting it out for the profits
of Central Asia and the Middle East. Hopkirk’s book enables us to gain a deeper
understanding of how many of today’s border conflicts, territorial disputes and
ethnic rivalries came about in this enormous area. It can also help anyone with
a personal interest in the area to arrive at political, diplomatic, economic or
financial decisions, which makes it particularly relevant, stimulating and
important.

A Topical Work
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Mutual Suspicion
No doubt the book would have been even more important, however, if its author
had had the opportunity to use the enormous body of Russian nineteenth- and
twentieth-century literature on the subject (he refers only to a small number of
Russian books translated into English). Above all, it is a pity that he could not
compare the documents he has studied in the India Office archive and Public
Record Office with similar documents held in the archives of Russia and other
countries in and around the CIS, for example the Russian State Archive of Military
History, the Russian Foreign Policy Archive, the State Archive of Uzbekistan, and
the State Historical Archive of Georgia.

This would have demonstrated to the author and his readers that Russian
statesmen, diplomats, governors, generals and secret
servicemen in Petersburg, Tiflis, Orenburg and Tashkent
were just as filled with suspicion as their British
‘colleagues’ in London, Calcutta, Madras and Delhi. Just as
every movement by Russian caravans across the deserts of
Central Asia, every movement of Russian travellers and
geographers through the mountains and passes of the
Greater Caucasus, let alone Pamir, or movement of a
Cossack detachment through Alay, or of a small schooner
on the Aral or Caspian Sea, created panic in the office of the
Viceroy of India, in Westminster and the corridors of power
in Whitehall and Downing Street, so too the appearance of English travellers,
merchants and traders, let alone diplomats and officers, in Kashgara and Kabul,
Pamir and the Hindu Kush, the Ferghana Valley, Bukhara and Khiva immediately
set off alarms in the residences of the governor-general of Orenburg, the governor-
general of the Caucasus, then the governor-general of Turkestan and, of course, the
General Staff, the Foreign Ministry, and the Winter Palace in St Petersburg. Mutual
suspicion and mistrust,  competition and envy, russophobia and anglophobia, loud
talk of the ‘Russian threat’ and ‘India in danger’ on the one side and ‘perfidious
Albion’ plus the ‘eternal British threat’ to Russia’s possessions in Europe, Asia, the
Baltic, the Black Sea and the White Sea, on the other side, did an enormous amount
of damage to Anglo-Russian relations and built up tensions in Europe and Asia that
eventually led to such bloody encounters as the Crimean War.

This was the atmosphere that covered the drive for colonial conquest, the
creation of empires in Asia, the grabbing of enormous profits from trade
monopolies and the exploitation of millions of inhabitants of the East, and which
for many decades poisoned relations between the two great nations and
exacerbated tension in Europe and the world generally. A study of what caused this
situation is not only interesting in itself, it could also help us understand the
impulses behind the ‘Cold War’ of the 1950s to the 1980s, which put a brake on the
development of civilisation and more than once brought humanity to the brink of
a Third World War. Moreover, these impulses have been far from overcome even
now.

The Great Game — I
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Napoleonic Nightmare
The second chapter of Hopkirk’s book has the revealing title ‘Napoleonic
Nightmare’. It focuses on two events that greatly affected international
relations, the situation in the Middle East, and the situation in Asia as a whole.
In 1797 Napoleon arrived in Egypt at the head of an army 40,000 strong. This
produced panic in London and Calcutta. The news, of course, took a long time
to reach both capitals. Everyone discussed how the positions of the East India
Company in India, which French competitors had been attacking since before
the Revolution — 1743 in fact — were going to be defended. Using archival
material, Hopkirk demonstrates that the key figures in the East India Company
in Calcutta and London, the British Admiralty and the War Office, held widely
differing views about which direction Napoleon’s army based in Egypt would
advance in. Would he attempt to break through by the Red Sea, or would he
prefer the overland route through Anatolia or Mespotamia? Counter-measures
were taken in all three areas.

Simultaneously, troops of the East India Company razed Mysor, whose
ruler Tipu-Sultan was a long-standing ally of France. The destruction of the
French fleet by Nelson in 1798 at Aboukir Bay (the Battle of the Nile) and
Napoleon’s subsequent defeats in southern Palestine put an end to his plan of
attacking British possessions in India from an Egyptian bridgehead. This did
not, however, mean that Napoleon had given up all hope of inflicting a
crushing blow on his British rival where the latter was most vulnerable — in
India.

It was in this situation that for the first and only time in history a joint
Franco-Russian plan was hatched to invade India using the regular troops of
both countries. Hopkirk is quite right to devote so much attention to it, because
in the course of the next one and a half centuries this document became a very
important proof of Russia’s aggressive intentions vis-a-vis India; the very basis
of the ‘Russian threat to India’ idea, which has been actively promoted by
British and Indian historians, statesmen, writers and public figures.

A French corps of 35,000 men with all kinds of weapons was to be detached
from the Rheinish Army and sent down the Danube, across the Black Sea and
the Azov Sea, to Taganrog. From there it would proceed to Astrakhan. On
Russian ships it would then cross the Caspian Sea and disembark in the Iranian
port of Astrabad. There it was to join up with a Russian corps of similar
composition. The combined army of 70,000 men was then to cross Herat, Ferrah
and Kandahar in 45 days and reach the right bank of the Indus, where it would
smash the army of the East India Company and push the British out of India.

Source of the Plan
Hopkirk’s only error in his account of this plan is an all too familiar one: he
states that the plan was hatched by the Russian emperor Paul I, whereas in fact
it originated with France’s first consul — Napoleon Bonaparte. Many British
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scholars have also ascribed the authorship of the plan to the Russian tsar, but
without adducing any convincing evidence.

In the authoritative publication of the Russian General Staff called A

Collection of Geographical, Topographical and Statistical Materials on Asia, vol. XXIII,
which was brought out in 1886 stamped ‘Secret’, this plan is reproduced and
clearly attributed to Napoleon. The fact is that immediately after he came to
power in 1799 Napoleon began to plan how he would divide up the Ottoman
Empire with the active assistance of Russia.

In discussions with Russian representatives in the autumn of 1800, he
actually suggested an alliance against the British and told them that he could
not withdraw his troops from Egypt because he had to ‘counteract the power of
the English in India’.

These ideas found support in St Petersburg. In the
summer of 1800 Paul I dissolved his treaty with Britain
and broke off diplomatic relations with it. At the end of
December 1800 he sent Napoleon a personal letter.

This was the background against which at the very
end of 1800 the famous Franco-Russian plan to invade
India was passed on to St Petersburg through the French
ambassador in Berlin, Caliard. Although the Russian
General Staff archive contains notes that the French and
Russian governments exchanged concerning the plan,
no concrete measures were taken to put it into effect,
possibly because Napoleon was preoccupied at the time by further
complications in his relations with Austria. Paul, however, would not wait and
at the beginning of January 1801 he decided to act on his own. The previous
agreements, letters and assurances from Napoleon probably encouraged him to
think that French troops would also eventually go into action against Britain at
the approaches to India.

The Cossacks’Reward
On 24 January 1801 (12 January Old Style) Paul sent two imperial commands to
the ataman of the Don Cossacks, General Orlov-Denisov, in which he ordered
him to mobilise his army immediately for an invasion of India. The code phrase
for this was ‘the secret expedition’. In the first of his commands the Tsar wrote:
‘The English are preparing to attack me and my allies the Swedes and Danes by
sea and land. I am ready to receive them, but I must also attack them where they
are least expecting it and where it will hurt them most. The best place for this is
India.’ According to Paul’s calculations,  the Don army should reach Orenburg
— the expedition’s departure point — in a month, and  ‘from here it will take
three months to get to India’! Orlov-Denisov was told to dispatch his cavalry
regiments and Cossack artillery via Bukhara and Khiva straight to the Indus
river [This was in accordance with Napoleon’s previous plan.) ‘All the wealth
of the Indies’ was to be the Don Cossacks’ reward (Hopkirk, pp. 28-9). In his

The Great Game — I

5

� Modern
Uzbekistan.



second command Paul ordered them to free the Indian princes and rajahs from
their English bondage and to ‘make India a dependency of Russia just as she
has been of the English’. The following day, 25 January, Paul explains to them
not to stop at the Indus but to continue their campaign on Indian territory as far
as the Ganges. This time he tells Orlov-Denisov that his task is to secure peace
and friendship with all princes and rulers who are not loyal to the English. On
reaching Khiva, the Cossack ataman was to free thousands of Russians held in
slavery there and to bring the Bukhara khanate under his control, ‘so that the
Chinese would not get their hands on it’. Appended to the imperial command
was a ‘detailed new map of the whole of India’.

At this point, evidently, people in St Petersburg were worried that the
expeditionary force would have no detailed routes. On 19 February 1801,
therefore, Paul sent Orlov-Denisov a route to follow to India (unfortunately it
has not survived), thoughtfully adding that the commander should not feel
restricted by this.

As soon as he received the first two commands, Orlov-Denisov went into
action. He contacted the military college in St Petersburg and the governors of
Saratov and Orenburg, got together a large quantity of provisions and fodder
in the border areas, bought thousands of horses and camels, and sent out scouts
from Orenburg into the Kazakh steppes and further into the Bukhara and Khiva
khanates to look for proper roads for his troops. Twelve doctors were mobilized
in Orenburg and translators in the Pharsi, Turkic and ‘Indian’ languages found.
The state exchequer issued R1,670,285.to finance the expedition — a huge
amount for that time.

On 4 March 1801 the Don Cossack army, consisting of 41 cavalry regiments
and two companies of horsedrawn artillery, amounting to 22,500 men, set out
for Orenburg and thence India. The first echelon, which consisted of 12
regiments, was commanded by General Platov, the future hero of 1812, who
was soon made the ataman of the Don army. This is probably why some authors
say he was in charge of the only Russian march ever on India.

Death of Paul I
The advance to Orenburg had to be made in particularly difficult winter
conditions of blizzards, snowdrifts and poor provisions. Many of the horses
died. Meanwhile, on 23 March 1801 (11 March Old Style), there was a palace
revolution in St Petersburg and Paul I was killed. One of the first orders the new
tsar, Alexander I, gave was to Orlov-Denisov telling him to halt the march on
India immediately and return to the Don.

So the ridiculous adventure came to an end. In a sense it was the apotheosis
of Paul I’s four-year reign. Hopkirk calls him a ‘manic depressive’. Indeed, we
have only to consider Orlov-Denisov’s ‘secret expedition’ of 22,000 men with no
real maps or information about the roads and mountain passes leading from
Afghanistan to India (or indeed knowledge that between the Bukhara khanate
and northern India lay Afghanistan), or to recall that he hoped to complete the
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expedition in 3-4 months, and then compare it with the invasions of India by
Genghis Khan, Timurlaine or Nadir, which took years to prepare, and were
carried out with hundreds of thousands of carefully prepared troops over many
years — to see just how harebrained Paul’s scheme was.

After all, it took Russia 170 years just to make a detailed study of Central
Asia, capture roads and tracks, and then conquer Bukhara and Khiva and move
up to the borders of Afghanistan.

Nevertheless, throughout the nineteenth century and to some extent at the
beginning of the twentieth, British proponents of an ‘offensive policy’ in India
and of active penetration into Central Asia (the authors of slogans and of claims
that India’s borders extended not only to Pamir, Bukhara and Amudar’ye but
also along the Euphrates, Bosphorous, Merv and even Sukhum-kale, i.e.
Pottinger, Burnes, Connolly, Urquart, Rawlinson and even Curzon) used the
pantomime incident of the Don Cossacks’ march on the orders of the ‘manic
depressive’ tsar Paul I as ‘irrefutable proof’ that there was a Russian threat to
India. (When I was in Britain in 1975 as a guest of the British Academy, I
suggested to my British colleagues in Oxford (as a joke!) that a statue should be
put up to Orlov-Denisov for all the ammunition he had given to authors of
pamphlets and articles about the Russian threat to India.)

In the concluding part of his chapter ‘Napoleonic Nightmare’, Hopkirk
describes Napoleon’s Asian policy in the first decade of the nineteenth century,
concentrating particularly on his attempts to exploit the military-political
alliance with Iran. The object of this was on the one hand to contain Russia in
the Caucasus, and on the other to effect his former plan of invading India. With
this in mind Napoleon sent generals Sebastiani and Gardanne on military-
political missions to Constantinople and Teheran. Their object was to increase
French influence in the Near and Middle East, to draw up detailed routes for
the possible advance of a French expeditionary force against India, and to create
the conditions in which Iran’s army could help the French break through to the
borders of India. On 4 May 1807 a Franco-Iranian alliance was signed.

Tilsit
This was prevented from coming into force by an event that was to be of more
than European significance. In July 1807 near Tilsit (now Sovetsk, in Russia’s
Kaliningrad Oblast’) the historic meeting took place between Napoleon and
Alexander I on a large raft in the middle of the Neman river. The first sentence
uttered by the Russian emperor was: ‘Sire, I hate the English as much as you
do.’ ‘In that case,’ replied Napoleon, ‘peace between us is assured.’ Not all the
details of the secret discussions between the two emperors, which were
conducted in a cosy two-roomed house constructed by French sappers on the
aforementioned raft, have come down to us. It is known that they were of an
anti-English nature. Hopkirk, however, without citing his sources
(unfortunately there are no footnotes or endnotes in the book at all), claims that
the British secret service knew all the details of the Tilsit meeting because it had
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suborned a disaffected Russian nobleman who listened to all the conversations
between the two emperors by hiding on the raft behind the house, up to his
waist in the Neman river.

Counter-measures were therefore taken immediately in the Middle East. In
the first instance it was decided to undermine France’s relations with Teheran.
Taking advantage of the fact that after the Tilsit agreements Napoleon could not
give the Shah the assistance against Russia that he had promised (a Russian-
Iranian war had been petering on since 1804), the British government sent
Harford Jones on a mission to Teheran; with the liberal application of bribery
he managed in March 1809 to sign an Anglo-Iranian Treaty which kept the
French out of the country.

Stun and Conquer
Nevertheless, in the second half of 1807 and in 1808 Napoleon and Alexander
thought the road to India was still open. In his instructions to the French
ambassador in St Petersburg, Colencour, on 12 November 1807, Napoleon
wrote: ‘One might consider an expedition to India.’ He anticipated that a joint
Franco-Russian expedition would produce a furore in England. ‘The terror
struck into India, plus of course the 40,000 Frenchmen who, via Constantinople,
will join up with the 40,000 Russians arriving from the Caucasus, will suffice to
stun Asia and conquer her.’ In a letter of 2 February 1808 written to Alexander
in his own hand and published in the above-mentioned Collection of the
Russian General Staff, Napoleon assured the Russian Emperor that the
combined French and Russian forces would destroy the British armies in Asia
in a few months.

‘The blow will have its effect in India and England will be beaten.... The
English,  threatened in India and driven out of the Lebanon, will be crushed by
the weight of events affecting everyone.’ In his reply, Alexander I informed the
French emperor that he was preparing two armies: one to help France seize
areas close to the sea in Asia Minor,  and the other ‘for an expedition into India’.
Meanwhile General Gardanne, who was in the Near East, sent detailed plans to
Paris for an invasion of India that included not only an attack by French and
Russian troops on Iran and Afghanistan, followed by an invasion of India
through Kandahar, but also the landing of a large force from French ships based
on Mauritius and other French colonies in the Indian Ocean.

Myth of the ‘Russian Threat’
None of these plans, however, was to be realised, because in 1809 the Austro-
French War broke out, in no small part thanks to the efforts of British diplomacy
and British gold.

The war in Spain also kept Napoleon’s troops pinned down. Franco-Russian
relations again took a turn for the worse. In any case, as has already been
mentioned, the Anglo-Iranian Treaty of 1809 totally closed the approaches to
India, and even Afghanistan and Iran, to French troops.

Myth of the ‘Russian Threat’
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The reason I have looked at these questions in such detail and quoted some
little-known archival material, is that English historians have repeatedly
asserted that it was Russia who initiated the Franco-Russian plans to invade
India. It is curious that Hopkirk has included this assertion in his chapter
‘Napoleonic Nightmare’. However, as I have already pointed out, such
assertions were used over a long period to create the myth of the ‘Russian
threat’ to India.

The Mission of Christie and Pottinger
The third chapter of Hopkirk’s book is called ‘Rehearsal for the
Great Game’. In the spring of 1810 two young Muslim Tartars
crossed the mighty Indus River, left the then independent
principality of Sind, and set out westwards into the depths
of Baluchistan,  much of which was then under the rule of
the khans of Kelat. Baluchistan was set between Southern
Asia and Iran, its shores were washed by the waters of the
Arabian Sea and the Gulf of Oman, and for thousands of
years it had played an important role in history. In about
325 BC its coastline had been explored by ships
commanded by Nearchus, Alexander the Great’s famous
admiral. At various times it had been ruled by powerful
Indian rulers and Iranian shahs. In the middle of the
eighteenth century its northern part had been annexed by
Akhmed-shah Durrani.

When they arrived in the small town of Nushki in the
north-west of the country the young Tartars explained to the
Baluchis that they were on their way to distant Herat to buy
some of the famous Central Asian horses for their master, a rich
Muslim Indian. That night, however, they learned that the rulers of
Sind had found out they were neither Tartars nor horsetraders at all, but
members of the Anglo-Indian secret service, officers of the fifth Bombay
regiment, who were on their way to Baluchistan, Afghanistan and Iran to collect
information on roads and other means of moving troops and to study the
political situation in Herat. The young officers — Captain Charles Christie and
Lieutenant Henry Pottinger — decided to leave Nushki immediately and, of
course, to change their cover.

They now became devout Muslim pilgrims on their way back from Mecca.
In this disguise they succeeded in crossing Baluchistan, Christie making for
Herat and Pottinger for South-east and Central Iran.

Carving up Baluchistan
As they travelled, they made a secret survey of the territory and meticulously
noted all the roads, the distances between wells, and the moods of the local
tribes. This was the beginning of the study of Baluchistan by the British colonial
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power. Sixty years later the latter was instrumental in carving the country into
three parts — eastern Baluchistan with a population of two million Baluchis
(now part of Pakistan), western Baluchistan with one million people (now part

of Iran), and Northern Baluchistan with 500,000 (now part of
Afghanistan). In our times, the problem of the unity of the Baluchi

people and the creation of a single Baluchistan has become a
pressing one, and is beginning to affect the situation in the

Middle East and Southern Asia, now that the problems of
Kurdistan have begun to be addressed.

During his journey through Baluchistan and Southern
and north-western Afghanistan towards Herat, Christie kept
getting into difficulties as the mullahs in the villages he
passed through tried to engaged him in theological
discussions. At one point, when he was extremely close to

being unmasked, he refused to discuss anything any more as
he claimed he was an orthodox Sunnite and his faith forbade

him to talk with Shi’ites. After a perilous and exhausting journey
that lasted three months, Christie reached Herat. It had a

population of 100,000, which included 800 families of rich Indian
merchants. At this point he reverted to the cover of being a horse-buyer. The

town was more than impressive. It was, after all, one of the largest centres of
culture and trade in Central Asia, the crossing-place of caravan routes from
China, India, the lands of the Near East,  and the lower Volga. In the Middle
Ages it was where such prominent writers and scientists as Alisher Navoi,
Dzhami, Hafiz and Bekhzad had worked. The people of the region were the
ancestors of the Uzbeks and Tajiks of today.

An Army of Hundreds of Thousands
However, the British agent was interested not so much in the cultural
monuments and architectural splendours of Herat as its amazing economic
potential and its strategic position. He reported that the Herat oasis was capable
of feeding a large army of hundreds of thousands of men. Given its strategic
position, he opined, this could be a Russian army invading Afghanistan, or an
Anglo-Indian army intent on defending Afghanistan or invading Central Asia.
After staying a month in Herat, Christie changed back to being an officer in the
Anglo-Indian army, safely crossed the north-east of Iran, which at that time was
an ally of Britain, and at the end of June 1810, after traveling 2,500 miles on
horseback, met up with Pottinger in Isfahan. The former Tartar brothers had
changed their disguise so many times en route that at first they did not
recognize each other.

Pottinger’s journey from Nushki to Isfahan had been no less difficult,
dangerous, and to some extent tortuous. He too had had to ‘change’ his
nationality, religion and occupation several times. He had collected invaluable
material for British intelligence: he had discovered and described the roads

An Army of Hundreds of Thousands

10

� Henry Pottinger.



along which the troops of the East India Company and then the British Empire
were subsequently to advance. He described his marathon journey in Travels in
Beloochistan and Sinde, which soon became a British bestseller. He was only 21
and had a brilliant career ahead in the British secret service in Central Asia.

Death of Christie
Captain Christie’s fate was different. After completing
his mission he was sent to join the staff of General
Malcolm who, according to the Anglo-Iranian treaty of
1809, was reorganising the Iranian army. As was
mentioned, between 1804 and 1813 Russia and Iran were
at war. The names of the places where the battles
between the two armies were fought literally sound like
a roll-call of today’s fighting in the Trans-Caucasus. In
1806 the Iranians were defeated at Karabakh; there were
drawn-out battles in Nakhichevan; in 1810 the Iranian
army suffered bloody losses at Megri — the same Megri
where today the Armenians are cutting off the rail-link
between Azerbaijan and Nakhichevan. In 1812 there was
fighting at Lenkoran’, where a separatist movement is now building up against
the Azerbaijani government. It was there, in fact, that Captain Christie was
killed while serving as an adviser in a large column of Iranian troops.

Following this defeat Iran was forced in 1813 to sign the Treaty of Gulistan,
in which it recognised the transfer of Dagestan and Northern Azerbaijan (i.e.
the modern Republic of Azerbaijan) to Russia. Disappointing though this news
was for London, it was overshadowed by the detailed reports of Napoleon’s
invasion of Russia, the bloody war between Britain’s rivals in Asia, and then
Napoleon’s final defeat.

The Pioneer Russophobe
In the fourth chapter, ‘The Russian Bogy’, Hopkirk attempts to trace the roots
of russophobia in Great Britain. He regards the British general Sir Robert
Wilson as a kind of pioneer in this regard. He was the official British ‘observer’
on the General Staff of the Russian armies during Napoleon’s invasion of
Russia and subsequent rout. Despite his  ‘neutral’ status, he several times took
part in the military action and was rewarded by being made a Russian
nobleman by the Tsar (he had previously been honoured in the same way by the
Austrian emperor and the kings of Prussia and Saxony). He had turned up in
Russia long before the war of 1812 and was certainly not only engaged in
fighting the French invaders. It transpires that it was Wilson who passed on to
London the intelligence from the English agent who had managed to overhear
Napoleon’s and Alexander’s conversations at Tilsit in 1807. Despite his Russian
medals and nobleman’s certificate, when he returned to London in 1812 he
unleashed an anti-Russian campaign and accused the Russian army (especially
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the Cossacks) of committing atrocities against French troops. At the time,
ataman Platov was being feted in London as a hero of the war with Napoleon: it
was forgotten, or nobody knew, that it was he who in 1800 had commanded the
first echelon of Cossack regiments had set off for India on the orders of Paul I.

In 1817 Wilson published A Sketch of the Military and Political Power of Russia,
which created a considerable stir. In it he maintained that in the first 16 years of
Alexander I’s reign 200,000 square kilometers had been added to the territory
of the Russian empire.

Wilson predicted that St Petersburg might decide to inflict a decisive blow
on the tottering Ottoman empire by attacking it from three sides: from
Moldavia and Wallachia, from Crimea across the Black Sea, and from the
direction of the Caucasus. Once he had turned Anatolia into his bridgehead,
Wilson claimed, Alexander I would be in a position to start preparations for an
invasion of India, either through Iran as the above documents  (some of which
were seized from Napoleon) appeared to Wilson to show, or by a naval landing
in the Persian Gulf. Wilson traced all these plans to Peter the Great’s political
testament, which Alexander was apparently carrying out. Thus two myths
came about at once — the notorious testament of Peter the Great, and the
Russian threat to India associated with it.

‘Testament’ of Peter the Great
Hopkirk is unaware, however, that Wilson was not at all the ‘inventor’ of these
myths.  The history of the myth about Peter the Great’s testament has been
described in detail by me in an article published in English in the collection Who

Benefits from the Myth of the Soviet Threat? (Moscow, Academy of Sciences, 1986).
It transpires that this apocryphal document was first published by the French
historian C. Lesure in his book Les Progres de la puissance russe depuis son origine

jusqu’au commencement du XIX siecle (Paris, 1812). In Wilson’s Private Diary the
British general recalls that he found this book in the appartments of Duke
Bassano, Napoleon’s last foreign minister, when he entered Paris in 1814 with
soldiers of the Russian army. Even the titles of Wilson’s and Lesure’s books are
extremely similar. Lesure, however, himself borrowed the contents of  ‘Peter the

Great’s Testament’ from the papers of the French adventurer and agent at the
Russian court in the middle of the eighteenth century, d’Eon. The latter had lost
huge sums of money in St Petersburg and brought Louis XV a fake copy of the
‘Testament’, claiming that he had spent the money on this.

The Russian-Turkish War
Hopkirk considers that Wilson was not the only one to be worried that Russia
would use its positions in the Caucasus to advance on Constantinople and
Teheran. Thus in 1811, on the eve of Napoleon’s invasion of Russia, Turkey and
Iran joined in a military alliance against Russia. For the previous seven years,
with a short break, Russia had been fighting a war with Iran that the latter had
started, and in 1806 Turkey also declared war on Russia. In the capitals of both
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eastern countries the military and diplomatic representatives of Great Britain
and France vied with each other to stir up anti-Russian feeling. Moreover,
General Malcolm had been engaged in the reorganisation of the Iranian fighting
machine since 1809, with the assistance of Captain Christie. By the time the
French invaded Russia, therefore, the situation on Russia’s southern and
southeastern borders was menacing. However, as a result of general Mikhail
Kutuzov’s military and diplomatic skill, in May 1812 the Bucharest Peace Treaty
was signed between Russia and Turkey. Hopkirk is wrong in thinking that this
was humiliating for Russia because she was forced to vacate all the territory
seized by her soldiers in Moldavia, Wallachia and the Caucasus; in fact this
treaty provided that the Russian-Turkish border had to be moved from the
Dnestr to the river Prut, which meant that part of Moldavia (Bessarabia) was
ceded to Russia. Section 6 of the Treaty obliged Russia to return to Turkey those
places in the Caucasus that had been acquired ‘by force of arms’. Turkey
therefore received Anapa and Poti, but much of Abkhazia remained Russian
since Abkhazia, including Sukhumi and part of western Georgia had
voluntarily accepted Russian sovereignty in 1810. This fact is particularly
interesting in view of what is happening in Abkhazia today.

Iranian Endeavours
On the Russian-Iranian front fighting continued. The Iranian historian R.
Ramazani is quite right to assert in his book The Foreign Policy of Iran that the
main reason for the fighting was the determination of the ruling circles in Iran,
led by Fath Ali-Shah, to regain at all costs eastern Georgia, which had been
annexed by Russia in 1801. Another factor was the activity of the British
diplomatic and military personnel mentioned above, both in Teheran and at the
front itself. French agents also actively encouraged the continuation of the war,
and it was they who informed the Shah of the fall of Moscow. However, on 19
October 1812 a contingent of 1,500 men under General Kotliarevskii crossed the
Arax and completely routed a 30,000-strong Iranian army commanded by the
heir to the throne, Abbas-Mirza, in a bloody battle at Aslanduze. It was in this
battle that Captain Christie lost his life — fighting the troops of Russia, which
was Great Britain’s chief ally in the war against Napoleon! In the battle the
Russians captured 14 artillery pieces, on whose barrels was engraved the
message: ‘From the King of Kings (i.e. the King of Great Britain) to the Shah of
Shahs’. Continuing their success, on 1 January 1813 the Russian forces took the
important Iranian fortress of Lenkoran’ (the southern area of the present-day
Republic of Azerbaijan). On 24 October 1813 at Gulistan in Karabakh a peace
treaty was signed in which Iran recognised, as mentioned, that Dagestan,
northern Azerbaijan, the Karabakh, Baku and Talysh khanates, and eastern
Georgia, were ceded to Russia.

Thus was set the Russian-Iranian border that remained the same for the CIS
of today.

Russia also received the exclusive right to keep a navy on the Caspian Sea.
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Hopkirk stresses that this meant the Russian armies had advanced another 250
miles closer to the northern borders of India. It is not clear, however, to which
border he is referring — the border of Indostan, the remnants of the empire of
the Great Mogul, or the domains of the East India Company, which had not yet
seized the Punjab and Sinde, let alone Kashmir.

Beginning of the Real Struggle
Naturally, in his book Peter Hopkirk devotes most attention to relations
between Russia and Britain in Central Asia. Apart from the treacherous murder
in Khiva in 1717 of Peter the Great’s ambassador Prince Bekovich-Cherkasskiy,
who had arrived with a large force to deliver a letter and presents to Khan
Shirgazi, the author is convinced that the real struggle between the two great
powers for control of Central Asia began in the nineteenth century. Chapter 6,
in which he describes the successful mission of Captain Nikolai Murav’yev to
Khiva in 1819, is entitled ‘The First of the Russian Players’. 

William Moorcroft, a representative of the East India Company who arrived
at roughly the same time in the southeastern approaches to Central Asia, is also
termed a ‘first player’. This is a fundamental error committed not only by
Hopkirk but by the overwhelming majority of British authors and most of the
Western writers who have, as already noted, devoted hundreds of books to the
‘Great Game’. The British explorers, agents and diplomats really did appear in
Central Asia only in the nineteenth century. The only exception was Jenkinson,
a representative of the London Moscow Company who arrived in Russia in
1557. The next year, complete with a letter of recommendation from Ivan the
Terrible,  who had just conquered Kazan’ and Astrakhan’, Jenkinson visited the
Khiva and Bukhara khanates.

A Thousand Years Before
Relations between not only Russia, Muscovite Rus’ but even Kievan Rus’ and
Central Asia had, however, commenced a thousand years before. The famous
Russian orientalist Khanykov, in his Explanatory Note to a map of the Aral Sea and

Khiva Khanate, quite rightly states that a trade route was established from the
shores of the Amudar’ya to Rus’ in the eighth century. The long Mongol
occupation of Rus’ had some positive side-effects. It encouraged, for instance,
contacts between Russian and Eastern merchants. Russian chronicles refer to
the presence of many Bukhara and Khiva merchants in Nizhniy Novgorod in
the fourteenth century. Timurlaine’s mighty empire facilitated the revival and
expansion of trading routes between the Far East and Eastern Europe, and these
routes passed through Central Asia and Muscovite Rus’! The significance of
Muscovy in this process grew particularly after the Tartar-Mongol yoke was
finally thrown off in 1480. After the destruction of the Golden Horde and the
conquest of Kazan’ by Russia in 1552, followed by that of Astrakhan, the
principal trading route from Central Asia to Europe was up the Volga through
Muscovy to the Baltic.

Beginning of the Real Struggle
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In 1559 Jenkinson returned to Moscow from the journey he had undertaken
through Central Asia at Ivan the Terrible’s request. He brought with him
embassies from the khans of Bukhara, Balkh and Urgench (then the capital of
the Khiva khanate). In the opinion of one of the greatest experts on the history
of Central Asia and Islam, Professor V. V. Bartol’d, this should be regarded as
the beginning of diplomatic relations between Russia and the khanates of
Central Asia (which was then run by Uzbek dynasties). This happened 250
years before the commencement of the ‘Great Game’.

On the Borders of India
Moreover, unlike Russia, neither Britain nor the East India Company
maintained diplomatic relations with the khanates of Central Asia. In the
sixteenth century the Bukhara khanate mentioned many times in Russian
chronicles and archival materials was one of the strongest powers in Central
Asia and the Middle East. It was known as the ‘State of the Sheybanids’, as the
ruling dynasty were called, and stretched from Syrdar’ya to Astrabad. The
Uzbek rulers of this state were fighting the Sefevid rulers of Iran for possession
of Khorasan, and the Great Moguls for possession of northern Afghanistan. So
the economic and diplomatic relations established with this powerful state
forty years before the formal creation of the East India Company in London
were undoubtedly extremely important to Muscovite Rus’. It is also worth
noting that an embassy arrived in Moscow at the same time from the ruler of
Balkh, the ancient town of Baktra, which was the previous capital of Baktria,
then of the Graeco-Baktrian kingdom and even of the Kushan state. This
suggests that eagle-eyed British scholars have overlooked the dangerous fact
that Russia established diplomatic relations with a khanate actually on the
borders of India over 400 years ago! True, these contacts were not regular ones,
because Balkh was frequently seized by Bukhara, the Afghans and the rulers of
Northern India.

Documents in the State Archive of Ancient Russian Records indicate that in
the period from the 1560s to the end of the seventeenth century 12 embassies
from the Bukhara khan and 16 from the khan of Khiva came to Moscow. In 1622
the Khiva crown prince Afgan settled in Moscow and petitioned the tsar to give
him military aid to win back his father’s throne and recognise Russia’s
jurisdiction over the khanate. The request was declined. In 1700 an embassy
from the ruler of Khiva, Shakh-Niyaz arrived in Moscow and petitioned for
Russian recognition of his sovereignty. In a document of 30 June of the same
year, Peter the Great granted it. After a new ruler, Arab-Mukhammed, came to
power in Khiva in May 1703, this decision was confirmed by a new document
and announced in the newspaper Moskovskiye Vedomosti.

Prisons and Slavery
In the same period Moscow also sent its embassies to the khanates of Central
Asia. In 1657 Daudov, Kasimov and Shapkin were sent to Bukhara to buy

The Great Game — I

15



Russians out of prison and slavery, to explore the possibility of buying large
quantities of silk, and, which is particularly interesting, to find out more about
the route to India and about the ‘Indian Shah’. In 1695 the Russian government
despatched the rich merchant Semyon Malen’kiy to India through Iran and the
Persian Gulf.

At the beginning of the eighteenth century Peter the Great received
intelligence from various quarters of the presence of large gold deposits in the
Yarkend area (now Xinjiang). Since no-one really knew where Yarkend was, the
tsar sent a number of expeditions into Central Asia. At the same time, he took
measures to establish close trading links with the Central Asian khanates. The
aim was to use these to set up trade with India. The question was also discussed
of directing the river Amudar’ya back into its old course, so that it would flow
not into the Aral Sea but into the Caspian once more. This would make it
possible to use the largest river in Central Asia to broaden trade links with the
khanates and also establish them with India.

This was the background to Bekovich-Cherkasskiy’s ill-fated expedition of
1717, already referred to.

Western historians claim that links between Russia and Central Asia,
especially Khiva, were interrupted for a whole century after the catastrophe
that befell Bekovich-Cherkasskiy’s expedition, and these claims are partly
repeated by Hopkirk.  Archival documents, however, prove that this was not so.
As early as 1720 a Khiva embassy came to Moscow. In 1725 Peter the Great sent
his ambassador, the Italian Florio Beneveni, to the capital of the Khanate to
study again the question of diverting the Amudar’ya into the Caspian. In the
course of the eighteenth century 16 embassies from Khiva came to Moscow and
10 from Bukhara. Many Russian emissaries also visited these khanates over the
same period, and trading relations continued to expand.

Orenburg the Centre
In 1732, at the request of khan Abul’khair, the Lesser Kazakh Horde was
brought under Russian jurisdiction. This was of particular significance for
Russia’s relations with Central Asia and the strengthening of her position in the
whole region, and it meant that she could establish contacts with other
territories inhabited by Kazakhs, as well as Khiva. In 1735 the town of Orenburg
was built at the mouth of the river Ori. In 1739 it was moved to a better site and
in 1742 it was moved again, to the site it occupies today. This year, therefore,
Orenburg celebrates its 250th anniversary. Until Turkestan was conquered in
the 1860s Orenburg was the centre for the administration of the Kazakh steppes
and the management of all Russia’s economic, military and diplomatic relations
with Central Asia.

In 1774 a Russian non-commissioned officer, Filipp Yefremov, was taken
prisoner by the Kazakhs, then entered the service of the ruler of Bukhara and
travelled on business for him to Khiva and Merv. He subsequently escaped to
Kokand, whence via Kashgar, Yarkend and Tibet he reached India and finally,
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via Britain, returned to Russia. In 1794 he published in St Petersburg his book
The Travels of Filipp Yefremov in Bokharia, Khiva, Iran and India and his Return

Thence via England to Russia. The book created so much interest that it went
through three editions in two years. It was the first reliable information on the
situation in Central Asia and India that Russian diplomats, merchants and
educated people had seen.

Links over Centuries
All of this demonstrates convincingly that diplomatic,
political and economic links existed between Russia and
the lands and peoples of Middle and Central Asia over
centuries.

The Muslim subjects of Russia — Tartars, Bashkirs,
Nogays, Dagestanis and Azerbaijanis — played a
considerable part in establishing and expanding these
contacts. From the second half of the eighteenth century,
and particularly in the nineteenth century, hundreds of
thousands of Russians — peasants, Cossacks, artisans,
merchants, tradespeople, and lower- and middle-ranking
civil servants — gradually settled in parts of modern Kazakhstan and then on
the eastern coast of the Caspian Sea (Trans-Caspia), established business
relations with the local inhabitants, and often intermarried with them. All of
this, naturally, increased in scale in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

There is every reason to disagree, therefore, with the view of today’s Asian
and European press and of many well-known politicians and economists, that
after the collapse of the Soviet Union the states and peoples of Central Asia, and
Trans-Caucasia, will move further and further away from Russia and forge
links only with the West and the Orient. Of course, cultural, ethnic and religious
ties with the lands of the Orient have been and will be extremely important.
Nor is the depressing memory of colonial policy under the tsars and the
Bolsheviks going to go away easily. However, there are grounds for thinking
that after a difficult period of transition the old economic ties, the mutual need
for cooperation on industrial projects,the shared interest in raw materials, fuel,
markets, new technologies and the experience and knowledge of scientists,
engineers and specialists, will play their part in reviving, in a different form of
course, the former links between Russia, Central Asia and the Trans-Caucasus.
Leading statesmen of Asian countries, such as Nursultan Nazarbayev, the
president of Kazakhstan, have often said as much.

Murav’yev’s Mission
As mentioned earlier, Hopkirk has devoted a whole chapter to the mission of
Captain Nikolay Murav’yev to Khiva in 1819. The instigator of this mission was
the Commander of the Army in the Caucasus, and de facto governor-general of
the Caucasus, the distinguished general and statesman A. P. Yermolov. Since he
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was also responsible for the administration of Astrakhan province, he was
extremely interested in any way in which he could develop Russian trade and
influence in the Caspian basin and the areas of Central Asia adjoining it.
Murav’yev’s mission was complex and extremely dangerous. He could hardly
forget the fate that had befallen Bekovich-Cherkasskiy. However, in the century
that had since elapsed the situation in Central Asia and the balance of forces
between Russia and the khanates had changed radically. Consequently, after
numerous hesitations caused by pressure from reactionary Muslim circles, the
khan of Khiva, Mukhammed Rakhim, consented to Murav’yev’s journey and
had two long meetings with him. The Russian representative produced a letter
from Yermolov and precious gifts, and suggested to the khan that he change the
caravan routes to Russia so that their final destination would be the future

Russian port of Krasnovodsk, whence goods would be transported
northwards on the Caspian and the Volga. The khan did not support

this suggestion, saying that the Turkmen tribes in the Trans-
Caspian area were loyal to Iran and would rob the caravans. All

the same an agreement was reached to create more favourable
terms for doing trade. The most difficult question was the fate
of the Russian slaves, of whom according to Murav’yev’s
information there were over three thousand in the khanate. A
definitive solution of this question had to wait until Khiva was
turned into aprotectorate of Russia in 1873.

Route to India
On his return to Tiflis, and then St Petersburg, Murav’yev wrote

several reports and was received not only by Yermolov but also by
Alexander I. Murav’yev insisted on a large military operation being

got together to subject the Turkmen tribes of Trans-Caspia and Khiva
itself. One of his most convincing arguments was that conquering these

territories would open a cheaper route to India for Russian goods than the one
that British goods had to take across the Atlantic and Indian Oceans.
Murav’yev’s expedition to Khiva, then to Bukhara, Egypt and Turkey, was
rated very highly in St Petersburg. He ended up as governor-general for the
Caucasus and during the Crimean War was in charge of the army group which
captured Kars. His book A Journey to Turkmenia and Khiva 1818-1820 was
published in Moscow in 1822 and even in Calcutta in 1871 in English.

However, the time then had not yet come to realise his predatory plans in
the Trans-Caspian area. Russia had not yet sufficiently recovered from the
Napoleonic Wars, the Governments’s attention was fixed on Europe, and in the
south there were new wars brewing with Turkey and Iran.

Expeditions by Moorcraft
In Hopkirk’s opinion one of the few people in the British Empire who really
understood the Russian threat to British interests in India in the 1820s was
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William Moorcroft, the chief veterinary surgeon of the East India Company’s
army. Chapters 7 and 8 of Hopkirk’s book are devoted to Moorcroft’s exploits
in Central Asia and the Middle East.

Moorcroft was one of the most mysterious travellers and agents of the East
India Company in the first quarter of the nineteenth century. He made three
extremely long expeditions into Central Asia and visited the area of Mt Kailas
in western Tibet, which is considered holy by Buddhists, Hindus and Muslims
alike. He also went to the semiindependent principality of Lekh in eastern
Ladakh, which has acquired fresh political and strategic significance in our
days, and to Afghanistan and Bukhara. He died in 1825 at Andkhoy in northern
Afghanistan and was buried beneath the walls of ancient Balkh in north-eastern
Afghanistan. However, at the end of the 1840s two
French missionaries,  Hook and Gabe, on a visit to
Lhasa, took down an account by the local inhabitants of
how a certain mysterious Kashmiri had lived in the
Tibetan capital for twelve years and how after his death
at Ladakh various maps of Central Asia and Tibet were
found, plus documents, all of which had belonged to
Moorcroft. When a book by the French missionaries was
published in English in London in 1852 it created a sensation. 

Many people have tried to solve the mystery of Moorcroft’s life and death.
Hopkirk refers to the biography of the British traveller by G. Alder published
in 1985. Before that, experts such as Fazi, Mason and Gibb also tried to get to
the bottom of it. Hopkirk assumes that Alder is the only one to have made a
careful study of the 10,000 pages of documents, reports and other items of
Moorcroft’s that have survived in the archive of the India Office, but Gibb also
did this. Both investigators reject the earlier version that Moorcroft faked his
own death at Andkhoy, secretly escaped to Tibet, and lived there as a Kashmiri
merchant for twelve years. It looks as though one of the Kashmiris who took
part in Moorcroft’s last expedition to Bukhara escaped to Tibet after Moorcroft’s
death at Andkhoy and took Moorcroft’s papers with him.

Rivalry with Mekhdi/Rafailov
For all his life in Asia in the service of the East India Company between 1808
and 1825, Moorcroft had two main aims: to supply the cavalry regiments of the
East India Company with fine horses from Bukhara, or if possible from the
famous Turkmen stocks, and to organise resistance at any cost to Russian
penetration into the Middle East and Central Asia, chiefly through Bukhara and
Kashgar. Evidently the second aim was rather more important, although the
British administration did not particularly support it in those early years.
During his second extended expedition Moorcroft led a large caravan through
Kashmir, Ladakh and Lekh to Kashgar. In the course of this journey, which
began in 1819, he established that in Kashgar and Kashmir a merchant of
Iranian origin by the name of Aga Mekhdi was active in trade and, in
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Moorcroft’s opinion, espionage. Mekhdi was always going to Petersburg with
large consignments of Kashmiri scarves. Some of these scarves, apparently,
were much admired by Alexander I himself, who encouraged Aga Mekhdi to
make further journeys to Kashgar and Kashmir, supplied him with funds and
an escort, and even gave him the surname Rafailov.

Moorcroft’s attempts to expand the influence of the East India Company in
Kashgar met with resistance from influential local merchants, who were trying
to retain their trade monopoly in Kashmir goods. They therefore informed the
local Chinese authorities that Moorcroft’s mission was to prepare for the
invasion of Kashgar by East India Company soldiers. The position of the British
traveller and leader of the large caravan became precarious. Meanwhile, he
learned that a large caravan belonging to Rafailov was coming towards him,
carrying goods, precious stones, and even a letter from the chancellor of the
Russian empire Nesselrode addressed to the mighty leader of the Sikhs and
ruler of the Punjab, Ranjit Singh, offering to establish trading relations with
Russia.

Somehow or other the British traveller managed to find out what was in the
sealed letter from the Russian chancellor. In the Karakorum mountains
Moorcroft was carefully preparing to meet his rival. The meeting, however, did
not take place, because Rafailov suddenly died... Moorcroft’s biographers deny
that he had any hand in Rafailov’s death, but Alder has shown from
Moorcroft’s papers that he made provisions for the maintenance and education
of his implacable rival’s orphan child.

Agreement with Ladakh
Moorcroft’s activities in Central Asia did not end there. He succeeded in signing
a trade agreement ‘in the name of British merchants’ with the ruler of Ladakh.
News of this produced consternation in Calcutta, where it was well known that
their chief ally Randjit Singh, who had occupied Kashmir not long previously,
was himself hoping to join Ladakh to it. 
A letter was immediately despatched from Calcutta to Lahore (capital of
Randjit Singh) explaining that the East India Company disclaimed the
document signed by Moorcroft. It was decided not only to recall him but to
dismiss him from the East India Company’s service. However, the Company’s
messengers covered the enormous distances in the Himalayas and Karakorum
rather slowly and therefore Moorcroft blithely continued at the head of his
caravan towards the chief destination of his journey — the holy city of Bukhara.
None of the horses that Moorcroft was apparently looking for could be found
there. Almost at the same time, however, another Russian mission arrived in the
capital of the khanate led by the distinguished official Negri. It included a
captain of the general staff, Meyendorf, and the naturalist Eversman. They have
left a detailed description of their stay in Bukhara written in French and
German.

Agreement with Ladakh
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Death of Moorcroft
Moorcroft did not make much headway. The road to Bukhara was extremely
rough. Anumber of attempts were made on his life and that of his comrade
Captain Trebeck, while they were still in the Karakorum. Hopkirk suggests that
these were the Sikh s’revenge for the agreement with Ladakh. On his way from
Bukhara to India, as already mentioned, Moorcroft suddenly died, as did
Trebeck, shortly after. Their joint description published in 1841 of their many
years’ wanderings in the mountains of Central Asia and in the Middle East
contained invaluable information of a strategic, political, economic and
ethnographical nature. Even more data was contained in the endless reports
that Moorcroft sent to Calcutta.

Hopkirk maintains that General Henry Wilson in London and William
Moorcroft in Asia played an enormous part in mobilizing both public opinion
and opinion in high places in Britain to fight the ‘Russian Threat’.

Much remains obscure about Moorcroft’s odyssey. We do not know who
really sent him to Kashgar and Bukhara, who financed his expensive
expeditions, and who tolerated his diplomatic and other wheeling and dealing
in Kashgar and Lekh, Ladakh and Bukhara. It is revealing that Moorcroft set out
on his last, six-year journey to Ladakh, Kashmir and Bukhara in the very same
year (1819) that Captain Murav’yev started to move towards Khiva. Then
Moorcroft arrived in Bukhara in 1825 at the very same time that Negri’s mission
was there. Moorcroft went about his work in Kashmir, Ladakh and Lekh, where
today there is a strong anti-Indian separatist movement. In Lekh one can still
feel the effects of the Chinese-Indian border conflict of 1962, while on the
territory of the former Bukhara khanate, in its eastern region, there are serious
disturbances in Tajikistan.

Far from Predictable
So there are undoubtedly connections between the past and present in this
region, between the infamous ‘Great Game’ in Central Asia in the nineteenth
century as described by Peter Hopkirk, and recent major events in Central Asia,
Afghanistan and the Asian republics of the CIS, especially Uzbekistan and
Tajikistan. These events are far from predictable. One can be sure that the facts,
events, issues, documents and information presented by Hopkirk in his book
(of which only a few chapters have been discussed here) will help provide a
deeper understanding not only of the situation today but also of the way in
which the peoples and states of Central Asia will develop in the future. The fate
of these peoples and states will undoubtedly have a great impact on the
situation in Eurasia and the whole international picture.
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Kim’s Game — II
God save the King
In fact, according to the letter and the spirit of the Treaty of Gulistan signed by
Russia and Iran in 1813, Shirak was to be ceded to Russia. For twelve years,
however, the heir to the Iranian throne, Abbas-Mirza, who was in charge of the
country’s foreign policy, had stubbornly resisted all attempts by the Russian side
to draw boundaries in the Trans-Caucasus. This was in no small measure thanks
to Great Britain and the East India Company’s stance in the matter. According to
Article 3 of the Anglo-Iranian ‘Additional Treaty’ of 1814, boundaries in this
region had to be agreed not by two parties, as was usual, but three, i.e. by Britain
as well. Moreover, Article 4 of the treaty obliged Britain to pay Iran an annual
grant of £150,000 in the event of a war between Iran and another European
power; although it was specified that these payments would be made only if
Iran was attacked first. This is the origin of the claim that the war was caused by
the Russian occupation of Shirak, a claim that Hopkirk unfortunately repeats.

In reality, the ruling feudal elite of Iran could not resign themselves to losing
the eastern Trans-Caucasus and Dagestan as a consequence of the Treaty of
Gulistan. From 1815 onwards they kept sending special envoys to St Petersburg
to try to get the Talysh and Karabakh khanates and the Shuragelskiy sultanate
returned to Iran. These demands were backed in every way by British diplomats
in St Petersburg. Meanwhile, as I mentioned last time, British officers were in
effect training Iran’s armed forces in the north of the country. The Iranian
artillery was receiving British cannon, the Iranian infantry being armed with
British rifles, and in parades Iranian military bands often played God Save the
King. According to Russian intelligence, the coffers of the East India Company
liberally financed not only Iran’s war preparations but a number of her leading
officials as well. 

Thus in 1826 the Iranian government received its long-awaited grant of more
than 700,000 roubles and over a number of years Iran’s prime minister, Allayar-
khan, the foreign minister; Abul-Khasan-khan, and the head of the Shiite clergy,
Seid-Mokhammed,  received ‘allowances’ totalling12,000 roubles. General
Yermolov and Russian diplomats in Iran were always warning St Petersburg
that Iran was arming for war. 

The Russian high command insisted that the Shah should be forced to carry
out the terms of the Treaty of Gulistan and Abbas-Mirza be forced to stop
preparing for an invasion of Russian territory. However, in view of the war of
liberation in Greece and the general deterioration of the situation in the Near
east, Alexander I and his successor Nicholas I decided to go for a political
settlement with Iran. In the spring of 1826 they sent Prince Men’shikov to
Teheran on a ‘peace mission’, with orders to agree to the return of the southern
areas of the Talysh khanate to Iran on condition the Russian demands be
accepted.

God Save the King
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Links with Decembrists
However, in Teheran and Tavriz, where they were already dividing up the huge
British grant and British diplomats and officers were busy explaining to Iranian
officials that Russia had not only experienced the Decembrist uprising but was
in the throes of civil war — here the party that wanted the whole of the
Transcaucasus returned won the day.

In June 1826 the head of the Shiite clergy Seid-Mukhammed, a recipient of
British  ‘allowances’, published a fatwa calling for a Holy War. Without
declaring war, Iranian troops then invaded Russian territory, won a number of
small engagements, occupied the Karabakh and Talysh khanates, and besieged
Shusha. By September 1826,  however, they had been stopped, and at the
beginning of 1827 the Russian army went over to the offensive.
Hopkirk assumes that Nicholas I relieved General Yermolov of
his post as viceroy because of the defeats suffered by the
Russian army at the beginning of the war. In fact, when he
was replaced by Paskevich the Russian troops had already
won a number of victories. The real reason he was retired
was that Nicholas I suspected him of links with the
Decembrist revolutionaries.

In the course of 1827 — 8 the Russian troops defeated
several Iranian forces, liberated the holy city of
Echmiadzin where the Armenian archbishop, the
catholicos, had his residence, as well as Nakhichevan and
Yerevan, and occupied Tavriz, the capital of southern
Azerbaijan. On 10 February 1828 Iran signed the Treaty of
Turkmanchi, which confirmed the transfer to Russia of the eastern
Trans-Caucasus and Dagestan on the basis of the Treaty of Gulistan of 1813, as
well as the transfer of the Yerevan and Nakhichevan khanates. The border was
drawn on the Araxes river.

Modern Mediator
Such was Russia’s contribution to the liberation of the peoples of northern
Azerbaijan and Armenia from the Iranian yoke that had lain on them for many
centuries, and such was the origin of the Azerbaijan, Armenian and
Nakhichevan republics that exist in a modified form to this day, although
unfortunately they are often at war with each other. 

It should not surprise us, therefore, that the Iranian government of today
takes a close interest in the situation in the Trans-Caucasus and acts as a
mediator (sometimes even a kind of arbiter) in the bloody conflict between
Armenia and Azerbaijan.

Although Hopkirk describes the successes of the Russian troops under
Paskevich — who was made a field-marshal and given the title of Count of
Yerevan for his victories over the Iranians — he does not explain the causes of
the Russo-Turkish War that broke out at almost the same time (1828 - 9) when

Kim’s Game — II

23

� General Paskevich
(1782-1856),Yermelov’s
replacement. Later
made field-marshal for
his victories over the
Iranians in Azerbaijan.



the victorious Russian armies in the Caucasus were also under his command.
Given the present situation not only in the northern Caucasus, but also in the
Black Sea basin generally and even the Balkans, these causes are rather
interesting. In October 1826 representatives of Russia and Turkey signed the
Akkerman Convention, which confirmed those points of the 1812 Bucharest
Peace Treaty that affected Serbia, Moldavia, Wallachia and the Black Sea coast
of the northern Caucasus. At Bucharest the Turkish grand-vizier had
undertaken to recognise the internal self-government of Serbia and the
privileges of Moldavia and Wallachia, and to hand over the eastern part of
Moldavia-Bessarabia to Russia. For its part Russia undertook to return to
Turkey all places in the Caucasus ‘won by arms’. Turkey therefore regained
Anapa, Poti and Akhalkalaki, which had been captured during the Russo-
Turkish War of 1806-12, but Russia kept Sukhum and other places it had
acquired when the rulers of a number of territories in western Georgia and
Abkhazia had placed themselves under Russian sovereignty.

Turkish Yoke
This was the point that most annoyed the ruling circles in Constantinople.
Sukhum  (Sukhum-kale) was their link with northwestern Georgia and
particularly the northern Caucasus, where the most fanatical branch of Islam,
muridism, was active and highly anti-Russian. A year after signing the Treaty
of Bucharest, therefore, the Turks smuggled into Abkhazia, Aslan-bey
Shervashidze, who five years previously (1808) had assassinated his own
father, the pro-Russian ruler of Abkhazia, Kelesh-bey, and declared himself a
vassal of the sultan. Driven out of Sukhum in 1810, he continued to plot against
his brother, Georgiy Shervashidze, whom the Russian government recognised
as the ruler of Abkhazia and who had taken Russian citizenship. 192 years ago,
then, Abkhazia was included in Russia — and not as a part of Georgia but as a
result of Russian victories over the Turks and at the request of the ruler of the
country, who saw this as the only way of saving his country from the Turkish
yoke.

In 1813 the parricide Aslan-bey Shervashidze again turned up in Abkhazia.
However, the fighters hastily assembled by his brother Georgiy and the ruler of
Mergelia, Levan Dadiani, and reinforced by a battalion of Russian infantry with
two field-pieces, routed his band and forced him to flee back to Turkey.
Subsequently the Turks organised several invasions of western Georgia and
Abkhazia from Anatolia and points on the Black Sea coast of the Caucasus.

Russo-Turkish War
In London and the East India Company’s capital Calcutta active steps were
being taken to patch up the quarrels between Turkey and Iran and forge these
powerful Muslim states into a united front on the southern borders of Russia.
The Iranian-Turkish War of 1821 to 1823, however, delayed the realisation of
these plans. Russian diplomats also took appropriate counter-measures. As was
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said earlier, just before Iran attacked Russia in October 1826 the Turks had
signed the Akkerman Convention. But when news reached Constantinople of
Abbas-Mirza’s first victories in the Araxes valley, the Turkish sultan Makhmud
II declared in December 1827 that he was unilaterally dissolving the Akkerman
Convention. Backed by western diplomacy, the Turks hastened to exploit the
Russo-Iranian War in order to inflict a blow on Russia’s positions in the
Caucasus and the Balkans. However, a combination of Russian diplomacy and
military progress on the Iranian front successfully prevented the creation of an
Iranian-Turkish coalition. 

The Treaty of Turkmanchi was signed on 10 February 1828 and on 14 April
1828 the Russo-Turkish War broke out. In the course of this war, Russian troops
on the Danube front took Varna and Silistra, crossed the Balkans and stormed
Adrianople. The Russian army was even more successful on the Caucasian
front, where it took Anapa, Kars, Ardagan,  Poti and Erzurum. On 14 September
a peace treaty was signed at Adrianople, on the distant approaches to
Constantinople, which laid the foundations for the national independence of
Moldavia, Wallachia (i.e. modern Rumania and Moldova), Greece and Serbia.
The significance of this event cannot be overestimated in the light of the current
situation. In the east, the whole of the Caucasian coast of the Black Sea from the
mouth of the Kuban’ river to the northern border of Adzharia, plus the
fortresses of Akhalkalaki and Akhaltsikh, went to Russia. What had occurred,
then, was historic: the Georgian lands (with the exception of Adzharia) had
been unified, and eastern Armenia set free.  As a result of the Treaties of
Turkmanchi and Adrianople the peoples of Armenia,  Azerbaijan, Georgia and
Abkhazia were liberated from their centuries-old Iranian and Turkish chains.

‘India in Danger!’
However, as Hopkirk points out, in London they took a different view of the
liberation of the Christian nations of the Caucasus by Russia. The battle-cry
‘India is in danger!’ was heard in the capital of the British empire more and
more. It was echoed in Colonel George de Lacy Evans’s book On the Designs of

Russia published in 1828, which claimed that plans were afoot in St Petersburg
to invade India and other British colonial possessions. At the time his views did
not create much impression. A year later,  however, when he produced his
second book On the Practicability of an Invasion of British India, the mood in
Britain’s ruling circles had changed. Detailed information had been received in
London about the contents of the Treaties of Turkmanchi and Adrianople,
which turned the Caspian Sea into a Russian lake and greatly strengthened
Russia’s positions throughout the Black Sea basin. Evans’s assertions that a
30,000-strong Russian army could invade India through Khiva, Balkh, Kabul
and the Khyber pass were therefore taken seriously.

Of particular interest was Evans’s detailed description of Murav’yev’s
expedition of 1819 to Khiva. After all, Muravyev had been sent there by the
‘Lion of the Caucasus’, General Yermolov; he had crossed the Caspian Sea from
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west to east ten years before the Shah of Iran converted his country into a
virtual protectorate of Russia; and he had freely crossed the Karakum desert
twice and conducted confidential negotiations with the khan of Khiva. So,
Evans claimed, the Russian threat to India was becoming more and more of a
reality and an advancing Russian army could soon pass through the Karakum
desert that Murav’yev had crossed so freely.

On the Banks of the Indus
These views of Evans made a great impression on one of the most influential
members of the Duke of Wellington’s cabinet, Lord Ellenborough, who was
president of the Board of Control for India, i.e. basically secretary of state for
India (a post officially created after the liquidation of the East India Company
in 1858). He immediately sent copies of the book to the British ambassador in
Teheran, John Kinneir, who had published two books on the Near and Middle
East in 1813 and 1818 in which he too had warned of a Russian threat, and to
General Malcolm, whom we mentioned before and who then occupied the
influential post of governor of Bombay. In his letters to these figures and in the
cabinet, Ellenborough insisted that Russia should be given an ultimatum
warning it that any further consolidation of Russian political, military and
economic influence in Central Asia or Iran would be regarded as an act hostile
to Great Britain. The Duke of Wellington disagreed with Ellenborough on one
point: he believed that if Russian armies were to march on India through
Central Asia or Iran, they could be destroyed long before they reached the
British colony, whereas the president of the Board of Control for India thought
it necessary to prepare for a decisive battle on the banks of the Indus. They both
agreed, however, that if Russian armed forces appeared on the near or even
distant approaches to India this would greatly encourage the anti-English
movement in the country and could undermine the power of the east India
Company. At all costs,  therefore, Russia must be prevented from consolidating
its positions in the Middle East and Central Asia.

Beginning of the Great Game
The intelligence received from British agents in St Petersburg did not at all
confirm Ellenborough’s fears. The British ambassador, Lord Heytesbury, said
he had acquired a spy in Nicholas I’s immediate entourage and because of this
knew that the Tsar had no plans either vis-a-vis India or vis-a-vis the Middle
East. But the ‘hawks’ in the British Cabinet were not convinced. Heytesbury
was written off as a Russophile and Ellenborough took frantic measures to
collect as much political, economic, geographic and topographic information as
possible about the Pamirs, Central Asia, Afghanistan and eastern Iran. He
despatched dozens of agents to these areas to spy on the construction of the
Russian fleet on the Caspian Sea, Russian trade in Kashgar, and political
relations with Bukhara. ‘The Great Game had begun in earnest,’ Hopkirk writes
(p. 119).
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Surely, though, it had begun considerably earlier and was not at all confined
to areas on the distant approaches to India. Great Britain’s ruling circles, which
were closely intertwined with the long-standing activities of the Levantine
Company, the Peninsular and Oriental Steam Navigation Company (P&O, the
largest steamship company in the world), and British businessmen, financiers
and bankers operating in Egypt, the eastern Mediterranean, the Adriatic, the
Black Sea basin, the northern Caucasus, the Trans-Caucasus, the Persian Gulf
and Iran, were extremely worried by the great military, political and economic
privileges that Russia had acquired through the Treaty of Turkmanchi with Iran
in 1828 and the Treaty of Adrianople with Turkey in 1829. These privileges not
only weakened Great Britain’s positions throughout this huge region, they also
undermined the longstanding plans of British diplomacy to create an
Iranian-Turkish bloc on the southern borders of Russia, which would
tie down a substantial portion of theRussian army and thus
weaken Russia’s positions in Europe.

Alexander Burnes
The second part of Hopkirk’s book, entitled ‘The Middle
Years’, opens with a chapter called ‘The Great Game’. This
looks at the first phase in the activity of one of the most
eminent reconnoitrers, Arthur Connolly, who, it will be
remembered, first coined the phrase  ‘the Great Game’ in a
letter to a friend. The chapter also describes the early
activity of one of the most successful British agents in
Central Asia — Alexander Burnes.

In an attempt to head off any further consolidation of
Russia’s economic and political gains in Central Asia, Lord
Ellenborough decided immediately after the Treaties of
Turkmanchi and Adrianople were ratified in St Petersburg
to put into practice one of the many plans suggested by the
English spy and traveller Moorcroft, whom was mentioned in
my previous chapter. This was to use one of the largest two
rivers in India, the Indus, to transport English goods and
products into northern India and beyond through northeastern
Afghanistan (now Afghan Badakhshan) along a tributary of the
Amudarya, the Kokcha, and finally along the Amudarya itself into the
Bukhara and Khiva khanates and Trans-Caspia. By using the waters of the river
Kokcha, the rulers of the east India Company hoped to join in the trade that had
gone on for centuries along the southern branch of the Silk Road, i.e. along the
Amudarya and its tributaries.

This plan is of very topical interest. In 1992 the post-Soviet republics of
Central Asia and Afghanistan together joined the Organisation for Economic
Development, freight began to move along the Trans-Asian Railway from
Beijing through Central Asia to Istanbul, and plans were revived for using the
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waters of the Amudarya and its tributaries to link
Afghanistan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan with the key
transport junction at Chardzhou in Turkmenia, where
goods would be unloaded from ships onto railway
trucks.

Using the waters of the Indus to transport British
goods into northern Indostan was in the 1830s, however,
a very complex problem. Sind, through which the Indus
flows, was ruled by emirs who were independent of the
east India Company, and the Punjab, eastern
Afghanistan and Kashmir were part of the domains of
the Sikh ruler Ranjit Singh. Before sending ships along
the Indus it was also necessary to overcome the
suspicions and opposition of local rulers and carry out a
detailed topographic and hydrographic survey.

Dray Horses
In order to solve some of these problems, Ellenborough
used a special delegation of the East India Company that

was setting off from Bombay to Lahore with a letter from William IV to Ranjit
Singh and some valuable gifts. Among these were five massive English dray
horses, a breed never before seen in India, and a splendid state coach
constructed in Bombay. Under the pretext that the English horses would not
survive an overland journey of more than 700 miles in this climate,
Ellenborough and his advisors decided to send them and the whole delegation
up the Indus and its tributaries to Lahore in large barges. This would provide
an opportunity for discreetly carrying out the survey needed. The delegation
was to be led by a young lieutenant, Alexander Burnes, who was not only an
instinctive intelligence officer but a brilliant linguist with several oriental
languages.

The whole of Chapter 11 is devoted to this debut of Burnes, whose life was
full of amazing achievements on behalf of British policy, diplomacy and
espionage in the Middle East and Central Asia and, as described below, came to
a tragic end in 1841 at Kabul.  Burnes’s voyage along the Indus with the five
wondrous dray horses lasted five months.

Clearly, the envoys of the East India Company were in no hurry. At night-
time they measured and took soundings of the mighty river and studied its
banks, where five thousand years before the Mohenjo-Daro civilisation had
flourished, undoubtedly one of the oldest civilisations in the world. The results
of Burnes’s mission to Lahore were extremely comforting. A military and
political alliance was made with Ranjit Singh, a favourable trade agreement
drafted, and a waterway had been opened to the ancient Silk Road. In 1843,
after the East India Company annexed the whole of Sind, the opportunities for
trade with Central Asia became even better. However, I agree with such
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eminent English scholars as Edward Ingram and Malcolm Yapp that trade was
not at all the first priority where the Central Asian designs of the East India
Company and the British government were concerned. The important thing
was to halt at all costs Russia’s advance in Central Asia and the western borders
of Afghanistan.

Russia in the Dardanelles
Chapter 12 of Hopkirk’s book, entitled ‘The Greatest Fortress in the World’, is
particularly interesting in the light of current events in the northern Caucasus
and on the northern shores of the Black Sea. In the midst of the crisis in the Near
east at the end of the 1820s to the beginning of the 1830s, when troops of the
ruler of Egypt Mohammed Ali had penetrated to the very heart of the Ottoman
empire and his suzerain Sultan Makhmud II had appealed in vain for military
aid from Western Europe, on 8 July 1833 Russia signed the Treaty of Hunker
Iskelesi guaranteeing eternal peace, friendship and defence with the Ottoman
empire. When it was heard in London that the treaty contained a secret clause
giving Russia special rights to use the Dardanelles, this caused outrage in
Whitehall and the British foreign secretary Lord Palmerston delivered an
official strong protest to the Porte (the government of the Ottoman empire) on
26 August 1833.

Hopkirk gives a rather one-sided interpretation of this clause, stating that it
gave the Russian government the right to demand that the Porte close the
Bosporous and Dardanelles to all foreign warships except Russian ones. This
would turn the Black Sea into a ‘Russian lake’ and enable the Russian fleet
based in Sebastopol to get into the Mediterranean and, conversely, receive
reinforcements from Russia’s fleet in the Baltic.

In fact, as the respected North American scholar J. Gurowitz shows in his
definitive Diplomacy in the Near and Middle East (vol. I), the secret clause could
be interpreted in various ways. The Russian authority on the subject, S.
Goryainov, whose monograph The Bosphorus and the Dardanelles based on secret
documents from Russian archives was published in Russian in 1907 and in
Paris in 1910, stresses that the key to this contentious issue is the general tenor
of the treaty, in other words that Russia’s rights in this matter were not
indisputable. He also points out that there were similar clauses in the Russo-
Turkish Treaty of 1805 and the Anglo-Turkish Treaty of 1809.

‘The Trebizond Project’
Neverthless, the international situation in the Near east had changed
considerably. Anglofile Russian relations deteriorated after the Treaty of
Adrianople and, as has already been mentioned, the anti-Russian campaign in
Great Britain intensified a great deal. It was based on the assertion that the
consolidation of Russian positions in Central Asia and the Near east presented
an extremely serious threat to British positions in India. Hopkirk quite rightly
says that the leading Russophobe in Britain from the 1820s to the end of the
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1830s was the journalist, traveller, diplomat and adventurer David Urquhart,
who was closely associated with influential political circles in Great Britain and
with firms who had an interest in expanding their trade in the northern
Caucasus and Asia Minor.

Immediately after the signature of the Treaty of Adrianople between Russia
and Turkey in 1829, the British Government countered by opening a consulate
in the Turkish Black Sea port of Trebizond now Trabzon. This was a help to
British trade with Asia Minor; it revived the old Trebizond — Erzerum — Tavriz
trading route. Consequently, in three years  (1833 - 6) Trebizond’s trade
increased by more than two and a half times. A plan was put forward to create
a British ‘Trebizond Trading Company’. Interestingly enough, in 1991, over a
century and a half later, representatives of Turkey and Armenia discussed
another version of the ‘Trebizond project’ — the formation in Trebizond of an
‘Armenian Economic Zone’, which would export raw materials and petroleum
products from Central Asia and the Trans-Caucasus by rail through Armenia
and Turkey and by sea to Turkey’s Black Sea ports.

‘Independent Circassia’
In the 1830s the British embassy in Constantinople and the consulate in
Trebizond became a centre of support for the struggle that the various tribes
and peoples of the northern Caucasus were waging against being incorporated
into Russia. The whole region of the northwestern Caucasus was known in
Britain at that time as ‘Circassia’.

Ignoring the letter and spirit of the Russo-Turkish treaties of 1812 and 1829
(Bucharest and Adrianople), which recognised the northwestern Caucasus as
Russian territory, and ignoring the agreements signed by the Russian
authorities with the tribal leaders of these regions (there was no single state),
British colonial circles supported Urquhart’s call to recognise the
‘independence of Circassia’. In a stream of articles and pamphlets Urquhart
argued that ‘Circassia was a bulwark of India’. The ‘Circassians’ whom
Urquhart wanted to save were in fact not only Circassians, but Chechens,
Ingushes, Ossetes, Kabardians, Shapsugs and even Abkhazians — in other
words the nations whose leaders founded in 1991 the Confederation of
Mountain Peoples of the Caucasus. (Such a confederation was first proclaimed,
with more or less the same composition, in 1918 at the instigation of the
German-Turkish command of the Trans-Caucasus, and subsequently taken
under the protection of Lord Curzon.)

Although Hopkirk describes Urquhart’s journey to ‘Circassia’ in 1834 and
his contacts with the local mujahedin, who called him Dauod-bey, Hopkirk
does not dwell much on what Urquhart did after he returned to London from
the Tuapse area at the end of 1834. In fact he was given the funds to mount a
vigorous campaign for the creation of a  ‘Circassian government’ which would
be a virtual protectorate of Great Britain. In 1835 he published in London his
book England and Russia, in which he claimed that plans had already been
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approved in St Petersburg to occupy the Ottoman empire and Iran and then use
the armed forces of these countries to invade India. Given the Persians
‘fondness for plunder’, he felt they could easily be persuaded to do this by the
Russian generals. As the tussle for influence in the Near and Middle East and
Central Asia developed and Anglo-Russian relations worsened, Urquhart, the
‘Friend of the Circassians’, grew more confident.

The Vixen Incident
In 1836, partly through the influence of William IV, he was appointed to the key
post of first secretary at the British Embassy in Constantinople and organised
an act of provocation which not only complicated the situation in the Black Sea
basin, but also caused another crisis in Anglo-Russian relations. He persuaded
one of the owners of a small shipping company, James Bell, to send his schooner
the Vixen with a cargo of salt from Constantinople to the Caucasian Black Sea
port of Sudjuk Kale, which was under Russian control. Urquhart and the
influential political and financial figures behind him reckoned that whatever
happened they could not lose. If the Russian authorities who had declared the
northeastern shore of the Black Sea a forbidden zone because of army
manoeuvres were to confiscate the Vixen, then by exploiting the press and
public opinion it would be possible to make the British government send a fleet
to the Black Sea and force Russia to choose: either, under threat of war with
Great Britain, it could declare the Treaty of Hunkar Iskelesi null and void
(especially its secret clause) and renounce its pretensions to ‘Circassia’, or it
could ‘overlook’ the presence of the Vixen in the coastal waters of ‘Circassia’
and thus admit that its military and political plans for the northeastern Black
Sea basin had failed. So as to make sure that the Russian authorities could not
pretend to have seen the Vixen, Urquhart put an advertisement in The Times to
say when and where it was sailing.

Two days after it anchored at Sudjuk Kale the Vixen was arrested by the
commander of a Russian brig. Immediately a violent anti-Russian campaign
broke out in the British press and parliament, and pressure was piled on the
government and especially the foreign secretary Palmerston to send a British
fleet to the Black Sea to ‘rescue the Vixen’.

Single Command structure
While slow, tortuous negotiations were going on between London, St
Petersburg and Constantinople, and the intelligence services of Russia, England
and Turkey were gathering and analysing a mass of contradictory information
coming from the Caucasus, the owner of the Vixen, James Bell was not idle. On
Urquhart’s advice he set off for the Tuapse area accompanied by another ‘friend
of the Circassians’, the Times correspondent James Longworth. In his two-
volume Journal of Residence in Circassia During the Years 1837, 1838 and 1839,
published in London in 1840, Bell not only recounts his adventures in the
mountains of the Caucasus, and the discussions that he and Longworth had
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with Shapsug, Adyga and Kabardian leaders about their part in the future
government of ‘independent Circassia’ planned by London, he also describes
exactly what Urquhart had been doing in this region in 1834. It transpires that
it was Urquhart who had brought all the scattered mujahedin units together
and even created a single command structure for them to direct their military
action against the Russian army. This is confirmed by Longworth in his
despatches to The Times, and particularly in his two-volume memoirs A Year

Among the Circassians also published in London in 1840. It is rather interesting
that after engineering an unparalleled act of provocation in the northern
Caucasus that risked unleashing a bloodbath throughout the area, Urquhart
was appointed first secretary in the British embassy in Constantinople!

The Russian authorities who confiscated the Vixen discovered that in
addition to salt it was carrying weapons. Similar exports were being conveyed
by numerous Turkish sailing boats based in Trebizond, Samsun and other
Turkish ports.

‘A Bankrupt Shipowner’
To the accompaniment of ceaseless cannon fire from the Caucasus, attacks from
the British press led by The Times, and personal attacks in parliament, of which
Urquhart was now a member and where he accused the British foreign
secretary of being in the pay of Russia, Palmerston went on negotiating with the
Russian ambassador, Pozzo di Borgo, about the status of ‘Circassia’ and the fate
of the Vixen. In the end Palmerston had to admit that the arrest of the Vixen was
legal. At the close of the discussions he said that he had ‘no desire to go to war
with Russia’ and that even if war between the two countries were inevitable he
would prefer there to be a ‘serious and well-founded reason for the conflict,
rather than initiate military action at the prompting of Bell, a bankrupt
shipowner from Bucharest’. Urquhart was recalled from Constantinople for his
role in causing an international incident, but Bell, Longworth and a number of
other ‘Circassophiles’ continued to be active in the Caucasus right up to 1839.
Weapons continued to pour into the area and blood to be shed. Meanwhile the
inveterate Russophobe Lord Ponsonby, whom the French Admiral Roussin
called a ‘madcap’, remained British ambassador to Turkey until 1841, doing
everything he could to get the British fleet sent to the Black Sea. After this, he
spent another ten years as British ambassador in Vienna, where he toiled away
until his eightieth year on a plan to unite the countries of western and Central
Europe against Russia.

Siege of Herat
The reason influential British circles supported the intrigues of Urquhart and
Ponsonby, Bell and Longworth in the northern Caucasus not only because they
were attempting to undermine Russia’s positions in the Caucasus generally.
The two great powers were also competing fiercely for influence in the Near
East, for control over the ‘Straits’ i.e. the passage between the Aegean and the
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Black Sea, and to consolidate their footholds in Central Asia and Aghanistan.
Moreover, in the thick of the political and diplomatic crisis caused by the Vixen

affair another crisis blew up, concerning Herat. In the autumn of 1837 the Shah
of Iran, backed by Russian diplomacy, sent a large army to besiege Heart in
north-western Afghanistan, and the Iranian side was much helped by a Russian
officer, I. Blaramberg. The defence of Herat, however, was conducted not only
with the help of British weapons and cash but by the British officer Eldred
Pottinger, mentioned in the previous chapter.

While the British and Russian officers were displaying their skills at Herat
and the artillery duel between the Iranian and Herat forces was being fought
out with Russian and English field-pieces, in far-off Kabul a diplomatic duel
was under way between the British agent Alexander Burnes, whom we have
already met, and Captain Vitkevich, aide de camp to the governor of Orenburg,
Perovskiy, who was one of the dignitaries conducting Russia’s Central Asian
policy at the time.

Thus the struggle of certain influential figures in Britain for an ‘independent
Circassia’and the gun-running across the Black Sea, which are rather
reminiscent of the situation in this region today, were just a facet of the battle
for footholds, influence and resources in the Near and Middle East and Central
Asia which was fought out during the last century, and in particular in the
1840s between Russia and Great Britain. There is more than a chronological link
between the surrender of the Egyptian ruler Mohammed Ali and the
withdrawal of the Egyptian armies from Asia Minor, Syria and Arabia, the
signing in the same year (1841) of the Straits Convention ‘dissolving’ the Treaty
of Hunkar Iskelesi, the recall from Constantinople in 1841 of the Russophobe
Ponsonby, the final withdrawal of Iranian troops from the territory of
Aghanistan, St Petersburg’s refusal to sanction agreements achieved by
Vitkevich in Kabul with the emir Dost Mohammed-khan (which will be
mentioned below), and the end of support by British agents and some
government circles of the ‘independent Circassia’.

Struggle for Afghanistan
Chapters 13, 14 and 15 of Hopkirk’s book examine
various aspects of the situation inside Afghanistan and
its international position in the 1830s, and the deepening
struggle between Britain and Russia for control of this
country, whose geopolitical and strategic significance
was almost as important then as it is now.

The first of these chapters, entitled ‘The Mysterious
Vitkevich’, opens with a vivid description of how in the
autumn of 1837 in the deserts of north-eastern Iran a
young lieutenant of the East India Company’s army
called Henry Rawlinson, who was attached to the staff of
the British Embassy in Teheran, met an unkown Russian
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officer with a Cossack escort. The Russian officer was
Vitkevich. The meaning of this encounter would have
been clearer to the reader if Hopkirk had given a
thumbnail sketch of the characters of these two men.
While still at school, Jan Vitkevich had taken part in the
anti-Russian revolutionary movement in Poland. In
1824, when he was fourteen, he was exiled by the Tsarist
government to Orenburg Province as a conscript in the
Russian army. There, a few years later, he met the
famous German scientist Humboldt on the latter’s
journey through Russia. Humboldt was amazed by the
young Vitkevich’s academic gifts and knowledge and
especially his talent as a linguist. In a relatively short
time he had learnt many European and oriental
languages. Vitkevich visited Bukhara and in 1831 was
made an officer in recognition of his courage in border
skirmishes and his linguistic achievements. Vitkevich
had chanced to meet Rawlinson while he, Vitkevich, was
travelling to Kabul on a top-secret mission.

Rawlinson was no less remarkable a person. After serving in India he took
part in reorganising the Iranian army, then became a diplomatic agent in
Kandahar, a consul in Baghdad, and in 1859 Britain’s ambassador to Teheran.
Rawlinson’s greatest achievement, however, was the discovery in north-
western Iran in 1835 of the famous Behistun (or Bisitun) inscription of the
Persian king Darius I the Great, which was carved on a rock face and contained

an important historical/political text written in
cuneiform in three languages. After copying the text and
comparing it to others, Rawlinson was, able to decipher
Babylonian-Assyrian cuneiform writing, thus laying the
foundation for Assyrology. The place where the two
officers met in the boundless wastes of Central Asia is
also of interest to modern readers. For it was here in 1992
that work began on laying the Tedzhen (Turkmenia) to
Meshkhed (Iran) railway, which is intended to link the
Trans-Asian and Trans-Iranian railways passing through
those parts of now-independent Asia which a century
and a half ago Britain and Russia were attempting to
divide up and bring under their control.

Rise of Dost Mohamed-khan
Although Vitkevich carefully concealed the purpose of
his mission, Rawlinson found it out and in London and
Calcutta it was soon learned with dismay that a Russian
officer had been sent to the emir of Afghanistan, Dost
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Mohammed-khan, with a personal message from Nicholas I. The directors of
the East India Company and Britain’s politicians were quite right to be worried.
The situation in Afghanistan and Anglo-Afghan relations generally, were very
tense. After the fall of the Durrani empire at the end of the 1810s, Afghanistan
had disintegrated into a number of khanates. In 1823 Ranjit Singh, the ruler of
the Punjab and an influential ally of the east India Company, to whom Burnes
brought the famous horses, annexed Peshawar, which had been considered one
of the chief centres of the Durrani empire. In 1826 Dost Mohammed-khan came
to power in Kabul.

He was an energetic ruler and wanted to unite Afghanistan together again.
One of his first tasks, then, was to try to win back Peshawar. When Burnes first
visited Kabul in 1832 as an envoy of the East India Company, Dost Mohammed-
khan suggested that the Anglo-Indian authorities might help him achieve this.
Unfortunately for him, however, Ranjit Singh was the East India Company’s
closest ally!

Mission of Vitkevitch
After he had been refused support from Calcutta, in September 1834 Dost
Mohammed declared a jihad against the Sikhs, but was defeated. He then
began to cast around for other allies. In September 1835 he sent a letter to the
Shah of Iran, and a month later he despatched his first mission to St Petersburg.
It was in response to this that Captain Vitkevich had been sent from Petersburg
to Kabul.

However, in December 1836 — the very time Rawlinson and Vitkevich were
meeting in the eastern Iranian desert — Burnes arrived in Kabul on his second
visit. His purpose was to stave off another conflict between the Afghans and the
Sikhs and to improve relations between Kabul and Calcutta. At that time they
knew nothing in London about Vitkevich’s mission.

Vitkevich’s task was highly complex. He had not only to deliver the Russian
government’s letter to the emir, but to try to bring about a reconciliation
between Dost Mohammed-khan and the ruler of Kandahar Kakhandil-khan —
(which would help reunite Afghanistan), then to recommend to both of them
(they were brothers) that they form an alliance with the Shah of Iran, which
would be supported by Russia.

All through January and February 1838 the representatives of the two
powers remained in Kabul, treating each other with some courtesy. Burnes’ s
discussions with the emir continued, but Vitkevich had not yet received an
official audience. In the spring of 1838 Burnes received an extremely blunt
message from the governor-general of India, Lord Auckland with the order to
hand it over to the emir, in which he categorically rejected Dost Mohammed-
khan’s claims to Peshawar and plainly implied that the English would support
an attack by Ranjit Singh on Afghanistan if the emir did not stop flirting with
Iran and Russia and expel Vitkevich immediately from Kabul. Dost
Mohammed rejected this ultimatum and on 21 April 1838 he ceremoniously

Kim’s Game — II

35



received Vitkevich in his palace within the Bala Hissar fortress. On 27 April
Burnes left Kabul. It was the prelude to the first Anglo-Afghan war.

Of Vitkevich’s discussions with the emir, Hopkirk merely says the Russian
was ‘prepared to offer the Afghans the moon in order to displace the British in
Kabul’ (p. 174). But Vitkevich was simply conscientiously carrying out the
programme sketched out in St Petersburg and filled in by the Russian envoy to
Iran, Simonich, when the two met.

As mentioned previously, the idea was gradually to unite Afghanistan and
propel it into an alliance with Iran that would be backed by Russia.

Vitkevich’s Suicide
However, by the summer of 1838 the situation in the Middle East had changed
radically. The year-long siege of Herat by the Iranian army had failed, and
under enormous pressure from Britain, which had landed a task-force on the
Iranian island of Kharg and was threatening to declare war, the Shah had to
recall his troops from western Afghanistan altogether. This was also a defeat for
Russian diplomacy, which had encouraged the Shah’s designs on Herat.
Simonich was therefore recalled from Teheran for ‘exceeding his powers’. But
that was the least of it. The difficulty of the situation in the Near East — the
crisis in Egypt, the problem of the Straits, the continuing bloody war against
Shamil’ in Chechnia and Dagestan — plus the worsening situation in Europe
and growing conflicts with France, had forced Nicholas I and his chancellor
Nesslerode to give in to British diplomacy and stop meddling in Afghanistan.
The new Russian envoy to Teheran, Duhamel, urgently withdrew Vitkevich

from Kabul and informed the Shah of Iran, the emir of Afghanistan, and
the ruler of Kandahar that the Tsar would not support an Iranian-
Afghan alliance. All that Vitkevich had done was disavowed. He
returned to St Petersburg and in somewhat mysterious circumstances
shot himself in his hotel room, having first burnt all his papers.

Despite the fact that Vitkevich’s mission ended in disaster, the
Anglo-Indian authorities  (and some historians after them)

continued to use it as a pretext for unleashing a war against
Afghanistan, claiming that Dost Mohamed-khan’s contacts

with Iran and Russia created a threat to the security of the
British Raj.

British Ambitions
On 1 October 1838 at Simla, the summer residence of the
governor-general of India,  Lord Auckland issued a
manifesto in which he declared that it was vital to
overthrow Dost Mohamed-khan and use the East India
Company’s army to put Shujah on the Afghan throne.
This was the same Shujah who in June 1809, while emir
of Afghanistan, had entered into a secret agreement with
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the East India Company and been promptly deposed. He had taken refuge on
territory of the East India Company, who gave him a handsome pension. In
1834, after Dost Mohammend-khan had first informed Burnes of his claims
to Peshawar, Shujah had invaded Afghanistan with an army of several
thousand soldiers recruited and armed by the British, but had been
routed and again fled to the territory of British India. In July 1838
the East India Company’s representative William Macnaghten
signed a treaty with Ranjit Singh in Lahore containing a pledge to
place Shujah on the throne of Kabul. In return Shujah would
renounce his claim to Peshawar, Multan and Kashmir in favour of
the Sikh state, as well as ‘cede’ to the British Sind province (which
did not belong to him), abandon the idea of adding Herat to his
future state, and place the foreign policy of Afghanistan
under the control of the East India Company.

At the end of 1838 a 20,000 strong army commanded
by General Sir John Keane set out for the Bolan pass and
Kandahar. It was accompanied by Shujah. The political
leader of the expedition was one of the leading lights of the
East India Company’s administration,William
Macnaghten, whose formal role was ‘envoy and
minister’ to Shujah. His deputy was Burnes, recently
promoted to lieutenant-colonel and given a knighthood.

Enthronement of Shujah
As the army proceeded through northern Baluchistan
and the Bolan pass, which was 50 miles long, it
encountered great difficulties. Food ran lower and
lower. The situation was only saved by Burnes, who
managed to buy 10,000 sheep from the Baluchi khans for
an exorbitant sum.

At the end of April 1839 the British forces entered
Kandahar, where on 8 May Shujah was officially
restored to the Afghan throne. The day before he had
signed an agreement virtually turning the country into a
British protectorate. According to this agreement,
British troops were to stay in Afghanistan for an
unlimited period.

In high hopes, the British now set off for Kabul, but
were checked by one of the mightiest fortress in
Afghanistan — Ghazni. Since they had left their siege
guns in Kandahar, the only way they could take the fortress was by blowing up
one of the gates. With the help of a traitor, they managed to find the one gate
that had not been reinforced from the inside and lieutenant Henry Durand lit
the fuse that led to Ghazni being captured. In 1879, while the second Anglo-
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Afghan war was raging, Durand, who had by then been
knighted, published his memoirs about the taking of
Ghazni and the whole bloody campaign of forty years
earlier.

Afghan documents show that after the fall of Ghazni
Dost Mohamed-khan offered the British a peace treaty
that would give him power over Kabul and Shujah
power over Kandahar and Ghazni. 

This was not what the East India Company was
after. With the help of Burnes’s secret agents and his

dynamic assistant the Kashmiri Mohan Lal, the British command succeeded in
sowing dissension in the ranks of the Afghan ruling elite and Dost Mohamed-
khan was forced to surrender Kabul. On 7 August 1839 the English troops and
Shujah entered the Afghan capital.

Feudal Fragmentation
Dost Mohamed-khan then attempted to organise resistance to the British from
the north of the country and to gain the support of the Shah of Iran and the
emir of Bukhara, but failed. He had no alternative but to flee to Bukhara. Soon,
he returned to northern Afghanistan, however, and again led the struggle
against the British occupying forces.

On 2 November 1842 he succeeded in destroying a large detachment of
British troops at Parvan. The country was still too feudally fragmented,
though, and Burnes’s agents too active, for Dost Mohamed to be able to build
on his success. For reasons still not clear to this day, at the end of November
1840 he left his troops and went to meet Macnaghten in Kabul. 

As the distinguished modern Afghan historian Seid Kasem Rishtiya says in
his book Afghanistan in the Nineteenth Century, when Macnaghten was
informed that Dost Mohamed-khan wanted to see him the plenipotentiary
representative of the East India Company, who considered himself master of
the country, asked in bewilderment: ‘Where? With troops or without?’

Evidently Macnaghten still thought it possible that the
emir could turn up in Kabul at the head of a volunteer
army.

From an analysis of all the circumstances
surrounding the emir’s decision, Seid Kasem Rishtiya
concludes: ‘Dost Mohamed-khan’s surrender was a
tragic mistake which not only caused the foreign
occupation of the country to drag on for another year,
but also led to the needless deaths of thousands and
thousands of Afghans in the countless uprisings that
followed it.’ In order to remove the popular emir from
the country as quickly as possible, the English sent him
under a heavy guard to India.
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General Uprising
In Chapters 18 — 20, entitled ‘Night of the Long Knives’,
‘Catastrophe’ and ‘Massacre in the Passes’, Hopkirk
describes in detail how the Afghans’ hatred of their
British puppet Shujah, and of the British invaders
themselves, grew and eventually led to the destruction
of the entire occupying army — an event unprecedented
in British colonial history.

At first, after the emir had handed himself over, the
wave of uprisings that had swept Afghanistan died down. Eventually, however,
the whole nation rose to the struggle and this had a decisive effect on the course
of events. Throughout the spring and summer of 1841 the flame of war spread
through the land. The Islamic clergy inveighed against Shujah and his British
masters and the Pushtu tribesmen staged massive armed rebellions. Prominent
agents of the British secret service like Henry Rawlinson (by now a major),
Mohan Lal and others, warned Macnaghten and the British command of the
growing threat. Basically, though, their information was purely local.
Macnaghten and General Elphinstone, who was then commanding the British
troops, did not think a general uprising was possible and counted on what they
thought was Britain’s invincible authority and firepower.

Moreover, as Hopkirk proves from memoir material, Macnaghten was in a
hurry to take up his new post as governor of Bombay and was worried that if
adverse news reached Calcutta and London it might affect his career. Another
factor was the strained relations between Macnaghten and Burnes, who was
due to take over as resident in Kabul afterMacnaghten’s departure.

Death of Burnes
On 2 November 1841 an uprising commenced in Kabul.
The insurgents surrounded Burnes’ house, next to which
was the garrison treasury. Reinforcements were sent too
late. As Hopkirk recounts from Mohan Lal’s memoirs,
once Burnes was convinced the house could not be
defended he came out to face the mob with ‘a black cloth
over his eyes so as not to see from where the blows
came’. In fact, though, Burnes disguised himself as a
woman and donned a yashmak, but was recognised and
killed in his garden.

Such was the fate of one of the most brilliant British players in the ‘Great
Game’, the author of the three-volume Travels into Bukhara, published in
London in 1834 and in St Petersburg in Russian in 1848, and the book Cabool,
which describes his stay in the Afghan city from 1836 to 1838 and which was
published posthumously in London in 1842.

At the end of November 1841 the British garrison’s position in Kabul
became precarious. Mohamed Akbar-khan, the son of the emir, had emerged as
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one of the leaders of the war of liberation. Macnaghten was forced to
negotiate with the Afghan leaders and on 11 December sign an agreement
with them undertaking to withdraw the British army from Afghanistan,
return Afghan prisoners, and bring Dost Mohamed-khan back from India.

But the signature of this agreement was just a ploy on Macnaghten’s part.
He was hoping in this way to split the ranks of the insurgents and, if an
opportunity presented itself, seize some of their leaders. 

Mohamed Akbar-khan guessed his intentions, however, and tried to
forestall them by taking Macnaghten prisoner during a meeting with him on
23 December, after he had demonstrated to the other tribal leaders what the
British resident was really up to. 

Macnaghten resisted and was shot by Mohamed Akbar-khan with an
ornate pistol that had been presented to him at the beginning of December by
Macnaghten himself as a mark of friendship.

Return of Dost Mohamed-Khan
On 1 January 1842 a new deal was struck between the demoralised leaders of
the British garrison and the leaders of the insurgents, for the immediate
withdrawal of British troops from Afghanistan. 4,500 soldiers and officers of
the Anglo-Indian army and 12,000 women, children and servants left Kabul.

The severe winter and the attacks from Afghan partisans turned the retreat
of the demoralised forces into a disaster. The progress of the army and its
baggage train through the high Khurd Kabul mountain pass leading to

Jalalabad, where the British garrison was stationed,
was agonising.

On 13 January 1842 British sentries on the walls of
Jalalabad spotted a man in a tattered British uniform on
a decrepit pony making towards them. Both horse and
rider were badly wounded. 

It was Dr Brydon — the only survivor of the 16,000
people who had set out from Kabul a fortnight before,
excepting the small number of prisoners taken by the
Afghans.

Shortly after the British troops left Kabul, Shujah
was shot by the Afghan insurgents as a traitor. At the beginning of 1843 the
British rulers of India were forced to accept the failure of their aggressive
policy towards Afghanistan and allow Dost Mohamed-khan to return and
take up his throne again. 

Thus, 150 years ago, the first Anglo-Afghan war of 1838-1842 came to an
end. It was both a heavy blow to British prestige in India and the Middle East
and a serious defeat in the great game that had unfolded between Great
Britain and Russia over the gigantic deserts of Central Asia, the foothills of the
Himalayas, the Pamirs, the Greater Caucasus, and the Caspian and Black Sea
basins.

Return of Dost Mohamed-khan

40

� 1842: Dr Brydon,
the sole survivor of

the march from
Kabul, at the gates

of Jalalabad.



The results of the first of the three Anglo-Afghan
wars continue to be studied by historians, orientalists
and military analysts to this day. Only recently has
much new material has been discovered in Afghan
archives that throws fresh light on some of the less
well-known aspects of this conflict. 

It is a pity that the Soviet leaders who took the
fateful decision in December 1979 to send Soviet troops
into Afghanistan did not pause to consider the tragic
and heroic saga of the Afghan people’s war of
liberation of 1838 to 1842.

Prologue to the Cold War — III
IN CHAPTERS 19 to 21 of his fundamental work Hopkirk gives an extremely
well-informed account of the tragic saga of the first Anglo-Afghan War of 1838-
1842. He is quite right to link what happened in Afghanistan with the situation
in Central Asia generally and the deepening conflict between England and
Russia for influence over, and then domination of, the Khiva and Bukhara
khanates. The author also touches on this subject in the previous chapters,
called ‘The Race for Khiva’ and ‘The Freeing of the Slaves’. However, as pointed
out, the fact that Hopkirk was not able to use documents from Russian archives,
or Russian monographs based on them,  means that one cardinal inaccuracy has
crept in: as Hopkirk sees it, both of the great powers turned up in Central Asia
at about the same time in the first half of the nineteenth century, but in fact
embassies had been exchanged between Moscow and the Central Asian
khanates as early as the end of the sixteenth century.

Russian Protection
At the beginning of the eighteenth century, a number of Russian naval
expeditions were made to the eastern coast of the Caspian Sea. Then in 1741,
during the invasion by the ruler of Iran, Nadir-shah, of the Bukhara and Khiva
khanates, which caused massive destruction and loss of life, about one and a
half million Turkoman nomads from this area withdrew into the steppes of
Mangyshlak and succeeded in persuading the Russian governor of Astrakhan
to supply them regularly with grain. In the 1760s influential representatives of
the Turkoman ruling families suggested that they be given Russian citizenship.
The proposal was discussed in St Petersburg in 1767 and again in 1798, but the
Tsarist authorities decided against it.

In 1802 an imposing delegation arrived in St Petersburg drawn from
influential Turkoman families in Mangyshlak. They were given a special
document certifying that this part of the population of Mangyshlak had been
taken under the protection of Russia. Then in 1811 representatives came to
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Astrakhan’ of the Turkmen families who were living on the south-eastern coast
of the Caspian Sea and finding their dependence on Iran increasingly
irksome.They discussed joint action with the Russians against the Shah’s army
in the final, decisive phase of the Russo-Iranian War. 

As a result, in 1812 and 1813 the Turkoman Teke, Iomud, and other tribes
joined up under the command of the wellknown leader Sultan-khan and took
an active part in the Russo-Iranian War, opening a second front against
Teheran’s rulers north-east of Horasan. In 1813 one of the Turkmen elders,
called Kiat-khan, came to Tiflis as the representative of Sultan-khan to conduct
talks with the commanders of the Russian army in the Caucasus.

Cheleken Oil
Kiat-khan was destined to play an important part in
establishing and developing Russo-Turkmen relations.
From 1817 onwards he headed the Turkmen-Iomud
settlements and nomad camps in the lower course of the
Atrek river around the strategically important
settlement of Hasan-Kuli. Between 1817 and 1819 he
assisted the military and topographical expeditions led
by Murav’yev and Ponomarev. 

He then went to Tiflis again to conduct negotiations
with the viceroy of the Caucasus, Yermolov, about granting the Turkmen-
Iomuds Russian citizenship. For almost two decades Kiat and his sons were
very active in the region. With the unofficial support of the Russian authorities
he organised the resettlement of many Turkoman families on the uninhabited
island of Cheleken (now a peninsula, owing to the silting of the Caspian Sea). 

Oil was discovered on Cheleken and by the middle of the 1830s the local
Turkmens were selling over 3,000 tonnes a year to Iran. In the second half of
the century, however, the exploitation of the Cheleken oil was taken over by
the world-famous Nobel company; so the multi-million capital whose interest
provides the Nobel prizes contains Cheleken oil as well as Baku oil.

In 1835 a Russian government expedition led by Karelin arrived in Hasan-
Kuli. Yakshi-Mohamed, who was Kiat’s son and had inherited the leadership
of the Iomuds, once more officially raised the question of Russian protection
for his people. Moreover, this time he promised in writing to ‘field 10,000
armed horsemen at his own expense’ in the event of a war between Russia and
Iran or the Khiva khanate.

The Iranian government, of course, took an extremely negative view of the
strengthening of Russo-Iomud relations and throughout the 1830s it repeated
its claims to sovereigntyover the entire region of the lower Atrek and
especially Hasan-Kuli. The fact that such a strategically important area is
today an inalienable part of Turkmenistan is in no small measure due to the
firm position that the Russian government took on the matter 150 years ago.
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Russia-Asia Company
Throughout the 1830s the Russian government and in particular its finance
minister, Kankrin, ‘the father of the currency reform’, energetically supported
plans to increase trade with Central Asia and north-eastern Iran. In 1836 the
statutes of the Russia-Asia Company were approved, which was to specialise in
Central Asia. Because it was so difficult to establish trading links with Khiva
across the waterless Karakum desert, the imperial government gave its backing
to Kankrin’s proposal to create a ‘Muscovite trading house for trade with Asia’
and a ‘Russian industrial company for trade on the Caspian Sea’. Moscow’s
manufacturers and most prominent merchants not only joined these societies
and invested millions of roubles in them, but also put their weight behind a
plan to create a large trading factory in the Iranian city of Astrabad (now
Gorgan) and asked the Russian foreign ministry to obtain Iranian government
permission for it. Nicholas I himself became very interested in the Astrabad
project.

At the same time, at the request of influential trading circles, Russian
diplomacy secured from the Iranian government the lease of rich fisheries in the
Gulf of Astrabad. Regular shipping routes, first sail and then steam, were
established between Astrakhan and Astrabad, Baku and Astrabad, and-
especially important in this context — between Astrakhan and Fort
Aleksandrovskiy on the Mangyshlak peninsula. Subsequently they were also
established between Astrakhan’ and Krasnovodsk, which became the principal
harbour on the eastern coast of the Caspian Sea. A Russian Caspian Sea flotilla
was based in the small Ashur-Ada archipelago.

Evidently these facts have been forgotten by certain circles in Teheran, who,
after the formation in 1991 on their initiative of the Council of the Caspian Sea
including Iran,  Azerbaidjan, Turkmenia, Kazakhstan and Russia, insist on
regarding Iran as the most influential state in the Caspian Sea region.

Golubkov’s Plan
At the end of the 1830s and beginning of the 1840s Russian manufacturers and
merchants made great efforts to expand their trade with Turkmenia and the
khanates of Central Asia. They submitted numerous plans and proposals to the
Russian government and Ministry of Finances; these included requests to
support Russian trade on the Caspian Sea and in the Syr-Dar’ya and Amu-
Dar’ya basins. New companies and trading houses were set up and the
representatives of these soon began to appear in the markets of Kokand,
Samarkand and Tashkent.

The most ambitious plan for developing economic and trade links with the
khanates of Central Asia and even India, was put forward by Platon Golubkov,
a tycoon who had made his millions in the Siberian goldfields. As well as being
a well-known supporter of the arts, he was also a publisher who had brought
out in translation accounts by Western (especially English) travellers and spies
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of their exploits in Afghanistan, northern India, Iran and particularly the
Central Asia khanates.

Golubkov’s plan for a Russian-Asian trading house was staggering. He
suggestedinvesting between six and ten million roubles capital, which was an
enormous sum in those days, and he proposed being given a broad monopoly
to ‘trade in Russian products with Asiatic Turkey, Iran, Khiva, Bukhara,
Tashkent, Kashgar, Lahore, Herat, Kabul and India in general’. The Russian-
Asian trading house would take control of the Bay of Balkh (now Krasnovodsk
Bay) and build on its shores the city of Indianopolis, which would become the
hub of trade in Central Asia.

Russia, Britain and India
At about the same time, the Russian government received other, less mind-
boggling but still impressive proposals. They all aimed at expanding trade links
with Central Asia and even India. The reasons these proposals appearedthen
were twofold. First, Russia was developing fast economically and
strengthening its footholds in northern Kazakhstan and on the east coast of the
Caspian Sea. Second,  in 1833 the British parliament had decided to abolish the
East India Company’s 200-yearold monopoly on trade with India. This meant
that the Company had to seize new markets in the Middle East and Central
Asia, and in doing so it naturally came up against Russian capital.

If we look at all the plans put forward in the nineteenth century by Russia’s
ruling circles and merchants for trade with Central Asia and India, we never
once find a mention of invading India or undermining British positions there.
The claims of British spies, diplomats, politicians and travellers from Moorcroft
and Burnes to Disraeli and Curzon that there was a Russian threat to India and
that the Russians must be prevented from getting through the Pamirs and the
Hindu Kush to the jewel in the British crown by strengthening Britain’s
positions in Central Asia and even conquering a few khanates, have, therefore,
no basis in fact.

Perovskiy’s Expedition
Hopkirk rightly looks in detail at the disastrous march on Khiva by General V.
A. Perovskiy, the governor of Orenburg, in the autumn and winter of 1839-40.
This was the largest Russian military expedition sent to Central Asia in the first
half of the nineteenth century. The reason for it was that, as discussed above,
Russian manufacturers and traders were interested in using the markets of
Trans-Caspia and Central Asia in order to penetrate the markets of Afghanistan
and northern India. In St Petersburg, Orenburg and Tiflis the military
authorities and colonial administrators were of the view that for trade caravans
to circulate through the Syr-Dar’ya and Amu-Dar’ya basins it was vital to
safeguard the ancient trade routes through the Kazakh steppes and Karakum
against attacks from fanatical nomads, mainly Turkmens, who were not only
defending their privileges but often engaging in slave trading. Thousands of
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Russian and Iranian prisoners were sold on the slave markets of Khiva and
Bukhara and used in the economies of the local feudal chiefs. The practice was
actively supported by the ruling elites of both khanates. It was well known
about not only in Russia, but in western Europe generally and Great Britain in
particular, and it undoubtedly undermined Russia’s prestige in the East.

It was more than a coincidence, however, that the decision to send
Perovskiy’s expedition to Khiva came at a time when the Anglo-Indian army
had invaded Afghanistan, occupied Kabul, stengthened British positions in
Herat, and more British forces landed on the island of Kharg in the north
eastern part of the Persian Gulf.

Preparations for Perovskiy’s expedition, which contained over 5,000
soldiers and Cossacks and was accompanied by 10,000 camels loaded with
provisions, equipment and water, were conducted in the greatest secrecy. False
intelligence was received that a British military-political mission of twenty-five
people had arrived in Khiva and offered the Khan military aid against Russia.
This accelerated the departure of the expedition.

For three months — from November 1839 to January 1840 — against
colossal hardships including hunger, blizzards and the coldest winter on
record, Perovskiy’s expedition made its agonising way forward. So many
people and animals died of hunger and frostbite, however, and Perovskiy’s
human and material resources ran so low, that on 1 February 1840 he was forced
to give the order to turn back. Three months later, havinglost in total over a
thousand men and eight thousandcamels, plus most of its equipment in the
Karakum desert, the force returned ingloriously to Orenburg.

Abbott in Khiva
In January 1840, while Perovskiy’s soldiers were dying of hunger and cold, the
experienced British agent Captain James Abbott turned up at the gates of
Khiva. He had been sent there by the British Resident in Herat, Major Todd, as
soon as the latter had received information from British agents that an
expedition was being prepared by Perovskiy ‘in the greatest secrecy’. Proving
that fear is the mother of invention, these agents had told Todd (who had
reported to his superiors in Kabul and Calcutta) that a crack Russian army of
over 100,000 men under Perovskiy’s command was advancing on Khiva!

The ruler of Khiva, Allakuli-khan, was disturbed by news of Perovskiy’s
approach and after some hesitation received Abbott. The latter’s book,
published in 1843, gives an extremely exaggerated and embellished account of
his stay in Khiva, his discussions with the Khan, and above all their outcome.
Unfortunately, however, Hopkirk uses this very version on which to base his
grandly titled chapter ‘The Freeing of the Slaves’,  without comparing it
sufficiently with other documents. According to Abbott, Allakuli-khan had long
discussions with him about the relative might of Great Britain and Russia in
Asia, the possibility of a military accord between Khiva and Great Britain, and
a peace mission that Abbott proposed leading to St Petersburg to avert a war
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with Russia. In fact,  Todd had sent his representative to Khiva in the first
instance only to discover the state of Russian-Khivan relations and to find out
more about Perovskiy’s expedition. Abbott had been told to persuade the Khan
to free the Russian slaves in order to deprive the Russian government of a
pretext for attacking the khanate. The other proposals were made by the gallant
captain on his own initiative.

Abbott’s Strange Mark
On the basis of Abbott’s own accounts, which were repeated in several
subsequent publications, Hopkirk rates the results of Abbott’s ‘mission’ highly.
It supposedly prepared the ground for the freeing of the Russian slaves and
transformed the British intelligence officer into a kind of mediator between
Allakuli-khan and Nicholas I.

In March 1840, i.e. before Perovskiy’s force had got back to Orenburg,
Abbott left Khiva for Fort Aleksandrovskiy on the Caspian Sea, in order to
deliver some important documents and an account of his misson to Petersburg.
In the Karakum, however, he was attacked by bandits, his documents were
seized, and he himself was wounded and taken prisoner. Then, as Abbott and
Hopkirk describe it, a miracle occurred. An envoy suddenly arrived in the
bandits’ camp from Todd and this envoy managed by threats and promises to
secure Abbott’s release. Abbott then travelled via Fort Aleksandrovskiy and
Orenburg to St Petersburg. Hopkirk describes how subsequently Abbott was
made a general and a grateful British government named Abbottabad after him.
This was a large military tcantonment in northern India which exists to this day
on the border between Pakistan and the occupied part of Kashmir, known as
Azad-Kashmir; fighters are trained here before being infiltrated into the Indian
state of Jamma and Kashmir itself. Abbott has left a strange mark, then, on
history ...

The true story of Abbott’s dealings in Khiva, however, can be reconstructed
from Russian documents.

One of the most reliable sources for the history of Russian penetration into
Central Asia is the three-volume History of the Conquest of Central Asia by
Lieutenant-General M. A. Terent’yev. He was appointed official historian by the
first governor-general of the Turkestan region, K.P. Kaufman, and had access to
all the secret and confidential documents. Because his manuscript was too
objective, and in some places critical, it was not published until 1906, i.e. thirty
years after it was written.

Role of Aitov
Terent’yev describes Abbott’s stay in Khiva thus: ‘Abbott offered a ransom for
all the Russian prisoners and even a close alliance with England, on condition
that the Russians were not permitted in any circumstances to enter Khivan
territory in future. The Khan was curious to know what price the English would
offer for the prisoners and demanded to see Abbott’s credentials for handling
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this matter. It transpired that Abbott had neither money nor powers to act.
Thereupon the Khan treated Abbott as an insolent liar and jumped-up lackey,
kicked him out, and had him thrown in a pit’ (vol. I, p. 174).

Simultaneously, the Russian cornet Aitov, who had been captured in the
border strip just before Perovskiy’s march on Khiva, was released from Khan’s
prison. The closer Perovskiy’s force got to Khiva the higher Aitov’s authority
rose: soon he was negotiating with the Khan to settle the Russian-Khivan
conflict and free the Russian prisoners.

Moreover, Terent’yev writes: ‘At Aitov’s request, the Khan released Abbott
from the pit (an underground prison) and Abbott immediately set out from
Khiva in May for Fort Aleksandrovskiy, whence he was sent to St Petersburg.’
Perhaps if the British authorities had known what Abbott’s true role or ‘feats’
had been, they would not have named a town after him.

Freeing of the Slaves
In the second half of Chapter 17, ‘The Freeing of the Slaves’, Hopkirk focuses
on the activity of another eminent British intelligence man, Lieutenant
Richmond Shakespear, who was a cousin of the famous writer William
Thackeray. Shakespear was dispatched to Khiva by Major Todd, the British
Resident in Herat, hot on the trail of Abbott, whose fate British intelligence had
no reliable information about. Hopkirk uses some of Shakespear’s reports to
show that his main task was to find out more about the situation in Khiva after
Perovskiy’s unsuccessful expedition, and to engineer the release of the Russian
prisoners so that, as was said before, the Russian
goverment would have no pretext for interfering in
Khivan affairs. Shakespear was also to find out as much
as he could about the outcome of Abbott’s mission and
that of another English agent, Colonel Charles Stoddart,
who had been sent out in 1838 on a special mission to
Bukhara and imprisoned by the emir Nasrullah in
another underground dungeon.

On 12 June 1840, immediately after arriving in Khiva,
Shakespear was received by Allakuli-khan. Judging
from Shakespear’s reports, agent got on well with the
Khan and after two months’ discussions he succeeded in
persuading him to free 418 Russian slaves, with whom
on 15 August 1840 he set out for Fort Aleksandrovskiy.
From there he crossed the Caspian Sea and made his
way by land to Orenburg, where he was greeted by
governor-general Perovskiy. On 3 November 1840
Shakespear arrived in St Petersburg, where he was given
a personal audience by Nicholas I who formally thanked
him. Such is the official version of Shakespear’s mission
and its achievements.
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‘The Shakespear Papers’
In the last part of the chapter, Hopkirk mentions that there is another view of
Shakespear’s activity, based on documents discovered by the Russian historian
N. Khalfin in the Central State Archive of Military History in Moscow. They are
in a separate file numbered 6996 and entitled ‘English letters taken from
Turkomans’. The file contains twenty-six manuscript sheets of secret official
correspondence in English — mainly copies, but with some originals. All the
sheets bear the watermark ‘Green and Son’. The documents in this mysterious
file reveal the sensational details of English policy in the Middle East and
Central Asia in the 1830s and 1840s and enable us to uncover what British
intelligence was actually up to in the region.

Hopkirk is extremely sceptical about the conclusions Khalfin draws from
these documents in his article ‘British expansion in Central Asia in the 1830s
and 1840s and the mission of Richmond Shakespear’, published in Istoriya SSSR

1958, no. 2. As Hopkirk says, Khalfin’s article was criticised by a British scholar,
the founder of the British Central Asia Society, Colonel Geoffrey Wheeler, in an
article published in the Central Asian Review 1958, no. 4. Wheeler said that it was
almost impossible to believe that Shakespear would set out on a secret mission
to Khiva taking with him such important and highly confidential documents,
which would compromise not only him and his superiors in India, but the
British government as well.

However, the fact that British papers of a secret nature had fallen into the
hands of the Russian authorities had been known for a long time. In 1874 a book
called Campaigning on the Oxus and the Fall of Khiva by the American journalist
and adventurer MacGahan was published in London. Only a year later it was
published in Moscow in Russian. On page 276 it says that in the summer of 1873
during skirmishes in Khiva, a force led by the Russian General Golovachev
discovered in a Turkoman camp ‘papers belonging to Lieutenant Shakespear,
who had come to Khiva on an English mission during the illfated expedition of
Perovskiy in 1840’.

This is where the papers preserved as file 6996 in the Central State Archive
of Military History came from, then. If British scholars had had serious doubts
about theirauthenticity they could have subjected them to examination long
ago. However, in the three and a half decades since Khalfin and Wheeler’s
articles were published no attemptwhatsoever has been made to return to this
extremely interesting question.

Authentic Documents
Of course, it has to be explained how confidential documents belonging to
Shakespear, whose journey with the former slaves was such a success, fell into
the hands of the Turkmens. [How Shakespear himself came to have them is
explained below.) Moreover, part of the documents could have been taken not
from Shakespear, but from his predecessor Abbott when the latter was attacked
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and captured in Trans-Caspia in the spring of 1840. The Russian military
authorities, in any case, would not preserve documents in their archives that
were obviously fakes. If they had been forged specially to expose British
designs in Central Asia, they would have been put to use long ago.

Eighty-five years separated their discovery by General Golovachev and
their publication by Khalfin!

If we compare the documents in file 6996 with records in British and Indian
archives and with parliamentary papers, we are forced to conclude that these
documents are originals or authentic copies of official correspondence between
the British authorities at the end of the 1830s.

British Plans
One of the gems in the ‘Shakespear Papers’ is a copy of two letters from the
British foreign secretary, Lord Palmerston, to the British ambassador in St
Petersburg, Clanrickard, dated 3 February and 24 March 1840. In the first of
these Palmerston reacts to Clanrickard’s assertion that the object of the
Perovskiy expedition was to restore peace to Khiva, and stresses that such
actions threaten England since they ‘make it easier for Russia to get into India.
Our Government will therefore be compelled to take such measures as are
necessary to preserve peace in Her Majesty’s possessions in this part of the
globe’. In the second letter the foreign secretary states that since the capture of
Khiva will give Russia access to the lower course of the Amu-Dar’ya, England
may consider it necessary to ‘take control of the upper course of the river as a
precautionary and defensive measure’. Neither of these letters is a fake, because
I have checked them against their originals in the Public Record Office in
London.

These documents are particularly interesting, as they enable us to piece
together the parts of an extremely broad plan that Britain was hatching in 1839-
40. We must remember that this was the period when, backed by the British
fleet in the Mediterranean, British diplomacy forced the ruler of Egypt
Mohamed Ali, to surrender and withdraw his troops from Asia Minor, Syria,
the Lebanon, Palestine and the Arabian Peninsula. At almost the same time —
in June 1839 - Major Todd signed an agreement in Britain’s name with the ruler
of the Herat khanate Kamran-shah and his vizier Yar Mohamed-khan which in
return for large subsidies gave Britain the right to control Herat’s foreign policy
and trade.

Driving a Wedge
Thus a wedge was driven between Iran and Afghanistan, Afghanistan was
weakened,  and access was opened to the Murgab Valley and Merv itself. In
Kabul Shah Shujah was still on the throne and the Anglo-Indian authorities’
plan was that he should send friendly messages to the rulers of Bukhara, Khiva
and even Kokand. It was at this precise moment that, as Palmerston’s directives
show, the plan was discussed in London to seize control of the upper Amu-
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Dar’ya river and then the Vakhsha and Pyandzh valleys, i.e. Pamir and the
khanates adjoining it. It is revealing that all this was being discussed,  prepared
and to some extent implemented even before Perovskiy’s expedition to Khiva
and it continued to be implemented after the expedition came to grief. The
‘Shakespear Papers’ also prove this.

Copies of Palmerston’s letter/directives of 3 February and 24 March 1840
were sent to the governor-general of India, Lord Auckland. In a special
‘personal and confidential’ letter of 20 April 1840 the head of his foreign
department in India, Maddock, informed Macnaghten, the ‘British
plenipotentiary and ambassador’ at the court of Shah Shujah, of the contents of
the first letter. Macnaghten, whose arrogance, deviousness and bloody murder
are vividly described by Hopkirk in Chapter 19 (see last issue), sent a copy of
Palmerston’s first letter to Todd in Herat, and the latter informed Shakespear of
it, who by that time was already in Khiva. As I have said, Colonel Wheeler 
doubted whether these documents from the ‘Shakespear Papers’ were genuine,
since he found it impossible to imagine such secret documents being sent to
Kabul and Herat, let alone Khiva. However, I can confirm from the National
Archives of India in Delhi that these documents are genuine.

Efficiency of British Communication
After digesting Palmerston’s directives, Macnaghten
told Todd to send Abbott to Khiva; then, when Abbott
went out of contact, he told him to send Shakespear. In
order to implement the plans of the Calcutta authorities,
Macnaghten intended not only despatching his agents to
Khiva, Bukhara (Stoddart and Connolly were there
already, as will be discussed below) and Kokand, but
also infiltrating a good British agent into Perovskiy’s
staff in Orenburg. The British agents would have two
pretexts for seeing the rulers of the Khiva, Bukhara and

Kokand khanates: the desire to petition for the release of the Russian slaves,
and the need to deliver letters to Shah Shujah. As for Orenburg, the best thing
would be to visit it escorting the Russian prisoners freed in Khiva.

The ‘Shakespear Papers’ indicate that there was an efficient communication
link between the British Residents in Kabul and Herat and the British agents in
the Central Asian khanates. For example, Shakespear’s reports from Khiva
were regularly delivered to Todd in Herat in the space of a fortnight, whence
they were sent to Kabul and on to Calcutta. This is confirmed by papers in the
National Archives of India. In fact it is the efficiency of the communication that
helps explain why Shakespear had such secret and confidential documents in
his possession. Abbott, too, had them, and as was said it cannot be ruled out
that it was his documents that fell into the hands of the Turkmen khanswhen he
was taken prisoner in 1840, and that subsequently came into the possession of
the Russian authorities in 1873.
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What happened at Khiva?
There is also another possibility. As Hopkirk shows from Shakespear’s diaries,
before he left Fort Aleksandrovskiy for Orenburg, Shakespear despatched one
of his personal messengers to Todd with confidential documents. Since
Shakespear was about to set out on a long journey to Orenburg and thence to
St Petersburg, it is possible that he sent all the incriminating material he had
back to Herat with this reliable person. There are no reports in the National
Archives of India from Shakespear while he was at Fort Aleksandrovskiy.
Perhaps the courier fell into Turkoman hands along with all his documents.

If the question of the mysterious ‘Shakespear Papers’ has now to some
extent been cleared up, the same cannot be said of what exactly Shakespear did
at Khiva and in particular what his role in the liberation of the 418 Russian
slaves and prisoners was. 

With the help of Shakespear’s diaries and reports, Hopkirk gives a detailed
account of his indefatigabel efforts to make Allakuli-khan free every last
Russian captive. Many English books repeat Shakespear’s blithe assertion that
he arrived at Fort Aleksandrovskiy leading a large caravan containing all the
freed Russian slaves and prisoners. Official Russian publications based on
original documents, however, give a completely different picture of the release
of the Russian prisoners from Khiva.

The first volume of Terent’yev’s History of the Conquest of Central Asia

describes how hard Russian Cornet Aitov worked to persuade Allakuli-khan 
not only to free all the Russian prisoners, but also to publish a firman or decree
on 19 July 1840 that categorically forbade his subjects to take any more subjects
of Russia prisoner, let alone enslave them. The Khan asked Aitov to draw up
lists of the slaves who had to be freed.

Each was given a gold Khivan tillya (a coin worth four roubles) and a bag
of flour for the journey, and one camel was supplied for each two slaves.
Terent’yev writes that ‘the caravan also contained the English agent Shakespear,
who had attempted to take the credit for getting the Russians released and who
claimed that the Khan had specifically asked him to conduct the Russians,
whereas in fact he had attached himself to the caravan for his personal safety.
After reaching Fort Aleksandrovskiy, he was sent on like Abbott to St
Petersburg, where both agents attempted to interfere in our relations with
Khiva, but, of course, were prevented’ (p. 175). This account is confirmed in
letters from the famous Russian lexicographer Vladimir Dal’, who
accompanied Perovskiy’s expedition.

Relations Restored
In his authoritative book Russia’s Relations with Bukhara and Khiva over the Past

Three Hundred Years, the celebrated Russian orientalist S. V. Zhukovskiy says
that in the spring of 1840 ‘The Khan of Khiva, Allikuli, worried by the
possibility of a second Russian invasion, decided to send back to Russia all our
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prisoners held in Khiva. In the summer of 1840 an envoy from Khiva,
Ata-Niyaz Khodzha, arrived in Orenburg accompanied by 418

captives and the officer Aitov, who had also been held in Khiva’
(pp. 119-20).

Perovskiy, who spent from February to April of 1840 in
a camp on the banks of the river Emba, recovering with the
remains of his army from his winter crossing of the
Karakum,  was informed that they had left Khiva by the
Khan’s special messenger, who brought letters from the
ruler for him personally ad, in particular, for Nicholas I.
After receiving these letters and after the Russian
prisoners had safely returned home, the imperial

government released the numerous Khivan merchants it
had been holding since 1836, re-established trade relations

witht he khanate, and commenced a regular exchange of
embassies.
This appears to be the whole truth, or most of the truth, about

Shakespear’s activities and his real role in the release of the Russian prisoners-
of-war. However, given the political crisis in Britain caused by the catastrophic
outcome of the First Anglo-Afghan War, it was obviously better for the Anglo-
Indian authorities and the British government to accept Shakespear’s version at
face value. When he returned to London, therefore, he was given a hero’s
welcome, had a long audience with the Queen, was knighted and promoted.

Stoddart’s Mission to Bukhara
Although Abbott’s, and especially Shakespear’s, reports of their achievements
in Khiva should be taken with a pinch of salt, there is no denying that British
influence in the khanate increased towards the end of the 1830s. The situation
in neighbouring Bukhara,  however, was different. Hopkirk is quite right to
look in some detail at the tragic tale of the two British agents Colonel Charles
Stoddart and Captain Arthur Connolly, who were executed in 1842 on the
orders of the emir of Bukhara, Nasrullah.

Stoddart was despatched from Kabul to Bukhara in November 1838 to do
two things. He was to explain to the ruler of the khanate why the British had
invaded Afghanistan,  stressing that they had no aggressive intentions vis-a-vis
Bukhara and were keen to establish friendly relations with it. In addition, as the
‘Shakespear Papers’ show,  Stoddart was to take steps to improve relations
between Bukhara and Khiva and obtain the release of Russian prisoners, so as
to deprive Russia of a pretext forinterfering in the khanate.

However, as English authors have pointed out, Stoddart was not the best
person for the job. From his first days in Bukhara he conducted himself
extremely haughtily. As soon as he arrived, on 17 December 1838, he offended
court etiquette by going straight to the emir’s palace without waiting to be
invited; moreover, instead of going on foot, as oriental custom required, he rode
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on horseback. At the entrance to the palace, he
encountered the emir himself, whom he merely saluted.
But this was only the beginning. Stoddart informed the
emir’s officials that he was a plenipotentiary
representative of the British authorities. Unfortunately,
he could not produce documents to prove it.

Nasrullah also considered himself insulted by the
fact that he had not received a reply to a letter he had
sent to Queen Victoria rather a long time ago. The insult
was compounded when he received a letter from
Palmerston to say that his letter to the Queen had been
referred to Calcutta for a decision there! Finally, in
August 1839 Stoddart was arrested and thrown into the
awful Bukhara zindan, i.e. underground prison, where
he was subjected to some sophisticated tortures. He was
forced to adopt Islam, but this brought him only a
temporary respite.

Arrival of Connolly
The tense situation in Afghanistan forced the Anglo-
Indian authorities to abandon their plans to send an
expeditionary force to Bukhara to free Stoddart. Instead,
in September 1840 another British agent set out for the
khanates of Central Asia. This was Captain Arthur Connolly, who had spent
many years in this region and published his memoirs in 1834 under the title
Journey to the North of India, Overland from England, Through Russia, Persia and

Affghaunistaun. Officially, Connolly’s task was to do all he could to secure the
release of Stoddart. But there was more. He was to conduct talks with the rulers
of the three Central Asian khanates about creating a kind of Turkestan
federation with an anti-Russian edge to it.

Connolly left Kabul in the autumn of 1840, visited Khivaand Kokand, and
in November 1841 arrived in Bukhara via Tashkent. Hopkirk concludes from
British sources that Connolly’s discussions in Khiva and Kokand were very
successful.

Russian official documents, however, tell a different story. In his History of

the Conquest of Central Asia Terent’yev records: ‘First Connolly was in Khiva;
from there he made his way to Kokand and Tashkent, then had, at the urgent
demand of the Khan himself, had to leave the Khanate and rush to Bukhara’. At
that time a Russian diplomatic mission was in Bukhara, headed by a mining
engineer called Butenev who had been asked by the emir to assist in the search
for useful minerals. Butenev had also been entrusted with the task of
negotiating the release of Russian prisoners, securing a reduction in customs
tariffs for Russian merchants, and ‘freeing the British agent Captain Stoddart
seized by the Bukharans’.
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As Terent’yev writes, on his arrival in Bukhara ‘Connolly asked Butenev for
shelter and protection and the Russian invited him to stay with him. Thus the
two representatives of rival powers lived under the same roof, but eventually
Connolly went to live with Stoddart outside the town. [This was during the
short period when Stoddart had been released from prison and was living
under house arrest. GB.] Butenev called on them there, but they were not in.
They returned the call the next day. It was probably not part of the emir’s plan
to have the English and the Russians hobnobbing, so on the third day he had
both Englishmen put in the pit (prison)’. (vol. I, p. 197).

Execution of Stoddart and Connolly
By April 1842 Butenev had come to the conclusion that
the Emir was not going to negotiate seriously, so he left
Bukhara for Orenburg with his entire mission. Four days
later, however, an official embassy arrived in Orenburg
from the emir of Bukhara. But it was not allowed to
proceed to St Petersburg, since it was the view of the
Russian authorities that the Emir had not carried out all
the wishes of the Russian government.

The ambassador was informed that before he could be
allowed into the Russian capital the Russians had to

receive confirmation that the emir had freed not only the Russian prisoners but
also Stoddart and Connolly.

‘But,’ Terent’yev tells us, ‘Stoddart and Connolly were already dead: they had
been publicly beheaded in the great square at Bukhara on 17 June 1842. It seems
they had considered it beneath them as Englishmen, and perhaps humiliating for
representatives of Her Britannic Majesty, to accept protection from a Russian
agent, and had been hoping to escape from Bukhara without his assistance.
There is no doubt that if they had moved into the Russian mission they would
have been saved and have left with the Russians for Orenburg. So the two
unfortunate officers perished without any benefit to their country’. (vol. I, p. 198)

While basically agreeing with such a well-informed source, it has to be added
that the tragic end to Stoddart’s and Connolly’s missions was undoubtedly
linked to the failure of British policy in Afghanistan, which had undermined the
prestige of Great Britain in Central Asia generally and at Bukhara in particular.
Not only that, but Connolly had chosen to put forward a proposal for a Central
Asian Federation at a time of extreme deterioration in relations between
Bukhara, Khiva and Kokand, and literally on the eve of another Bukhara-
Kokand war. All of this inevitably increased the suspicions of the brutal and
bloodthirsty Nasrullah concerning Stoddart’s and Connolly’s real aims. Hopkirk
is also surely right to criticise the Anglo-Indian authorities for sending its two
officers to Bukhara but doing precious little to rescue them. To cap it all, the
governor-general of India, Lord Auckland, wrote to Nasrullah demanding the
release of Stoddart and Connolly and to be on the safe side added that they were
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not British representatives at all, but simple travellers; this after both officers,
with their superiors’ knowledge, had assured the ruler of Bukhara that they had
come with far-reaching powers!

Summing up the fate of the British intelligence officers in Afghanistan and
Bukhara,  Hopkirk concludes his chapter ‘The last hours of Connolly and
Stoddart’: ‘For Connolly and Stoddart, like Burnes and Macnaghten, the Great
Game was over. All had been victims of the forward policies which they
themselves had so eagerly embraced and helped to shape’ (p. 279).

The Climatic Years
The third, and most problematical, section of Hopkirk’s book, bears the apt title
‘The Climactic Years’. It opens with Chapter 23, ‘The Great Russian Advance
Begins’. Here Hopkirk looks at the multifarious plans hatched by Russian
military, political and industrial circles in the second half of the 1850s, i.e. after
the humiliating defeat in the Crimean War, to expand the Russian empire as far
as possible in the Far East and Central Asia. He prefaces his examination with
Nicholas I’s words, uttered shortly before this tragic period in Russia’s history
began: ‘Where the imperial eagle has once flown, it must never be lowered.’ As
we know, there are plenty of vociferous exponents of this slogan in the Russian
parliament and some border regions today, who would like to see the ‘Great
Power’ revived at any cost, i.e. a Soviet Union stretching from the Baltic to the
Pamirs and the Black Sea to Tien-Shan.

Hopkirk is justified in associating the beginning of the new phase of Russian
expansion in Central Asia and the Far East at the end of the 1850s with the name
of the young Count Nikolay Ignat’yev, who in 1858 was sent on a secret mission
to Khiva and Bukhara on the personal instructions of the new emperor,
Alexander II. His assignment was to establish, at last, permanent and above all
safe economic links with Bukhara and Khiva, and to make a detailed study of the
political situation and military capability of both khanates, with particular
reference to the situation in the Amu-Dar’ya basin and the chances of using it to
expand trade links with Afghanistan and even India.

Opposition of Khiva
However, like his predecessors, the ruler of Khiva, Said Mohamed, categorically
refused to let Russian vessels sail up the Amu-Dar’ya river. Ignat’yev therefore
decided to employ a ruse invented by Burnes a quarter of a century before, when
he had delivered as a gift four British dray horses to Ranjit Singh on barges up
the Indus. In the present instance, it was announced that a gift was going to be
sent up the Amu-Dar’ya from the tsar for the emir of Bukhara, Nasrullah, and it
was going to be a huge church organ. Hopkirk rightly accuses Ignat’yev here of
a double plagiarism, for not only did he borrow the idea of delivering a gift up a
forbidden river, he also borrowed the choice of gift: over two hundred years
earlier the British Levantine Company had presented the Turkish sultan with the
same thing!
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However, Said Mohamed proved more stubborn than the emirs of Sind who
had eventually allowed Burnes up the Indus with his horses. The Amu-Dar’ya
remained closed to Russian ships and barges whatever they were carrying.

Ignat’yev’s discussions in Khiva and Bukhara were also, in reality, fruitless.
Both rulers promised verbally to encourage Russian trade, but no agreements
were signed. True, Nasrullah did make two concrete proposals to the Russian
diplomat. The first was that the Russians assist him in his war with Kokand,
while the second was that the whole territory of the Khiva khanate be divided
between himself and Russia! The only practical result of Ignat’yev’s mission to
Central Asia was to have obtained some extremely useful information about the
political and military state of both khanates. He returned to St Petersburg a
convinced advocate of a forward policy across a broad front in Central Asia.

Ignat’yev’s Triumph
The tsar was delighted with Ignat’yev’s achievements, not least because they gave
him an opportunity to score some foreign policy successes that would compensate
for the Crimean War. At the beginning of 1859 Count Ignat’yev was appointed
envoy to China with the temporary rank of general, and set out from St Petersburg
on horseback for Peking.

The situation in the Middle Kingdom at this time was critical. Great Britain had
been waging the so-called Second Opium War against China since 1856, and in
1857 had been joined by France. It was a form of real aggression.

At the same time, the country was in the throes of the Taiping Rebellion. The
ruling Manchu elite was pursuing a dual policy: under pressure from the Taipings
it attempted to resist the western aggressors, then, when the rebellion assumed
frightening proportions, it turned to these aggressors for help in putting it down.
In these circumstances the newly arrived Russian envoy wasted no time in
presenting himself as an intermediary between the Manchu elite and the Anglo-
French command, and exploited a number of differences that existed between the
western allies. Hopkirk calls him a ‘consummate player in the Great Game’, but he
is exaggerating when he says that Ignat’yev was being Machiavellian in sowing
discord between the allies and the Chinese authorities in order to force the Chinese
formally to cede territory to the Russians. In fact Ignat’yev slightly reduced the
pressure put on the Chinese government by the western allies, especially by British
diplomats and generals, and helped defuse tension in the country.

Simultaneously, Ignat’yev took the opportunity to sign on 14 November 1860
the Treaty of Peking, which confirmed the Aigun Agreement of 1858 between
Russia and China and the associated Tientsin agreement of the same year. In these
documents China recognised that the Amur and Ussuri regions were part of the
Russian Empire, which had thus succeeded in becoming a great Pacific Ocean
power. In 1860 the outpost of Vladivostok was founded, which was soon
transformed into a port and then a city.

Today, of course, Vladivostok is the Russian Federation’s chief bulwark in the
enormous Asian-Pacific Ocean area.

Ignat’yev’s Triumph
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One Pair of Hands
Ignat’yev returned to St Petersburg in triumph. He was decorated with the
order of St Vladimir by the tsar personally, confirmed in the rank of general,
and appointed head of the newly-formed Asian department of the Russian
foreign ministry. Thus the whole of Russia’s policy in Asia was concentrated in
one institution and, in fact, in one pair of hands. This was typical of the post-
Crimean War phase in this policy. Throughout Russian society and
government, however, debates raged around Russia’s role in Asia much as they
do today.

Hopkirk’s view is that by the beginning of the 1860s there were two
opposing factions in the Russian government where Asian policy was
concerned. As he sees it, one — the ‘hawks’ — included Count Nikolay
Murav’yev, the governor-general of East Siberia, who had signed the Tientsin
Agreement of 1858; Prince Alexander Baryatinskiy, the viceroy of the Caucasus
and commander-in-chief of the army in the Caucasus who had been made a
field marshal in 1859 for defeating and capturing Shamil’; the Minister of War
D. A. Milyutin, who had reformed the Russian army; and Ignat’yev himself.
This is not quite accurate. As Milyutin’s career and recently published diaries
show, he in fact supported liberal reforms not only in the army but in the state,
and took an extremely cautious line on Central Asia. He was fiercely opposed
by the aforementioned Baryatinskiy, who retired in 1862.  Hopkirk is quite
right, however, to identify the finance minister, N. Reytern, and the foreign
minister, Prince Gorchakov as opponents of a forward policy in Central Asia.

Reytern believed that Russia needed a long period of peace in which to
rebuild its economy and finances after the ravages of the Crimean War and to
carry out reforms. Similarly, Gorchakov was more interested in an active policy
in Europe and in undoing the terms of the Congress of Paris which had ended
the war, for this he needed to avoid any deterioration in relations with Britain.

Rivalry with Britain
The military and political leaders mentioned by Hopkirk were not the only
proponents of an active forward policy in Central Asia. They were heavily
backed up and to some extent spurred on by influential manufacturing and
trading circles, colonial administrators, and almost all the officer corps, who
were thirsting to avenge the Crimean War which they believed Britain was
largely responsible for.

On the eve of this war, and particularly while it was going on, the Russian
authorities received extensive intelligence about Britain’s plans both in Central
Asia and the Caucasus. The Ottoman empire, then Britain’s ally, was intended
to play a major part in the realisation of these plans. At the end of 1853
emissaries of sultan Abdul-Medzhid, the ruler of the Ottoman empire,
appeared in Bukhara, Khiva and Kokand and urged the leaders of these
khanates to engage in military action against Russia. It was at this very time

Prologue to the Cold War — III

57



that Kokand’s troops attacked Fort Perovskiy (Ak-Mechet’, now Kzyl-Orda). At
the end of 1853 a Khivan embassy returned from Istanbul accompanied by
Turkish cannonfounders, who proceeded to make artillery for the Khivan army.
At almost the same time a Bukharan envoy also returned from the Turkish
capital, bearing the title of ‘Defender of the Faith’ for the emir, Nasrullah. It
reminds one slightly of Turkey’s activity in this area today.

Steam on the Caspian
All this information, plus the growing competition from British goods on the
Central Asian markets, prodded Russia’s manufacturers and traders into
action. The foreign ministry and ministry of finances were showered with
proposals to create all kinds of companies and societies that would develop
trade in Trans-Caspia and Central Asia. The idea was echoed in military circles.
As early as July 1856 the viceroy of the Caucasus, A. I.  Baryatinskiy, submitted
a project to Alexander II for building a railway along the Ustyurt Plateau from
the shores of the Caspian to the Aral Sea. This was an extremely bold idea. It
was only five years since the first large railway line in Russia had been built
between Moscow and St Petersburg.

In Baryatinskiy’s opinion the creation of a railway between the Caspian and
the Aral Sea could replace the caravan routes, ‘bring together all the trade from
the adjoining countries, extend the markets for our goods as far as possible, and
bring us all the benefits of the quickest and most convenient form of transport’.
This project is of interest even today. In 1992 traffic commenced along the Trans-
Asian railway from Peking to Istanbul and at this moment the Tedzhen-
Meshkhed line is being swiftly constructed across Turkmenia and Iran. In 1994
it will connect the Trans-Asian and Trans-Iranian mainlines.

Then As Now
A year later, in 1857, Baryatinskiy sent another letter to St Petersburg, in which
he expressed his fears that having seized the important Iranian port of Bushir
on the Persian Gulf in the course of the Anglo-Iranian War, Britain would
eventually attempt to annex the whole of Iran, including its Caspian provinces
bordering with Russia. If the British then ‘raised their flag on the Caspian Sea,
this would put us in an extremely dangerous position in Dagestan, the Trans-
Caucasus and the Trans-Caspian steppes.’

Certain circles in Teheran seem to be pursuing almost identical objects
today. In 1991, as I mentioned above, these circles succeeded in creating the
Council of the Caspian Sea, which in addition to Iran contains Azerbaijan,
Russia, Kazakhstan and Turkmenia. The Council’s secretariat is based in
Teheran.

In order to counteract Britain’s schemes, Baryatinskiy proposed reinforcing
the naval flotilla on the Caspian, fortifying Baku and Petrovskiy port (now
Machakhkala), opening a route to the Aral Sea, and creating the conditions for
Russian ships to use the Syr’-Dar’ya.

Steam on the Caspian
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For their part, the representatives of trade and industry were not idle, either.
In 1850 the Merkuriy steamship company was set up on the Caspian Sea, and
in the second half of the 1850s it was transformed into the celebrated transport
company Kavkaz & Merkuriy.

The steamships of this company, which was run partly by the Nobel
brothers, transported goods along the Volga and across the Caspian Sea, and
linked the Russian ports with the towns of Northern Iran and the Turkmen
settlements on the south eastern shores of the Caspian. In 1856 the Russian
Steamship and Trading Company (ROPIT) was created, which established, step
by step, shipping lines in the Black Sea, the Mediterranean, the Red Sea, the
Indian Ocean, and the Persian Gulf. It coordinated its business with the Kavkaz
& Merkuriy Company, thus linking the Volga, Caspian and Black Sea trading
routes.

In January 1857 a meeting of the Special Government Committee was called
to examine Baryatinskiy’s proposals. It thrashed out the implications of British
expansion in Afghanistan, Iran and the southern part of Central Asia. The
‘hawks’, of course, insisted that Russia should now go over to the offensive in
Central Asia.

Prologue to the Cold War
However, for the reasons described above, Reytern and Gorchakov continued
to urge caution. Nevertheless on 16 February 1857 Baryatinskiy sent a long
letter to the minister of war in which, basing himself on reports from the
military attache in London N. P. Ignat’yev and accounts in the newspapers and
by private correspondents, he emphasised that ‘the English are busy preparing
for war and are attacking on two fronts: from the shores of the Persian Gulf
northwards, and from the east through Afghanistan’.

The future field-marshal was particularly worried by Britain’s obvious
intention of establishing itself on the shores of the Caspian Sea. ‘If the British
flag appears on the Caspian’, he affirmed, ‘it will deal a death blow not only to
our influence in the East and our foreign trade there, but to the political
autonomy of our empire generally.’ The tsar directed his ministry of war to
study Baryatinskiy’s analysis and it produced a report entitled ‘Possible
hostilities between Russia and England in Central Asia’.

This was the prologue to the ‘cold war’ that sprang up almost a century
later. While the British government, the Anglo-Indian authorities, and leading
British diplomats and intelligence men in Southern Asia, the Middle East and
Central Asia were busy advocating a forward policy in Central Asia to ‘defend
India from the Russian threat’, in St Petersburg and Moscow, Tiflis and
Orenburg, Russian politicians, military men and influential figures in trade
were just as busily insisting on a forward policy in Trans-Caspia and Central
Asia, on the Caspian Sea and in the Amu-Dar’ya valley, to ‘defend Russian
interests in Central Asia, the Caucasus and the Caspian from the British threat’.
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Lion of Tashkent — IV
CHAPTER 24 of Peter Hopkirk’s The Great Game is boldly entitled ‘Lion of
Tashkent’. Much of it is devoted to the history of the Russian conquest of
Tashkent in 1865 under Major-General M. G. Chernyayev. The facts, events and
motives discussed in this and several subsequent chapters create an impressive
picture of the conquest of Central Asia by Russian troops, the destruction of the
Kokand khanate, the creation of protectorates out of the Bukhara and Khiva
khanates, and the formation of the gigantic Turkestan kray (region) which
stretched from Tyan’-Shan’ and the Pamirs in the east to the Aral and Caspian
Seas in the west, and which was incorporated into the Russian Empire. These
events, which happened less than 130 years ago, are of particular interest today
when, following the collapse of the Soviet Union, the independent republics of
Kazakstan, Uzbekistan, Kirgizia, Tajikistan and Turkmenia have not only
declared complete independence and joined the United Nations but also
announced the formation of their own ‘Association of Central Asia’.

In his chapter on the conquest of Tashkent, Hopkirk refers to the three
khanates as ‘city-states’. In fact, by the middle of the 19th century about 5
million people were living on their territory — about 3 million in the Bukhara
khanate, about 1.5 million in the Kokand khanate, and about 1 million in the
Khiva khanate. The largest of them territorially was the Bukhara khanate,
bordered in the west by the lower Amudar’ya River, in the south by
Afghanistan, and in the east by the Pamirs. The borders of the Kokand khanate
when it was at its height early in the 19th century were washed in the west by
the lower Syrdar’ya river, and in the east and north-east passed by the Pamirs
and Tyan’-Shan’, so its possessions included much of modern Uzbekistan and
Kirgizia, and the south-eastern part of Kazakstan. In the 18th and early 19th
centuries Bukhara khanate ruled a large part of present-day Afghan Turkestan,
including the famous city of Balkh, which in antiquity was successively the
capital of three celebrated states — Bactria, the Graeco-Bactrian empire, and the
kingdom of Kushan. Today the modern Afghan province of Balkh (capital:
Mazari-Sharif) is controlled by one of the most powerful groups of mujahadeen,
the ‘National and Islamic Movement of Afghanistan’, which is primarily an
amalgamation of nationalities in the north of the country, ie Tajiks and Uzbeks,
and whose leader, General Dostum, is demanding an influential position in the
Afghan government.

Arguments of the expansionists
Earlier it has been pointed out that diplomatic and economic links were
established between Muscovite Rus’ and the Bukhara and Khiva khanates as
long ago as the 15th and 16th centuries, and with Kokand in the 18th century
immediately it came into existence. By the middle of the 19th century powerful
political, military and commercial circles in the Russian empire were becoming
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more and more interested in strengthening their
economic and military positions in Central Asia and
using the Amudar’ya river to supply Russian goods to
the markets of Bukhara, Afghanistan and evennorthern
India. Coinci-dentally, they claimed it was necessary to
prevent the British from invading Afghanistan and
reaching the Caspian.

The exponents of Russian expansionism in Central
Asia demanded that normal conditions should be
created for trade on the markets of Bukhara and Khiva,
import duties reduced on Russian goods, an end put to robberies on the
caravan routes, and, of course, slavery and the slave trade strictly forbidden
and all Russian captives immediately released. These were serious arguments.

Numerous reports from merchants and agents, as well as articles and books
written by travellers, demonstrate that conditions for the local inhabitants of
the Central Asian khanates — Tajiks, Uzbeks, Kazakhs, Kirgiz and Turkmens —
were intolerable. There were interminable feudal squabbles and bloody wars. It
is a well-documented fact, for instance, that during his punitive expedition to
the Hissar Valley (now in Uzbekistan) in 1756-58, the emir of Bukhara,
Mohamed Rakhim, ‘built a minaret of heads from the people executed by him’
in the countryside around Denau. The well-known Russian traveller Filipp
Nazarov, who visited Central Asia at the beginning of the 19th century, said that
in 1814, after another attempt by the inhabitants of Tashkent to throw off the
Kokand yoke, mass executions went on in the city for 10 days. P. P. Shubinskiy,
the Russian explorer and geographer, summed up in his book Sketches of

Bukhara, published in St Petersburg in 1892: ‘As a consequence of bloody
despotism and superstition, the glorious land of Transoxania [ie the country to
the north of the Amudar’ya river — Ed], which was once considered the cradle
of the human race, has been reduced to a pitiful fragment — the present-day
Bukhara khanate’.

A new phase in the Russian advance
Towards the 1860s, the Russian advance on the khanates of Central Asia entered
its decisive phase, prompted by, notably, Russia’s defeat in the Crimean War and
the consequent weakening of her position in the Black Sea basin and to some
extent in the Balkans. Russian foreign policy now began to eastwards, the
treaties with China of 1858 and 1860 (discussed previously), securing Amur
province for her and, after the founding of Vladivostok, gaving her an outlet to
the Pacific Ocean. Policy in Central Asia was also affected. The Russian
ambassador appointed to London in 1858 was instructed by the Russian foreign
minister,Gorchakov, that Russia aimed to ‘increase the influence of its industry,
culture and commerce in Asia’. Britain had overtaken Russia here, but ‘it is now
time for us to become major players in this area’. The ambassador was to tell
British ministers that if the British ‘wanted to live in peace with Russia’, then
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they must respect her interests. ‘England has all too often forgotten this principle
in her dealings with other nations’, wrote Gorchakov, ‘and the time has now
come to remind her of it without reproaches or bitterness, but quite firmly.’

In London the Foreign Office noted the new Russian policy and took
counter-measures. In September 1859 the emir of Afghanistan, Dost
Mohammad-Khan, with the fullsupport of Britain, attacked the Kunduz and
Meymene khanates of Southern Turkestan, situated on the left (southern) bank
of the Pyandzh river and the borders of Turkmenia, but he was defeated. He
promptly sent a large delegation to Bukhara where, with the help of British
agents, he tried to get the towns of Karsh and even Chardzhou handed over to
Afghanistan. This not only would have significantly reduced the territory of the
Bukhara khanate, but also would have brought shipping on the Amudar’ya
river under British control. Simultaneously, British agents then entered into
direct contacts with the Bukhara authorities, and, while supporting Afghan
demands, tried to get transferred to Kokand the strategically important town of
Ura-Tyube. British diplomacy, then, was directly interfering in relations between
Bukhara, Afghanistan and Kokand.

After the Afghan and British demands were rejected, in the summer of 1859
Afghan forces seized the Kunduz khanate. Nasrullah, the emir of Bukhara,
attempted to establish control over Kunduz but failed. Yet another war between
Bukhara and Kokand then broke out, which the Afghan army took advantage of
to rout the Uzbek and Tajik militias in southern Turkestan; subsequently, a large
part of the left bank of the Amudar’ya and almost all of southern Turkestan,
inhabited by Uzbeks, Tajiks and Turkmens, was incorporated into Afghanistan.
(Thus the dragon’s teeth were sown that 120 and 130 years later have brought
such a bloody harvest on both sides of the Amudar’ya — in Afghanistan and in
Tajikistan).

Rise of Chernyayev
These events further goaded the ruling circles of the Russian Empire to action.
After long meetings and discussions in St Petersburg in December 1863, a plan
was finally approved to advance on the khanates of Central Asia from three
separate directions.

The main spearheads were to come from Orenburg and Siberia. Troops of the
Orenburg Corps were to advance to the south-east on Suzak, those of the
Siberian Corps southwards on the Kokand city of Auliye-Ata, a large and
strategically important trading centre. Thus a continuous line of Russian
possessions was to be created across the Karatau range through north-eastern
Kazakhstakstan and Siberia, bordering on the Kokand khanate. Slightly later, a
third advance was to be made eastwards from the Caspian into the Khiva
khanate. In 1864, after the front line from Suzak to Auliye-Ata had been secured,
the plan was for detachments from the Orenburg and Siberian Corps to advance
together into Kokand territory in order to take Chimkent and later the ancient
city of Turkestan.

Rise of Chernayov
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In May 1864 troops of the Orenburg Corps based in Russian forts on the
lower Syrdar’ya river began the advance on Turkestan. At almost the same time
troops of the Siberian Corps based in fortresses on the lower Ili river and
around the fortress of Vernyy (now Alma-Ata) started to advance to the south-
west on Auliye-Ata. Thus a twopronged frontal attack was unleashed on the
western borders of the Kokand khanate.

St Petersburg attached particular importance to the second prong, and the
forces of the Siberian Corps were therefore headed by Colonel M. Chernyayev,
who was a protégé of the war minister Milyutin and subsequently to become
the ‘Lion of Tashkent’.

Chernyayev had with him one Lieutenant Chokan Valikhanov, who was the
first Kazak scholar, enlightener, historian and ethnographer. In 1858, disguised
as a Muslim merchant, he had crossed the Tyan’-Shan’ and spent a long time in
Kashgar, the most important city in Sinkiang (Eastern Turkestan), where
Russian and British intelligence men were active throughout the second half of
the 19th century. (Stalin, it is worth remembering, tried in 1946-47 to detach
Sinkiang from China, after declaring it the  ‘East Turkestan Democratic
Republic’.) Valikhanov’s notes and documents about Kashgar and Eastern
Turkestan are still of considerable scientific and academic interest.

At the beginning of June 1864 troops under Chernyayev’s command
stormed Auliye-Ata.

Three days of fighting
Meanwhile, the forces of the Orenburg Corps under Colonel Veriovkin had
tried to overwhelm the city of Turkestan. The latter was over a thousand years
old, and one of the most revered religious centres in Islam, and the Kokand
fighters put up a stiff resistance to the soldiers of Veriovkin. The town was
taken in the middle of June 1864 only after three days of bitter fighting. From
Turkestan and Auliye-Ata the soldiers of the two Russian corps literally raced
each other to reach Chimkent, the great meeting-place of the caravan routes on
the western borders of Kokand, in order to close the Russian lines put out from
Orenburg and Siberia and create a bridgehead for the assault on Tashkent.

However, it had been announced in St Petersburg that the taking of
Turkestan had created a south-eastern border to the Russian empire and it was
there that a customs post would be set up for Bukharan, Kokand, Indian, British
and Chinese goods.

Subsequently, as will be shown, these borders were pushed forward again,
and the promise to make the Karatau range (north of Turkestan and Auliye-
Ata) and Chimkent the border was forgotten.

Since then 130 years have passed, and now, after the collapse of the USSR,
the progressive weakening of the CIS, and declarations of complete
independence on the part of Turkestan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Kirgizia, for
the first time in a thousand years the Russian government has had to discuss
the question not of expanding, but of dramatically contracting its own borders.
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Only the military treaty with Kazakstan enables the northern part of this
enormous republic to be included in Russia’s security zone, and if it too is
dissolved then the Russian border will run along the lower Volga and then
eastwards on a line from Orenburg to Omsk – which is where the Orenburg and
Siberian Corps set out from to advance on Central Asia a century and a half ago.

Failure to take Chimkent
In Chimkent, meanwhile, a huge force had assembled under the ruler of the
Kokand khanate, Alimkula, with the intention of winning Turkestan and
Auliye-Ata back from the Russians. Chernyayev’s attempts to mount a surprise
attack on the city, then take it by storm after a short siege, failed, not least
because the Kokand troops also put up a stubborn resistance. The Tsarist
commanders made an unexpected and very unpleasant discovery: the artillery
of the backward, feudal Kokand khanate, had a longer range than the Russian
artillery. At the end of July the Russia’s troops were forced to withdraw to
Turkestan and Auliye-Ata. Chernyayev him-self in his official report to the
governor-general of West Siberia termed his defeated campaign a
‘reconnaissance’, rather a major offensive operation. Even Lieutenant-General
M. A. Terent’yev, whom we have mentioned before and who certainly did not
always approve of the actions of the Tsarist command, states in his semi-official
History of the Conquest of Central Asia that ‘The storming of Chimkent failed
because we did not have enough shells’ (vol. 1, p. 291). In reality it was not only
a defeat for Chernyayev, but for the whole command of the two Russian corps
stationed in Central Asia. Also, the defence of Chimkent, like that of Tashkent
and Merv after it, disproves the claims of a number of Tsarist administrators
and many Communist ideologues that the peoples of Central Asia joined the
Russian Empire of their own free will.

Relations between Bukhara and Kokand were now deteriorating, while in
Chimkent itself a struggle was going on between the officials of the Kokand
khanate, whose taxes were throttling the local economy, artisan leaders, who
wanted not only to rid themselves of Kokand’s domination but also to expand
trade with Russia. This, of course, undermined the position of the Kokand
troops, and, following the invasion of the Fergana valley by Bukharan forces,
Alimkul withdrew many of them from Chimkent and sent them there.

‘Another Caucasus’
In view of all this, Chernyayev decided not to wait for orders from St
Petersburg, but to make a fresh attack on Chimkent. In his letters to M.
Poltoratskiy, one of the influential colonels on the General Staff in St
Petersburg, Chernyayev noted that the quality of the Kokand artillery had
improved significantly, it could fire quickly and accurately, and it used
explosive shells of large calibre. Chernyayev also recounted that a ‘European
held in esteem and in charge of casting cannon’ had arrived in Tashkent (then
part of the Kokand khanate) and he put the improvement in the Kokand
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artillery down to the presence of this person. This was no novelty for the Tsarist
administration. Back in 1855, at the height of the Crimean War, the governor-
general of Siberia had reported to St Petersburg that ‘There are foreigners
among the Kokand troops, as well as commanders sent by the Turkish sultan,
and these troops are much better disciplined than we have seen before’.
Chimkent must be taken at all costs, Chernyayev wrote to Poltoratskiy at the
end of September 1864, because the Kokand khanate presented a real threat:
‘Their military commanders are as good as ours, their artillery is much better (it
all has rifled barrels), their infantry are armed with bayonets, and they are
better supplied than our army. Unless we destroy them now, this area will turn
into another Caucasus’. Considering the enormous number of human victims,
the material losses, and the colossal efforts that the Tsarist government had to
expend to crush Shamil’s rebellion and conquer the northern Caucasus, it is
difficult to think of a more convincing argument in St Petersburg’s eyes for
taking Kokand than to compare it with Chechnya!

On 21 September 1864 troops commanded by Chernyayev took Chimkent
by storm. Although this had not been sanctioned by St Petersburg, Chernyayev
was immediately awarded the Order of St George by Alexander II. The other
participants in this operation were also richly rewarded. Only five days after
the storming of Chimkent, they set off again with only 1,550 men and 12
cannons for Tashkent. The question of Tashkent had in fact been exercising the
minds of St Petersburg’s government and military circles for some time. The
Russian Foreign Ministry, headed by Gorchakov, was extremely wary about
moving into Central Asia because of the danger of coming into conflict with
Britain, and actually opposed the seizure of Chimkent and particularly the idea
of moving on to Tashkent.

Debate in St Petersburg
There was no agreement about moving on to Tashkent, even in the General Staff
and the Ministry of War. All Poltoratskiy’s attempts to persuade the Minister of
War D. A.  Milyutin (the future honorary member of the St Petersburg Academy
of Sciences and Field Marshal-General) that it would be wise to support
Chernyayev’s plans to strengthen Russian positions in the Chimkent region
were met with: ‘Very well, but who will guarantee that after Chimkent
Chernyayev will not consider it necessary to take Tashkent, then Kokand, and
we shall never see an end to it.’

On the whole, the Ministry of War insisted on a forward policy in Central
Asia. In its publications, the newspaper The Russian Veteran and the Military

Magazine, it debated matters of foreign policy at great length and criticised the
Russian Foreign Office for being pliant and even cowardly. This brought
endless protests from Gorchakov and the government faction headed by the
minister of the interior A. Ye. Timashev, which was at loggerheads with
Milyutin. In the end it was decided at a special meeting chaired by Alexander
II that there should be ‘only one government publication, and that should be



strictly official in nature’. In their own publications,  Ministries should confine
themselves ‘purely to specialised topics and not express opinionson matters of
foreign and domestic policy’. (How many Russian ministers would welcome
such a ruling 130 years later!)

At the beginning of October 1864 the comparatively small detachment led
by Chernyayev, who had been promoted to Major-General for capturing
Auliye-Ata, arrived on the approaches to Tashkent, the largest city in Central
Asia and at that time part of the Kokand khanate. However, it was impossible
simply to rush at an enormous city surrounded by a high wall 25 kilometres
long and with a population of 100,000, especially as it was being defended by
over 30,000 Kokand soldiers and militiamen commanded by Alimkul himself.
Chernyayev lost at least 80 men dead and wounded, including four officers,
and in the middle of October was forced to retreat to Chimkent.

In his report to St Petersburg, Chernyayev took advantage of his experience
at covering up the first failure to capture Chimkent, and also turned his failed
assult on Tashkent into a reconnaissance. He emphasised again the high quality
of the Kokand artillery,  claimed that the rulers of Kokand and Bukhara were
preparing to attack the Russian frontier between Chimkent and Auliye-Ata, and
begged for permission to mount a largescale assault on Tashkent. He did not,
he said, consider it necessary however, to incorporate Tashkent into the Russian
empire. After crushing the Kokand army, he proposed engineering the creation
of an independent Tashkent khanate, which would become a bulwark of
Russian influence on the borders of the Bukhara and Kokand khanates, thus
preventing them from operating together.

The southern border defined
In October 1864 prolonged discussions took place in St Petersburg about the
aims of Russian policy in Central Asia. They ended in Alexander II signing an
unusual document: a joint paper prepared by Gorchakov and Milyutin defining
the south-eastern border of the Russian empire as a fortified line extending
from Vernyy to Auliye-Ata and onwards across the southern slopes of the
Karatau via Chimkent and Turkestan.

On this basis, on 21 November 1864 Gorchakov sent a circular letter to
foreign governments referring to the ‘actions of the United States on the
American continent,  of France in Africa, of Holland in her colonies, and of
England in East India’ and announcing that the aims of the Russian empire
were to ‘ensure the safety of Central Asia and bring its population social
stability, trade, prosperity and civilisation’. It was this, the note asserted, which
had prompted the Russian government to join together the Orenburg and
Siberian ‘lines’ of its border in a locality that was fertile and would facilitate ‘not
only the supply of provisions but also the proper settlement of the area’.

The note ended by saying that the military and administrative centre of the
territories occupied — Chimkent — was absolutely the furthest point of the
Russian advance.
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In January 1865 the Russian government decided to combine these
territories into Turkestan Oblast’ (region), which came under the governor-
general of Orenburg. It was to be ruled by a military governor with special
powers. Legally and administratively, then, the question of seizing Tashkent
had been taken off the agenda, since all the world’s governments had been
officially informed that the extreme limit of Russian ambitions was Chimkent.
Chernyayev’s race to Tashkent in September-October 1864, which involved
such losses, should therefore have been punished as an act of insubordination.
It was Major-General Chernyayev, however, who was promptly appointed
military governor of Turkestan Oblast’!

Conquest of Tashkent
The new governor immediately began to use his special
powers; namely to prepare very carefully for a campaign
against Tashkent. He noted that hostilities had broken
out again between the Bukhara and Khiva khanates and
tension was rising in Tashkent itself. The influential
merchant class, the top Muslim clergy and the
feudaladministrative elite, were split over whether to
keep Tashkent within the Kokand khanate. The clergy
looked to the holy city of Bukhara, but the merchants and
well-off artisans constituted a kind of ‘pro-Russian
faction’ that thought being part of the Russian empire
would enlarge their trade links, increase their wealth,
and rid them of the rapacious and vicious Kokand
administrators.

After he had received reliable information about the
movements of Bukharan and Kokand troops and
established contact with the leader of the ‘pro-Russian’
faction, the rich Tashkent merchant Mohamed Saatbay,
who had branches in some Russian cities, Chernyayev
ignored the Russian government’s declarations and the
warnings of his military superiors in St Petersburg and Orenburg and set out
around 20 April 1865 on a new campaign against Tashkent. Since he was again
acting without permission,  Chernyayev could only muster for the task 1,300
men and 12 cannons. On 25 April the force approached the fortress of Niyazbek
on the river Chirchik, which controlled Tashkent’s water supply. The next day
the fortress was taken by storm, the water supply diverted from Tashkent’s
mains, and Chernyayev waited for the city to surrender. On 7 May Russian
troops were only 10 kilometres from it. However, they were suddenly attacked
from behind by the Kokand army with Alimkul at its head,  consisting of 6000
soldiers including the royal guard and 40 cannon. In a bloody engagement the
Kokand forces were routed and Alimkul killed.

In his chapter ‘Lion of Tashkent’, Hopkirk gives a fairly detailed description
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of the storming of Tashkent and the fighting in the city’s narrow streets on 14
and 15 June 1865. One of the heroes of this fighting was the regimental chaplain
Malov, who led one of the storming parties carrying only a cross. On 17 June
the elders of the four main areas of Tashkent, together with prominent
representatives of the Muslim clergy, visited Chernyayev and on behalf of the
entire population ‘expressed their complete readiness to submit to the Russian
government’. Among the spoils of war were 63 Kokand fieldpieces.

Hopkirk adds that the elders were so amazed by Chernyayev’s daring
generalship that they gave him the honorific title ‘Lion of Tashkent’.

Politics in Tashkent
After Uzbekistan declared independence in 1991, several Uzbek historians
published academic and popular articles in which they try to revise Communist
notions about the peoples of Central Asia being ‘reunited or joining Russia of
their own free will’. They also endeavour to explain why the Russian troops
were able to seize Tashkent so quickly. They use documents and chronicles
contained in The History of the Mangyt Rulers by the Bukhara historian Mirza
Abdal Azim Sami, which was written at the end of the nineteenth century but
only published in 1962, as well as an unpublished manuscript by the historian
Mohamed Salikh (who took part in the defence of Tashkent), called A New

History of Tashkent. These give a detailed picture of the sociopolitical situation in
Tashkent just before and during the storming of the city, and of the devious
politics of the rulers of Bukhara and Kokand. They enable us to add a number
of things to Hopkirk’s account.

There is no doubt that the rivalry between the Bukhara and Kokand
khanates made it possible for Chernyayev’s force of only 1,300 men seize the
largest city in Central Asia, which was defended by 30,000 Kokand soldiers,
local militias and various auxiliaries.

After Alimkul, the ruler of the Kokand khanate, was killed outside
Tashkent, the emir of Bukhara, Muzafar ad-Din, sent most of his troops not to
Tashkent, but to the Fergana valley, where he seized the ancient city of
Khodzhent and reinstalled his father-in-law as ruler (who had once been
deposed by Alimkul). In Tashkent itself there was no unity — as was
mentioned, there was a Kokand faction, a Bukhara faction, and a ‘Russian’
faction. Immediately after the death of Alimkul, while Tashkent was under
siege, there were also problems from the members of Said, close kinsmen of
Khudoyar-khan, independent khan of Tashkent.

The Kazak population of the city, led by Sadyk Kenasarin, the son of the
leader of the anti-Russian uprising in western Kazakstan was not idle, either.
Various inflamed national and class differences also made themselves felt.

In these extremely complicated circumstances the population of Tashkent
nevertheless fought back stubbornly for three days without food or water
before capitulation. Modern Uzbek historians are right, then, to cast doubt on
the Communist version that Central Asia joined the Russian Empire
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voluntarily. We must agree with General M. A.  Terent’yev, author of The History

of the Conquest of Central Asia, that ‘Tashkent was defended with a vigour not
previously seen in Central Asia’ (vol. I, p. 320).

In an attempt to restore normality to Tashkent as swiftly as possible and
head off the anti-Russian campaign conducted by the Muslim clergy and
followers of the emir of Bukhara. Chernyayev, as soon as he had taken the city,
announced that he would not interfere in matters of Islamic faith and custom.
The Muslim courts were retained and all the inhabitants of the city were let off
their taxes for a year.

The conquest of Tashkent, which was carried out not only without the
approval of St Petersburg but also against the instructions of the Foreign
Ministry and the governor general of Orenburg, met with the post facto
approval of Alexander II and his government. All the officers who had taken
part in the battle for the city were awarded medals and promoted, while
Chernyayev himself was presented by the tsar with a sword whose hilt was
studded with diamonds and engraved: ‘For the Capture of Tashkent’.

More debates in St Petersburg
The question of what to do with Tashkent was debated animatedly in St
Petersburg ruling circles, and of course caused friction between the Foreign
Ministry and the military. Actually there were also serious disagreements in
military circles — in the Ministry of War, the General Staff, and the office of the
governor-general of Orenburg, to whom Turkestan Oblast’ and the troops who
captured Tashkent were answerable. In the summer of 1865 St Petersburg was
inclined to support the proposal of the governorgeneral of Orenburg,
Kryzhanovskiy, that Tashkent should be turned into a separate khanate. This
would drive a wedge between the Bukhara and going Kokand khanates,
strengthen Russia’s positions in Central Asia, and appease the British
government’s indignation at Russia back on its pledge not to advance further
than Chimkent. As mentioned, back in the autumn of 1864 Chernyayev had put
forward a similar plan, with a view to hoodwinking not the British but the
Russian government!

In September 1865 Kryzhanovskiy arrived in Tashkent to carry out his plan,
which had been approved first in St Petersburg. He summoned the nobility of
the city, told them that an ‘independent khanate’ was going to be formed, and
proposed that they choose a khan. However, the prospect of having another
khan breathing down their necks clearly did not appeal to them. The nobility,
rich merchants and leading clergy of Tashkent presented a special petition to
Kryzhanovskiy written in Uzbek and affixed, as is the custom in the East, with
58 seals rather than signatures. It declined the proposal that they choose a khan,
asked for Russian suzerainty and requested that control of the spiritual life of
the population be entrusted to the religious leader and supreme judge of
Tashkent, the kazi-kalyan, so that he could exercise Muslim law, the sharia, over
them.
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In his report to the minister of war, Milyutin, Kryzhanovskiy stressed that
‘the inhabitants of Tashkent themselves repeatedly begged me not to abandon
them to Fate.’ Mohamed Saatbay, the rich merchant already mentioned, had a
particular hand in this petition, which played a not inconsiderable role in
Russia’s relations with Tashkent.

Fifty-eight seals
In his history, Terent’yev relates a few details which have been forgotten. It
turns out that Saatbay had a secret meeting with Kryzhanovskiy, after which he
went to the nobility and asked everyone who had his seal with him to set it at
the bottom of an empty sheet of paper ‘for the furtherance of a good cause’.
Since everyone knew that he enjoyed the confidence of the Russian authorities,
and the city was occupied by Russian troops, 58 seals were promptly put on the
empty sheet. The leading clergy and merchants then composed the text of the
petition over the top and sent it to Kryzhanovskiy in St Petersburg as proof of
the Tashkentians’ desire to become Russian subjects. Naturally, the authors of
the petition asked for the greatest possible privileges for the Muslim clergy and
Tashkent merchants.

All through 1865 and the first half of 1866 there was an intensive exchange
of notes between St Petersburg and London concerning Central Asian matters
and Tashkent in particular. All of this is excellently described by Hopkirk.

Meanwhile, the situation in Central Asia continued to deteriorate. The emir
of Bukhara attempted to consolidate his position in the Kokand khanate, and
continued to insist on the withdrawal of Russian troops from Tashkent and

claim Tashkent for himself. In February 1866 Russian
troops suffered a small defeat at Dzhizak.

All of this was used by the Foreign Ministry and
Ministry of War to review their options where Tashkent
was concerned. It was pointed out that the hostile
actions of the Emir of Bukhara, and his pretensions to
ruling the Kokand Khanate, were having a negative
effect on the population of those territories that were
now in the Russian empire. The Russian government
therefore announced that it was abandoning the idea of
setting up a ‘neutral country’ between its domains and
those of Bukhara, and was going to incorporate
Tashkent fully into the empire. In August 1866, then, the
inhabitants of the largest city in Central Asia, most of
whom had not even heard of the special petition with
the 58 seals that had been despatched to St Petersburg,
became Russian subjects. In 1867 the Turkestan

governor-generalship was formed, based in Tashkent.
The first governor-general was K. P. Kaufman, who had been active in

military operations in the Caucasus. He was given extremely wide powers: he
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had the right independently to conduct both military action and diplomatic
relations. The local inhabitants called him ‘yarym-podsho’, which means ‘half-
tsar’. There was now a Russian viceroy in Tashkent, like the British one in
Calcutta.

By contrast, the career of Chernyayev, the ‘Lion of Tashkent’, was rather
bumpy. After the defeat at Dzhizak and the further deterioration in relations
with the Bukhara Khanate, he was relieved of his post as military governor of
Turkestan Oblast’ (then part of the Orenburg governor-generalship) and
obliged to retire. This happened less than a year after he had received his
diamond-encrusted sword from Alexander II, and it shows just how divided
opinions on the Central Asian question were in Russia’s highest ruling circles.

However, this was not the end of Chernyayev’s career. In 1876 the Russian
government was attempting to solve diplomatically the crisis that had arisen in
the Balkans as a result of the uprising in Bosnia and Herzegovina, when against
their wishes Chernyayev turned up in Belgrade and was appointed
Commander-in-Chief of the Serb Army during Serbia and Montenegro’s war
against Turkey. His troops were defeated, however, and following a
compromise Anglo-Russian agreement — about the Balkan situation, which
reminds us of the Russo-US agreement on Bosnia in May 1993 — Bosnia and
Herzegovina were occupied by Austrian troops and subsequently annexed by
Austro-Hungary. Nevertheless, in 1882, after the death of Kaufman,
Chernyayev returned to Tashkent as governor-general of the Turkestan Krai!

Boost to trade
The capture of Tashkent and the creation of the Turkestan governor-generalship
were very well received by Russia’s merchants and industrialists. Just before
military action began around Tashkent, large consignments of Russian goods
had been sent to the Central Asian markets. Since imports of cotton from the
United States had been halted by the American Civil War, Russia’s growing
textile industry was increasingly interested in the cotton grown in Central Asia.
Such influential Russian economists as I. Yanzhul and Yu. Gagemeyster were
constantly insisting that Russia expand its hold over Central Asia, including
Bukhara. In a directive, Alexander II told Kaufman ‘above all to open up a
broad and easily accessible route for Russian trade and industry into the heart
of Central Asia’. Immediately on his arrival in the capital of the new Turkestan
region, Kaufman set up a commission to organise an annual fair in Tashkent.
He also appealed to the ‘eminent people of the city’to develop their economic
ties with Russia to the utmost.

Taking Samarkand
However, after the loss of Tashkent the feudal elite and top Muslim clergy in the
Bukhara khanate became more and more active and demanded the return of
Tashkent and the subjugation of the ailing Kokand khanate, in order to resist
the Russian advance into Central Asia. The clergy accused Muzafar ad-Din of
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being weak, and managed to get a fatwa published calling for a Holy War to be
declared against Russia.

In April 1868, having rejected Kaufman’s offer of talks, Muzafar ad-Din led
the Bukharan troops to the River Zeravshan and there issued an ultimatum
demanding the return of Dzhizak.  A Russian force of 3,500 men commanded by
Kaufman then set out from Tashkent for Zeravshan and on 1 May 1868 a battle
took place on the Chupanati Heights around Samarkand which ended in the
complete rout of the Bukharan army. 

The distinguished Tajik educationalist Akhmadi Donish said of this battle in
his book The Lives of the Emirs of Noble Bukhara: ‘Everyone fled for all they were
worth; they fled in all directions, abandoning all their belongings and
equipment; even the Emir fled. No-one wanted to fight.’

The rout of the emir’s troops set the various factions
in Samarkand at one another’s throats. There was even
armed conflict between the soldiers of the Bukharan
governor of the city on the one hand and the poor people,
tradesmen, artisans and merchants on the other. On 2
May representatives of the population of Samarkand led
by the chief justice arrived in the Russian camp bearing
the keys of the city. On the same day, Kaufman entered
Samarkand with his detachment of Russian troops and
the Russian flag was raised above the citadel. The
governor-general wrote to Alexander II: ‘The oldest and

most noble city in Central Asia, this centre of the Muslim religion, with a proud
and glorious history, fell without a shot being fired.’ Hopkirk describes this
event, and says that it had a special military-political significance for Russia:
‘For it was from here, nearly 500 years earlier, that the great Mongol commander
Timerlain had launched his fateful attack on Muscovy’ (p. 315). Actually, this
statement contains a number of inaccuracies. Timur (Tamerlane) was not a
Mongol, but a Barlas, i.e. basically a Muslim Turk. Nor did he make war on
Muscovy. In fact, by crushing the leader of the Golden Horde, Tokhtamysh, who
had invaded the Muscovite Principality and even sacked Moscow, Tamerlane
could be said to have strengthened Moscow’s position in its struggle for
independence from the Golden Horde. In the 1350s and 1390s Timerlain
conquered Iran, the Trans-Caucasus and Asia Minor, and was preparing an
invasion of China. Some Uzbek historians have now proclaimed him as a ‘great
Uzbek’, and in 1991 the statue of Lenin in the middle of Samarkand was
replaced by one of Timerlain.

The fall of Samarkand was very badly received in the Bukhara khanate and
produced an explosion of indignation against the emir among the ruling elite.
Chief amongst the disaffected was the emir’s son, Abdulmalik. He and his
supporters declared a jihad  (holy war) against the Russian authorities. But the
fact that the war of liberation from the Russian yoke was bound up with a feudal
revolt by the heir of the emir against his own father, undermined the enterprise.

Taking Samarkand
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But, at the beginning, the rebellion against the emir under cover of a jihad
spread fast.

The emir’s viceregents were sent packing from many cities and the rulers of
Shakhrisyabz province joined Abdulmalik in preparing an expedition to
liberate Samarkand. Contact was made with the clergy in Samarkand who did
not accept the surrender of the city. Meanwhile the Russian command, led by
Kaufman, continued to push forward into Bukharan territory ignorant of the
rebellion and the worsening of the situation in the khanate. In an attempt to
revive his authority in the khanate, the emir, Muzafar ad-Din, decided to
engage the Russian troops. The battle took place on 2 June on the Zerabulak
Heights and continued for two days, at the end of which the Bukharan forces
were defeated.

The holding of Samarkand
The day before, however, detachments of beks from Shakhrisyabz had arrived
outside Samarkand. The Russian garrison in the city consisted of only 650 men.
The mullahs delivered inflammatory speeches, an uprising began, and people
started to make weapons. The citadel, in which the Russian troops had shut
themselves up, was stormed from all sides and it looked as though it would be
taken. Suddenly, on 3 June, the Shakhrisyabz beks left Samarkand, where they
had been besieging the citadel with the heir to the Bukhara throne, Abdulmalik,
and local fighters for the faith. One reason was that they had received news of
Kaufman’s victory in the battle on the Zerabulak Heights and were afraid of
what would happen when he returned to Samarkand. A study of the book by
Mirza Abdal Azim Sami mentioned above indicates, however, that there was
another reason. The emir was less fearful of the Tsarist forces winning than he
was of a victory by the ‘fighters for the faith’ led by his son, who had already
been proclaimed emir. On his instructions, then, letters were sent to the
Shakhrisyabz beks informing them that he had signed a peace with Kaufman 
and that the Russian and Bukharan forces were on their way to Shakhrizyabz
to inflict reprisals on the insurgents’ families and supporters. The Shakhrisyabz
detachments therefore hurried away to defend their native city. The Turkmen
forces who had participated in events at Samarkand also left. On 8 June 1868 the
uprising was put down and Kaufman’s troops re-entered Samarkand.

The defeat at Zerabulak, the collapse of the uprising in Samarkand, feudal
in-fighting and increasing discontent among the populace, had led to the final
defeat of the Bukhara khanate.

The Russian-Bukharan Treaty
On 23 June 1868 a peace treaty was signed between the Russian empire and the
Bukhara khanate. The Bukharan government officially recognised that
Khodzhent, Ura-Tyube and Dzhizak were part of the Russian empire. Russian
subjects were allowed to trade freely with and set up trading missions in the
khanate. The emir agreed to pay an indemnity of half a million roubles. To
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ensure that it was paid, Russian troops were temporarily to occupy Samarkand
and Katta-Kurgan, which were turned into the Zeravshan okrug (district)
under the direct rule of the governor-general of Turkestan. Two years later this
district was annexed and included in the Turkestan region.

One of the most important points in the treaty was that the Bukhara khanate
was declared a Russian protectorate, and the emir renounced his right to have
relations with foreign powers. This was very important in St Petersburg’s eyes,
because in the second half of 1867 it had turned out that the emir of Bukhara
was conducting secret talks with the rulers of Khiva, Kokand and Afghanistan,
to form a military alliance against Russia.

Peace on such punitive terms merely increased the dissatisfaction with the
emir’s policies. In the autumn of the same year an uprising broke out in the

khanate with renewed force, orchestrated by
Abdulmalik. With the help of Russian troops the emir
crushed it, and his son fled via Kokand and Kashgar to
Bombay.

It is very interesting that in his interview with All-
Russian Television on 2 April 1993 the foreign minister
of Tajikistan, R. Alimov, said that this year his republic
was marking the 125th anniversary of the establishment
of Russo-Tajik relations. In other words, in 1993 the
government of Tajikistan looks upon the blatantly unfair
Russian-Bukharan treaty as a very important political
document.

The capture of Tashkent, the creation of the Turkestan Krai, and the
transformation of the Bukhara khanate into a protectorate with no rights to
foreign relations, signified a major victory for Russia at an important stage in
the ‘Great Game’ which was fought out with Britain over many decades for
power and influence in Central Asia.

The conquest of Tashkent had a profound effect not only in Central Asia and
the Middle East, but also in northern and even central India. As early as
November 1865 envoys of Rambir Singh, the Maharajah of Kashmir, the largest
principality in India, had arrived inTashkent. On their way there, passing
through territory governed by the British, they were attacked and their most
important documents stolen, including a letter from the Maharajah. In January
1866 the director of the Asian Department of the Russian Foreign Ministry,
Stremoukhov, sent the minister of war, Milyutin, an ‘extract from an Indian
newspape’ which reported that the viceroy of India, Sir John Lawrence, had
sent three Indian agents to Central Asia, including Bukhara and Samarkand, to
study the situation. In the Russian diplomat’s view, this statement had been
planted in the Anglo-Indian press by the British secret intelligence service in
order to make the Russian authorities suspicious of the members of the
Kashmiri mission that had finally got through to Tashkent. In September 1866
the Russian Foreign Ministry gave instructions for its members to be allowed to
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return to Kashmir with a verbal message, the gist of which was that Russia gave
permission for trade links to be developed between Russia’s Central Asian
domains and Kashmir.

Preparations for taking Khiva
In July 1867 the son of the chief minister of Indur, a major Indian principality,
also arrived in Tashkent. The ruler of Indur headed an alliance of principalities
that included Hyderabad, Bikaner and Jaipur. In his letter, which was written
in invisible ink, he suggested establishing a variety of contacts with Russia and
the Russian authorities in Central Asia. In his reply, the military governor of the
Turkestan region merely confirmed that Indur’s envoy had been received by
the Russian authorities in Tashkent.

At the same time as the Turkestan Krai was created and the Bukhara
Khanate turned into a protectorate, it was decided in St Petersburg to start
preparations for taking over the Khiva khanate as well. The campaign was to
be mounted from three directions — from the Caucasus via the Caspian Sea,
from Orenburg along the eastern shore of the Aral Sea, and from Tashkent
westwards via Samarkand. First, as was mentioned in a previous article, it was
decided to create a firm base on the southeastern shore of the Caspian. To this
end early in the spring of 1868 a unit from the Caucasian Corps including
sappers and construction engineers was sent from Petrovsk (now Makhachkala,
the capital of Dagestan) in ships to Balakhinskaya Bay, where they founded the
town of Krasnovodsk (today an important and growing ferry port, railhead and
pipeline terminal). Troops and vehicles were moved there in 1869.

Although St Petersburg’s failed to keep all this secret from the British,
preparations still proceeded for the planned three-pronged attack on the Khiva
khanate and I shall deal with their implementation in 1873 next time.

Events in Central Asia caused consternation in London and Calcutta, and
the British took urgent action of a political, investigative and diplomatic nature.

Britain’s counter-offensive
After the Crimean War, the Indian Mutiny of 1857, the winding-up of the East
India Company, and the transfer of a substantial part of India to direct rule by
the British government, the supporters of the so-called ‘closed border’ policy
for a while had the upper hand both in Britain and in Calcutta, the centre of the
colonial administration of India. Whereas their predecessors and rivals believed
in a forward policy, pulled the strings in the ‘Great Game’ and called for India
to be ‘defended’ not in the approaches to the Himalayas and the Khyber pass
but in Kabul, Herat, Khiva, Bukhara, Kokand and Kashgar, and some of them
even dreamt of going as far as Baghdad and Istanbul, the apologists of the
‘closed border’ believed in the opposite. The Whig government in London and
even Viceroy Lawrence thought there was little risk of the Russians invading
India. Moreover, they predicted that any invasion of Afghanistan by Russian
troops on their way to India would lead to a national war in Afghanistan, like
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the anti-British one of 1838–42. In the event of a Russian army successfully
crossing the Afghan deserts, countless ravines and spurs of the Hindu Kush
and Himalayas, the adherents of the ‘closed border’ policy proposed stopping
it in the defiles of the Khyber pass and on the western shore of the upper and
middle Indus.

In any case, as Hopkirk points out, after years of unsubstantiated warnings
the British public had grown weary of the idea of a terrible ‘Russian threat’ and
‘Cossack lances in the Himalayas’. The position of the British colonial
authorities in India was also much stronger. After all, in the early stages of the
‘Great Game’ British rule did not extend as far as the Indus valley, let alone the
Punjab. By the 1860s the situation was quite different: Sind and the Punjab were
incorporated into the British Raj, and after the Indian Mutiny and wind-up of
the East India Company the British administration and armed forces were
reorganised and considerably strengthened.

However, by the end of the 1860s the political situation in Britain and the
politicalstrategicline-up in southern Asia, the Middle East and Central Asia had
changed radically.

The reason for this was the upsurge in British trade and industry. In 1870
foreign trade exceeded that of France, Germany and Italy put together and was
almost four times higher than that of the USA. Britain was extremely interested,
then, in foreign markets.

The opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 provided a much shorter, cheaper
and quicker route for British goods to reach the Persian Gulf region and India.
It meant that the military and naval forces of the British empire could now be
got to a particular area very quickly. The situation had also changed in Europe.
From the Austro-Prussian and Franco-Prussian wars had been born the German
empire, while the position of Britain’s ancient enemy in Europe, France, had
been considerably weakened. This meant that London could commit much
more time and resources to the Middle East and southern Asia. As a result of all
these things, and of Russia’s forward policy in Central Asia, the ‘closed border’
policy espoused by the Liberals and Viceroy Lawrence was rejected. A new
Viceroy of India was appointed — Lord Mayo — who believed in a strong
offensive policy not only on the north-western borders of India, but also in
Afghanistan and Central Asia.

Influence of Rawlinson
One of the most influential proponents of the forward policy in Asia was Sir
Henry Rawlinson, a founder of Assyriology and a champion of British
colonialism in the Middle East, who has already been mentioned in this series
of articles.

In July 1868, during Disraeli’s first administration, he called for the British
to achieve a dominant position in Kabul, build a railway from Lahore to
Peshawar, and set up a fortified position in Quatar. Agents should be sent to the
countries to the north and northwest of India and British consulates to be
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established there. After expounding these ideas at a meeting of the Royal
Geographical Society, Rawlinson was elected its president. His views found
favour with several influential MPs and with the new viceroy, Mayo.

In the late 1860s and the 1870s the ‘Great Game’ was reactivated by the
British side. At the end of 1868, following the Russian-Bukharan treaty of 1868,
which made the khanate a Russian protectorate, the Foreign Office and the
India Office sent the eminent Turkish Islamist Suavi-effendi to the Bukhara
khanate. He had lived a long time in London, and according to secret
information received by the Russian ambassador in Istanbul, N. P. Ignat’yev, he
was given two tasks: to spy and to conduct anti-Russian propaganda in the
Bukhara khanate. For these purposes the devout Muslim was paid the
equivalent of 1,000 roubles a month — a huge sum for the time. A further agent
was sent to Bukhara on the personal instructions of the Turkish sultan Abdul-
Aziz — one Sheykh Suleyman. Ignat’yev found out that he was despatched to
the emir of Bukhara at the urgent request of the British ambassador in Istanbul,
‘with instructions and advice about how to resist the Russian advance in
Central Asia’. The khanate was to be destablised and anti-Russian feeling
whipped up using the contacts of the emir’s renegade son, Abdulmalik, who
had been given asylum in Bombay and a substantial ‘pension’ by the Anglo-
Indian authorities.

Between 1868 and 1871 several agents were despatched by the latter to the
Khiva and Kokand khanates and to the small Uzbek and Tajik cantons on the
left bank of the Amudar’ya river. So the ‘Great Game’ proceeded, in a new set
of circumstances.

At the beginning of this set of reviews it was mentioned that at the end of
the 1850s the emir of Afghanistan, Dost Mohamed-khan, attempted with the
active support of Britain to bring under his control the Kunduz and Meymene
khanates on the southern bank of the Pyandzh and Amu-Dar’ya rivers, and to
seize a number of small Uzbek and Tajik cantons in the area. This was partly
achieved. However, after the death of Dost Mohamed-khan in 1863 and the
onset of a period of feudal disintegration in Afghanistan, the large khanates of
Southern Turkestan were freed from Afghan domination.

Changes in Afghanistan
In the autumn of 1868 the civil war that had gone on in Afghanistan for almost
five years after the death of Dost Mohamed-khan basically came to an end. In
November of that year his son, Sher Ali-khan, drove his own brother Mohamed
Azam out of Kabul, occupied the capital of Afghanistan, and was acclaimed
‘emir of Kabul’ by the Anglo-Indian authorities. Mohamed Azam and his
nephew Abdur Rakhman (i.e. the nephew also of Sher Ali-khan) fled to the
north of the country, and after Mohamed Azam’s death Abdur Rakhman
moved to the Khiva khanate and thence into Russian territory (Samarkand),
where he lived for over ten years on a fat subsidy from the Russian authorities.
The presence of the pretenders to the Bukhara and Kabul thrones in Bombay
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and Samarkand respectively were, of course, further bold strokes in the  ‘Great
Game’.

In March 1869 the new ruler of Kabul, Sher Ali-khan, was invited by Lord
Mayo for confidential talks in the north Indian city of Ambala. Sher Ali-khan
was given assurances of British support, the large sum of 600,000 rupees and,
most important of all, two artillery batteries. Together with the 6,000 muskets
he was presented with, these were immediately used to mount a big campaign
in Southern Turkestan. That year Kunduz was retaken, and at the beginning of
the 1880s Badakhshan and the strongest Uzbek khanate, Meymene. Such was
the British response to Bukhara becoming a Russian protectorate and Russian
customs posts appearing on the northern (right) bank of the Amudar’ya.

In terms of Anglo-Russian relations, however, these were merely de facto
conquests. What both sides wanted — especially the British — was for their
Bukharan and Afghan territorial gains to be recognised de jure.

Anglo-Russian agreement on the demarcation of Central Asia
Seeing how precarious Sher Ali-khan’s power in Afghan Turkestan was, and
fearing not just an Afghan-Bukharan conflict in the region but also that Russia
would consolidate its positions there, at the beginning of 1869 the British
government proposed to St Petersburg that they should reach a clear-cut
agreement on the question of borders. In March 1869 the foreign secretary,
Clarendon, suggested to the Russian ambassador in London, Brunnov, that a
‘neutral Central Asian zone’ should be created along the middle course of the
Amudar’ya, with the boundary turning due west at Bukhara across the whole
of Turkmenia to the Caspian Sea. Although the Russian Foreign Ministry
accepted the proposal for a ‘neutral zone’, it categorically rejected that for the
border, on the grounds that that this would cut off trade links between Trans-
Caspia and Bukhara, and Bukhara and Persia, and deal a serious blow to
Russian influence in the western part of Central Asia. In the opinion of the
Russian government the question of the precise limits of the ‘neutral zone’ was
directly linked to the problem of Afghanistan’s northern borders. In a directive
to Brunnov of 26 April 1869, the foreign minister, Gorchakov, indicated that in
St Petersburg they understood Afghanistan to comprise the Kabul, Kandagar
and Herat regions; it was doubtful, he said, whether Sher Ali-khan’s authority
extended to southern Turkestan.

There were substantial disagreements, then, over where the northern
borders of Afghanistan lay. This problem surfaced in July 1869 in the course of
fierce debates in the House of Commons in which the advocates of a forward
policy in the Middle East and Central Asia demanded that more effective
pressure be put on St Petersburg.

Replying, Gladstone, who had become prime minister for the first time in
1868, accused Russian diplomacy of wriggling out of defining the geographical
boundaries of Afghanistan. This caused great indignation in Russia’s ruling
circles. A document prepared by the Russian Foreign Ministry stated that the
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boundaries of Afghanistan had been determined long ago, but that there were
no grounds for including within them the khanates on the left (i.e. southern)
bank of the Amudar’ya, as these were inhabited by Uzbeks and Tajiks, who had
been under the control of Kabul for a short while in the 1830s and 1840s but had
subsequently regained their independence.

In September 1869 during discussions at Heidelberg, Gorchakov suggested
to Clarendon that they should agree to regard the whole of Afghanistan as a
neutral zone between Russian and British possessions in Central and High
Asia. Hopkirk believes that the British were quite happy to do this and that the
only reason agreement was not reached there and then was that the northern
borders of Afghanistan were still illdefined.

However, documents in the British Public Records Office and the National
Archive of India prove that the reason discussions in 1869 about a ‘neutral zone’
got nowhere was that neither the Anglo-Indian authorities nor the British
government wanted to recognise the whole of Afghanistan as a neutral zone.
The events of the second and third Anglo-Afghan wars bear this out.

The extension of Afghanistan
Discussions resumed in May 1870, the British proposing to set the eastern
section of the northern border of Afghanistan along a line from Balkh to the
eastern borders of Badakhshan, and the western section of the northern border
along a line from Khodzha-Salekh on the Amu-Dar’ya to Herat and the Persian
border. Seeing how uncertain the situation in Badakhshan and Wakhan was, the
Russian government sent the British proposals to the governor-general,
Kaufman, for his opinion.

For various reasons beyond his control, Kaufman’s reply was slow in
coming; so between October 1872 and January 1873 the two governments
exchanged notes. The Russians agreed in principle with the British version of
the north-western and northern border of Afghanistan, but as before objected to
the north-eastern part of the border, which was to include Badakhshan and
Wakhan. Moreover, in his directive to Brunnov of 19 December 1872 Gorchakov
doubted whether ‘the emir of Kabul really has power over the towns of Akcha,
Meymene, Shibergan and Andkhoy’. However, after a long exchange of notes
Gorchakov agreed in a directive to Brunnov of 31 January 1873 that the whole
of Afghan Turkestan, including Meymene, Andkhoya, Badakhshan and
Wakhan, should be regarded as part of Afghanistan. The Russian government
noted that the British government was undertaking to prevent any
infringement of the Amudar’ya-Pyandzh border by Sher Ali-khan.

Thus another phase in the ‘Great Game’ came to an end. As a result of the
Anglo-Russian talks of 1869-73, including the vital exchange of notes dated 24
and 31 January 1873, a border was established between the Russian protectorate
of Bukhara and the state of Afghanistan. This agreement legitimized the
division of the Uzbek and Tajik domains situated on the right, i.e. northern,
banks of the two rivers, the Amudar’ya and the Pyandzh, and similar domains
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on their left banks, between Bukhara and Afghanistan respectively. However, as
was repeatedly pointed out, for thousands of years these peoples and their
ancestors had been part of such renowned states in the history of civilisation as
Bactria, Graeco-Bactria, the empire of the Kushans, the Samanid and Timurid
states, and the Uzbek and Tajik khanates.

Modern consequences
This border, set 120 years ago, now separates Afghanistan, which is suffering
the consequences of almost a decade of Soviet occupation and a bloody civil
war between various Mujahedeen factions (including fundamentalists), from
the post-Soviet independent states of Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, the former torn
by a civil war in which tens of thousands have died, the latter doing its utmost
to prevent national and religious conflicts and civil war spilling over its borders
from Afghanistan and Tajikistan.

In those far-off years it was thought in St Petersburg and London that
establishing the Afghan-Bukhara border along the Amudar’ya and Pyandzh
rivers would be a boundary for peace, but today, hundreds of armed fighters
trained on Afghanistan’s long-suffering soil cross these rivers every day and
especially every night, to carry out acts of fundamentalist terror on the territory
of Tajikistan. Corpses float down the Amudar’ya and the river is lit up at night
by the flashes of artillery and automatic gunfire. The safety and very lives of
millions of Uzbekistan’s and Tajikistan’s inhabitants are in jeopardy.

Priceless treasures of world culture are threatened with destruction and
there is a danger that the peoples of Afghanistan, Tajikistan and possibly other
countries in Central Asia will drift into genocide. Meanwhile, pressure is
growing in Russia, among certain influential quarters, to develop a new variant
of the ‘Great Game’ — to end the war in Afghanistan and Tajikistan, avert the
threat from Uzbekistan, and establish peace in the Middle East.

Spies Along the Silk Road — V
The New Silk Road
CHAPTER 25 of Hopkirk’s book The Great Game bears the extremely topical
title ‘Spies Along the Silk Road’. There is, of course, an enormous demand
today for literature about spying, but the main attraction of this chapter is that
it focusses on one of the most important trade routes that linked the great
civilisation of China to the principal cultural centres of the Near East and
Europe in classical times and the Middle Ages.

UNESCO has in fact declared the 1990s ‘The Decade of the Great Silk Road’,
encouraging and supporting numerous national and international expeditions
to Central Asia and the Far East to study all aspects of the structure and activity
of what was one of the longest and most important trading routes in the history
of mankind. Moreover, it is not only scholars who are interested in the Silk

The New Silk Road

80



Road. In September 1992 the celebrated railway link Beijing — Urumchi —
Alma-Ata — Tashkent — Ashkhabad — Krasnovodsk —ferry across the
Caspian Sea — Baku -—Tbilisi — Erzerum — Istanbul came into operation, and
this has been termed the NewSilk Road.

Hopkirk opens his very well-informed account of what British and, to a
lesser extent, Russian agents were up to in Xinjiang (Sinkiang) in the second
half of the nineteenth century, by suggesting that Xinjiang, the name of the
extreme western province of China (then the Manchu Empire), is a synonym for
the old geographical term Chinese Turkestan. In fact Xinjiang, which is now the
Xinjiang-Uigur Autonomous Area of the Chinese People’s Republic, includes
Eastern Turkestan (sometimes called Chinese), Dzhungaria, and the Ili Region.
Eastern Turkestan was also once called Kashgaria and is separated from
Dzhungaria by the ranges of the Eastern Tien Shan (over 7000 metres high). The
northwestern spurs of the latter divide Dzhungaria from the Ili Region.
Xinjiang is 1.6 million square kilometers in area, ie bigger than Western Europe.
It is of exceptional geostrategic importance. In the east it shares its borders with
the Chinese provinces of Kansu and Tsinghai, in the south-east with the Tibetan
Autonomous Area, in the south with the Aksaychin desert (which was occupied
by China between 1956 and 1962 but is claimed by India), in the south-west
with Pakistan and the part of Kashmir occupied by Pakistan (Azad-Kashmir),
as well as Afghanistan, in the west with Tajikistan  (the Gorno-Badakhshan
Autonomous Region) and Kirgihzia, in the north-east with Kazakhstan, in the
north with the Altay Region of the Russian Federation, and in the north and
north-east with the Mongolian People’s Republic.

Xinjiang has a population of over 8 million people — mainly Uigurs,
Kazakhs, Kirgiz, Dungans (Chinese Muslims), and Chinese. The overwhelming
majority of the population is of Turkic origin, professes Islam, and is ethnically,
culturally and linguistically very close to the peoples of High Asia inhabiting
Kirgizia and Kazakhstan.

‘Go in and you won’t come out’
Hopkirk points out that on both British and Russian
maps in the second half of the nineteenth century
Eastern Turkestan was shown as an unexplored blank
space. This is because it was separated from Central and
Southern Asia by the gigantic Tien Shan and Kun-Lun
ranges, and from the bulk of China by the awe-inspiring
Taklamakan desert.

Many western and oriental travellers rightly called
this one of the most treacherous and dangerous deserts
in the world. Appropriately enough, in the Uigur
language Taklamakan means ‘Go in and you won’t come out’.

After mentioning that in ancient and medieval times the celebrated Silk
Road passed through the territory of Eastern Turkestan, Hopkirk claims that in
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subsequent centuries the trade links were broken, most of the oases in Eastern
Turkestan and particularly Kashgaria were swallowed up by the sands of the
Taklamakan, and the whole of this remote area then ‘sank back into virtual
oblivion’ (p321). This is clearly something of an exaggeration, since the author
himself in his interesting book Foreign Devils on the Silk Road (1980,
reprinted1984,’ 86, ‘93), which is devoted to the excavation of ancient towns and
the search for cultural treasures in the Taklamakan and Gobi deserts,
recognised that not only did the cultures of the Far East, Southern Asia and the
Near East continue to meet in this region, but it possessed several major centres
of civilisation.

Over two thousand years ago, in the third to second centuries BC, the
territory of Eastern Turkestan and Dzhungaria was conquered by the Khunnu,
ie eastern Huns, and from the second century BC to the third century AD it was
part of the Han Empire of China. In the seventh century troops of one of the
most celebrated Chinese dynasties, the Tang, again incorporated Eastern
Turkestan and Dzhungaria into the Chinese Empire.

Manichaean influences
In the ninth century something happened that was to influence the entire
history of Eastern Turkestan and Dzhungaria. Numerous tribes of Uigurs
migrated here from the valleys of the Selenga, Orkhon and Tola rivers after the
Yenisey Kirgiz destroyed the Uigur kaganate that had been set up in Mongolia.
At the Turfan oasis, which is in the eastern part of Eastern Turkestan, and in the
modern Chinese province of Kansu, the Uigurs created two independent states.
The one centred on Turfan existed from 847 to 1369 and was particularly
important because it was there that the religious movement of Manichaeanism,
founded by the third century preacher from Mesopotamia and Iran, Mani,
became widespread. Manichaeanism emerged from various Babylonian cults,
Zoroastrism and Christianity, and saw life as an eternal struggle between two
gods embodying good and evil, light and dark. In Iran and Syria it was used in
the popular revolt against the feudal state and the ruling church, and this is
why Mani was cruelly put to death and his teaching declared a pernicious
heresy.

Although much about Manichaeism remains a mystery, we know that it
spread through many areas of Central Asia. In the ninth century it was even
proclaimed the official religion of the Uigur kaganate, but in the tenth century
was gradually replaced by Buddhism. All of this influenced the creation and
development of the distinctive culture of the peoples of Eastern Turkestan, who
were also considerably affected by the ancient civilisations of Sogd and India.

At the turn of the 20th century, in the razed, half-razed and often looted
towns, monasteries and temples buried in the sands at the oases of Khotan,
Karashahr, Keriya, Miran and Kuchan, the heroes of Hopkirk’s earlier book —
Le Coq, Aurel Stein, Theodor Bartus, Paul Pelliot and Kozui Otani —
discovered, excavated and restored to the human race a large quantity of
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terracotta vases and statuettes, amulets, sculptures,mosaic pictures of Buddha,
and even a unique portrait of Mani. The remarkable Russian explorer Nikolay
Przhevalskiy also played an extremely important part in discovering works of
Eastern Turkestan culture, including Uigur artefacts, on his four famous
expeditions to Kashgaria, Dzhungaria and Tibet in the 1860s and 1870s, along
with his associates P. Kozlov and V. Robrovskiy.

So the treacherous Taklamakan desert had not succeeded in engulfing the
relics of ancient Eastern Turkestan culture entirely. Artefacts and thousands of
pages of Manichaean and Buddhist manuscripts had been carefully destroyed
by the bitterest enemies of Manichaeism — the Zoroastrian priests of Iran — but
the remains had survived in the extremely dry climate of the Turfan oasis. The
links across the centuries and the generations, the objects that showed how the
ancient cultures interacted and influenced each other, were thus restored.
However, this is not the only service Eastern Turkestan and its peoples have
performed for humanity.

Bridge between India and China
In the first millenium BC Eastern Turkestan became a
kind of bridge connecting the great civilisations of India
and China. This is vividly described by the author of the
Shidzi  (historical notes), the renowned Chinese
historian Syma Tsian (2nd/1st century BC), who in the
European literature is quite rightly referred to as ‘the
Chinese Herodotus’. The distinguished Russian 19th
century Sinologist N. Bichurin (Yakinf) in his three-
volume Collection of Information on the Peoples who

Inhabited Central Asia in Ancient Times published many extracts from the
writings of Syma Tsian and his followers describing East Turkestan, Kashgar,
Yarkand and the routes that passed through them from China into India and
Central Asia. From the 1st century AD onwards Buddhist monks used exactly
the same route to get from India into China bearing manuscripts and holy relics
of their religion, which is now professed by over 700 million people and
accounted one of the three world religions.

In the 5th century AD the Chinese traveller and geographer Fa-hsien made
a journey through Turkestan to India lasting 15 years. In his book A Description

of the Buddhist States he gives a detailed account of the large Turkestan state of
Shenshen situated around where the largest river in Eastern Turkestan, the
Tarim, flows into Lake Lobnor. The centre of this state was the city of Lob, the
remains of which were discovered by Przheval’skiy almost 15 centuries after it
was visited by Fa-Hsien.

Two hundred years after Fa-hsien, another Chinese traveller made his way
across the mountains and deserts of Eastern Turkestan into India. This was
Suan-Tzan, who in his book Notes on the Lands of the West left a detailed
description of the towns and roads of Eastern Turkestan. And here is another
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curious coincidence: in 1880 during his third Central Asian expedition
Przhevalskiy traversed the Lake Lobnor region using exactly the same road as
Suan-Tzan’s caravan.

However, between the 7th and 18th centuries the roadways of Eastern
Turkestan were not, of course, empty. A caravan led by Marco Polo, his father
and his uncle, made its way in 1274 from Balkh through Kashgar, Yarkand and
Khotan into Central China. The great explorer’s account The Book of Marco Polo

devotes twelve chapters to a vivid description of the difficult journey from
Afghanistan to Central China through Eastern Turkestan, including the
physical geography, natural phenomena, customs and habits of this mysterious
region where so many civilisations then overlapped.

Decline of the Silk Road
As has already been mentioned, Eastern Turkestan was an extremely important
link in the Great Silk Road that joined East to West from the 2nd century BC to
the 16th century AD. The main commodity transported along the Silk Road was
Chinese silk. The route began in the central areas of China, crossed Lanchou to
Dunhuan, skirted the Taklamakan desert in the north and south, then divided.
The southern branch passed through Yarkand, Balkh and Merv, the northern
through Turfan, Kashgar, Samarkand and Bukhara. At Merv both branches
joined up again and the road passed on through Nisa (close to present-day
Ashgabad), the capital of the Parthian State, via Ekbatana and Baghdad to the
ports of the Mediterranean Sea. During the first centuries of the Silk Road’s
existence, Rome and Parthia vied with each other for the monopoly of the retail
trade. In the 5th and 6th centuries much of the Silk Road was in the hands of
Iranian and Sogdian merchants, and from the 7th century Arab merchants.
From the 15th century onwards, as a result of the great geographical discoveries
and the growth of trade with India by sea and with China through ports in
Southern and South-East Asia, the importance of the Silk Road declined. The
best account of the history of the Road and the role played by silk in world
trade, is given by L. Boulnois in his book The Silk Road published in French in
1963 and English in 1966.

The complete cessation of trade along the Silk Road and the decline and
actual disintegration of the Uigur states in Eastern Turkestan, which relied for
much of their revenue on the Road, were more than just a coincidence. By the
16th century even the name Uigur had ceased to be used of a complete nation.
The inhabitants of the different areas were named after the largest towns —
Kashgarians, Khotanians, Turfanians etc. As late as 1921 a Conference of
Representatives of All the Uigur Tribes and Peoples of Central Asia and Eastern
Turkestan was held in Tashkent at which the ancient name  ‘Uigurs’ was
revived to describe a whole nation.

In the middle of the 1750s Dzhungaria, the Ili Region and Kashgaria
(Eastern Turkestan)  were conquered by the Tsin Empire. Then for over a 100
years the peoples of Eastern Turkestan and Dzhungaria fought to throw off the
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Chinese/Manchu yoke (more about this below). It was only after these
movements had been crushed and the independent states in this region
destroyed, that in 1878 the Manchu authorities merged Dzhungaria, Eastern
Turkestan, and later the Ili Region, into a single province of the Tsin Empire,
called Xinjiang (‘The New Line’).

Yakub Beg and the Dzhetyshaar
The Manchu hold on Dzhungaria and Eastern Turkestan was, as indicated,
insecure. The native inhabitants were particularly incensed when the best land
in the province was taken away from them and turned into opium poppy
plantations, which led to a rise in food prices and rents. Then in the 1850s new
taxes and dues were imposed by the Tsin government to raise revenue for their
war with the Taiping. Moreover, for many months the local officials and troops
received no pay and simply robbed their subjects.

In 1863 a broad-based uprising broke out in the Ili Region and Dzhungaria
against Manchu rule. It was led by Dungans (Islamic Chinese) and so-called
‘Taranch’s’, ie Uigurs who had been turned into government farmworkers to till
the land and gather the harvest for the Chinese officials and soldiery. The
ethnic, cultural, religious and economic ties that had always united western
Kashgaria, where there were still pockets of Chinese power, with the
neighbouring parts of the Kokand Khanate also inhabited by Muslims  (Kirgiz,
Kazakhs and Uigurs), now came to the fore. At the end of 1863 the Kokand
Khanate attempted to add Kashgaria to its territory. A mission was sent to
Kashgar led by Khodzha Buzruka, who was regarded as a descendant of one of
the spiritual rulers revered in the region. With it went a military force under the
command of Yakub Beg, a Tajik who had once been the commander of the
Kokand fortress at Ak-Mechet’ taken by Russian troops back in 1853.

Manchu rule was finally eliminated in Eastern Turkestan, Dzhungaria and
the Ili Region in the mid-1860s. In 1864 three Uigur khanates and one Dungan
khanate were set up there, and in May 1867 the Taranch (Ili) Sultanate. The
plans of the rulers of Kokand,  however, to use Khodzha Buzruka to seize these
extremely rich lands, came to nothing.  Yakub Beg got rid of Buzruka, who had
been backed by the Khan of Kokand, and in the summer of 1867 combined the
newly-proclaimed Uigur and Dungan Khanates into a single Kashgar Khanate,
which he called Dzhetyshaar. He confiscated the lands of the Manchu feudal
lords and at first eased the tax burden on the native population.

Among the English material on Yakub Beg that Hopkirk has used are four
books by Demetrius Boulger on Central Asia and Anglo-Russian relations there
in the 1870s. One of the most important of Boulger’s books on this particular
subject was The Life of Yakub Beg, published in London in 1878. This book
contains invaluable information on the domestic and foreign policies of the new
ruler of Eastern Turkestan, who was hoping to consolidate his position by
playing on the rivalries between Great Britain and Russia, the Tsin and Kokand
feudal lords, and the tribal leaders of the Uigurs, Dungan and Taranch’s.

Spies Along the Silk Road — V

85



The Anglo-Indian authorities were naturally extremely interested by events
in Eastern Turkestan. On the one hand the civil war that had been raging there
since the 1860s attracted their attention, on the other hand it made it more
difficult to go there.

A most successful specialist
In his book on the archaeological excavations along the Silk Road, Hopkirk
mentions theinteresting fact that the Survey of India sent one of its experienced
staff, Mohamed-i-Hameed, to Yarkand in 1863. He stayed there six months,
carefully studying the political situation and secretly surveying and mapping
what he saw. On his way back, however,  he died in one of the Karakoram
passes. The responsibility for discovering the circumstances of his death and
finding his records was given to another member of the Survey of India, the
English explorer and mountaineer William Johnson. Taking advantage of the
confusion in Eastern Turkestan, and without waiting for official permission
from his superiors or from the Chinese authorities, Johnson used a semiofficial
invitation from the Khan of Khotan to cross into Eastern Turkestan from
Ladakh and carry out the first excavations on the western edge of the
Taklamakan desert. He proved to be one of the most successful of the explorers.
On his way to Khotan he succeeded in mapping previously unknown peaks in
the Kun Lun; he recovered Mohamed-i-Hameed’s coded notes; he dug out the
first treasures from the Taklamakan;  and after overcoming the opposition of the
Khan of Khotan, who tried to hold him hostage, he returned safely to Calcutta.
The Royal Geographical Society was enthralled by Johnson’s achievements.
The Anglo-Indian authorities, however, reprimanded him for his audacity in
visiting Kashgaria without their permission. Affronted, Johnson resigned from
the ungrateful Survey and accepted an offer from the Maharajah of Kashmir —
to become governor of Ladakh at three times his previous salary! It is extremely
doubtful whether the Maharajah would have raised a disgraced British
official’s salary like this on his own initiative. It seems more likely that in
Calcutta they wanted to have their cake and eat it: to punish the insubordinate
Johnson for violating Chinese border controls, and thus avoid souring their
relations with Beijing, and on the other hand to put their most experienced
specialist — someone who had established close contacts with influential circles
in Eastern Turkestan — at the head of Ladakh, which was the departure point
for all journeys and military expeditions into Kashgaria. But in London they
decided not to establish official relations with Yakub Beg, the ruler of the new
Dzhatyshaar, straightaway, for fear of annoying Beijing and pushing the
Russian government into taking counter-measures (in 1865 Russian troops had
taken Tashkent).

However, it would be a great mistake to assume that the Russian authorities
had less intelligence about the situation in Eastern Turkestan than the Anglo-
Indian authorities. As early as 1858 the first Kazakh enlightener, historian and
ethnographer Chokan Valikhanov, then a lieutenant in the Russian army,
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crossed the Tien-Shan and disguised as a Muslim merchant lived for a long time
in Kashgar, where he gathered valuable information on the history, culture and
ethnography of the Uigurs and Kazakhs of Eastern Turkestan. His observations
and reflections were published in such works as Sketches of Dzhungaria, The

Western Edge of the Chinese Empire, and Extract from a Report on Lieutenant

Valikhanov’s Journey into Kashgar. In the unpublished part of this report
Valikhanov offered a detailed analysis of the situation in Dzhungaria and
Kashgaria, and predicted that Chinese rule in this extremely important region
was going to collapse.

Shortly after Yakub Beg came to power, the eminent Russian explorer
Poltoratskiy, who in September 1867 had specially investigated the sources of
the river Naryn on the western borders of Dzhatyshaar, had a personal
interview with Yakub Beg during which he suggested establishing regular trade
with Russia. Yakub Beg gave his verbal consent to this proposal and to the
opening of a Russian caravanserai in Kashgaria. The big Russian merchants
Pervushin and Khludov immediately took the risk of leading caravans to
Kashgar. On the way back, Khludov brought with him Shadi-mirza, who was
Yakub Beg’s nephew and authorised by him to negotiate with the Governor-
General of the Turkestan Region, Kaufman. After a short stay in Tashkent,
Shadi-Murza was sent on to St Petersburg, where the problem of relations with
Yakub Beg was discussed in great detail at the Foreign Ministry and in the
General Staff.

Situation normal — all fouled up!
The situation throughout the Central Asian region was complex. A war was still
being fought with the Emir of Bukhara. There was a danger that Bukhara and
Kokand would join forces to attack the new Russian possessions in Tashkent. No
less complex was the situation in Eastern Turkestan. As early as 1865 the Chinese
government had turned to the Tsar for help against the insurgents in the Ili
Region and Dzhungaria. The Chinese governor in Kuldja wrote to the
commanders of the Russian border troops: ‘We pray to Heaven and Earth that
your soldiers will come’. The Russian Foreign Minister Gorchakov regarded it as
undesirable to contribute to the downfall of the authority of the Manchu Empire
on its western margins at a time when the centre and eastern regions of the
country were being torn apart by the Taiping rebellions, as this might culminate
in the Chinese Empire being divided up between the great powers to the
detriment of Russia’s interests.

However, the creation of a powerful Uigur-Dungan state on the borders of
Turkestan,  where Bukhara’s troops were still fighting and there existed the
Kokand Khanate, was also met with little enthusiasm in St Petersburg. Shadi-
mirza was therefore told that ‘The Russian government, being on friendly terms
with China, will never enter into any negotiations whatsoever with the Eastern
Turkestanians, who are clearly in revolt against the government in Beijing’. These
were unusually strong words for diplomats, and indicate that St Petersburg did

87

Spies Along the Silk Road — V



not trust Yakub Beg and was counting on this reply being conveyed via Kashgar
to the attention of both Beijing and Calcutta. One of the reasons for St.
Petersburg’s caution in matters concerning Kashgaria was, of course, that it did
not want to give the English an excuse for interfering in the affairs of Eastern
Turkestan.

British influence threatened
St Petersburg’s reply pushed Yakub Beg into cultivating his contacts with the
Anglo-Indian authorities. In Calcutta they were delighted about this, but they too
had to proceed warily if they were not to blight their relations with the Russians
and Chinese. They were particularly afraid of a reaction from Petersburg. In 1868,
at the height of hostilities between Russia and Bukhara, Yakub Beg had adopted
an aggressive stance, recruited troops to invade the Lake Issyk-Kul’ region and
the basin of the River Chu, and sent out appeals to the elders of the Kirgiz tribes
who wandered the border zones of Semirech’ye. In 1869 he offered to take the
Sultan of Kuldja (Taranch), Abil’-Ogl’, under his protection.

The Sultan refused, whereupon Yakub Beg ordered his forces to capture the
southern slope of the Muzart Pass, which led into the Ili Valley via the Tien-Shan,
and to build a fortress there. This amounted to a direct threat from Yakub Beg to
extend his conquests, and eventually perhaps to British influence in the Ili Region
and thence Dzhungaria.

At the same time as revealing his designs on Kuldja, Yakub Beg was inciting
the ruler of Kokand, Khudoyar-khan, against Russia and the Russian merchants,
and advising him to ban trade with Russia. This is borne out by a letter from
Yakub Beg to the Khan of Kokand on 27 October 1871 which was intercepted by
the Russian authorities and is now preserved in the Central State Archive of
Military History. The Russian authorities had also not forgotten the sad events of
February 1865, when the then ruler of Kokand,  Alimkul, had sent Yakub Beg the
heads of forty Cossacks as a trophy from a small victory over Russian forces at
Ikan. They were publicly displayed at Kashgar on bazaar day. This was another
reason for the extreme coolness shown towards Yakub Beg’s envoy Shadi-mirza
during his talks in St Petersburg.

The Anglo-Indian authorities went about establishing contacts with Yakub
Beg with great caution. But they certainly did not want to miss the chance of
increasing their influence in Eastern Turkestan, however. It was therefore decided
in London and Calcutta to play a complicated set of moves.

In the autumn of 1868 three travellers who did not know each other made
their way through the Karakoram Pass. Two were English and one an Indian
Muslim. They were all heading via Yarkand for Kashgar. Hopkirk concentrates
particularly on the first of them, a tea-planter and smart businessman called
Robert Shaw. Shaw was the first of the three to reach Kashgar and he had two
long audiences with Yakub Beg. In 1871 he published a detailed diary of his
journey, entitled Visits to High Tartary, Yarkand and Kashgar, which Hopkirk’s
account of Shaw’s colourful epic is actually based on.
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Tea trader extraordinary
Apparently Shaw trained at Sandhurst but had to give up a military career
because of illhealth and became a tea-planter in the foothills of the Himalayas.
It was here that he had the idea of opening up the huge market of Eastern
Turkestan for his tea, since the area was cut off from supplies of China tea as a
result of the Taiping Rebellion. Ostensibly at his own risk and expense, he
decided to undertake the dangerous and costly journey to Kashgar via Yarkand
despite the fact that it was forbidden by the Anglo-Indian authorities. This
sounds dubious, but one can believe it since Hopkirk stresses that his hero was
extremely adventurous. However, it is not possible to agree with another
assertion of Shaw’s and Hopkirk’s, namely that ‘It was no secret to him [Shaw]
that one Russian officer, of Kazakh origin, had preceded him there in the guise
of a trader, bringing back valuable military and commercial intelligence’ (p.
323). This was Chokan Valikhanov. The question inevitably arises as to how a
young English tea-trader living in the foothills of the Himlayas could have
known of Valikhanov’s publications in Russian, let alone his confidential
memoranda.

Quite obviously, this information could have been known only to the British
Embassy in St Petersburg and the higher ranks of the British and Anglo-Indian
secret service. These were the only people Robert Shaw could have got his facts
from plus the large sums of money necessary to equip his expedition and
acquire the expensive presents he took with him for Yakub Beg and his
numerous officials.

Friendly competitors?
In December 1868 Shaw arrived in Yarkand. The long and dangerous journey
from Lehto this major centre of Kashgaria had passed off without attacks or
untoward adventures. 

There had, however, been an unexpected and mysterious encounter. Shortly
after leaving Leh, the capital of Ladakh, Shaw had received word that following
behind him was an English traveller disguised as an Afghan. This was George
Hayward, also of course an ex-army officer. In his case it was well-known who
had financed his journey: the Royal Geographical Society and Sir Henry
Rawlinson in person. The latter had for many years occupied consular posts in
Kandahar and Baghdad, and the culmination of his diplomatic career was
being British ambassador in Teheran. In 1871, as an M.P., Rawlinson had
delivered an intensely Russophobic speech calling for Britain to pursue an
offensive policy in Central and High Asia. The response of the Royal
Geographical Society to this outburst was typical — it elected him its president.

The official purpose of Hayward’s journey was to study the passes between
Ladakh and Kashgaria. Shaw was incensed by the sudden appearance of this
rival. Evidently the sponsors of the two expeditions had not had time to come
to some agreement. After a long discussion one night round Hayward’s camp-
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fire, however, the two travellers parted amicably. Hayward told Shaw that his
principal destination was not Yarkand, but the enigmatic and uncharted
Pamirs. Immediately after crossing the Karakorams therefore, Hayward said,
he was going to look for passes and gaps leading westwards. Only a fortnight
after his own arrival in Yarkand, however, Shaw learned that the indefatigable
Hayward had also turned up there.

As has already been mentioned, Shaw’s expedition was equipped with a
large quantity of rich gifts. These considerably facilitated his progress not only
to Yarkand, but through Kashgaria generally. In January 1869 Shaw received
permission to enter Kashgar and was invited to the palace of Yakub Beg, whom
he described as a direct descendant of Timerlain. Hopkirk makes no comment
on this, but it is well known that Tamerlane was a Barlas and Yakub Beg a Tajik
of quite lowly origin.

In the course of his first interview with Yakub Beg, Shaw congratulated the
ruler of Kashgaria on his victory over the Chinese, pointing out that in the
nineteenth century Great Britain had fought three successful wars against Tsin
China, and remarked on the importance of the restoration of a Muslim kingdom
in Turkestan as a result of Yakub Beg’s victories. For a tea-trader from the
Himalayan foothills who had ostensibly come to sell his wares, this was a
revealing statement. For at that very time the British Ambassador in St
Petersburg was suggesting to the Russian government that they recognise
Yakub Beg’s independence from China. It was amazing how closely the
thoughts of the owner of a tea plantation and those of the leaders of the Foreign
and India Offices in far-off London coincided!

Shaw stressed that he was not a representative of the British government,
but proceeded to present Yakub Beg, who at that time styled himself Atalyk
Gazi (The Just Conqueror), with valuable gifts brought in on several large
litters. As the traveller observed, at the sight of these Yakub Beg’s eyes widened
in satisfaction.

After inspecting these gifts, the ruler of Kashgar told Shaw that in three
days time they would have another, longer and more detailed tete-a-tete,
despite the fact that the Englishman’s command of conversational Persian was
poor.

Parallel discussions
However, their next meeting took place not three days but three months later.
Hopkirk says this was because Yakub Beg was conducting parallel discussions
with the Russian authorities and that just before Shaw arrived in Kashgar a
Russian envoy had left the city for Petersburg accompanied by Yakub Beg’s
nephew as the ruler’s plenipotentiary representative. The order of events is
clearly not right here. In fact Poltoratskiy, the colonel from the Russian General
Staff, had visited Kashgar in the autumn of 1867 and that is when Shadi-mirza,
the ruler’s nephew, had left with him for St Petersburg on the mission which
failed.

Parallel Discussions
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The long gap between the two meetings was evidently caused by the
deterioration in the situation on the borders of the Kuldja Sultanate and Russian
territory. Here, as Lieutenant-General Terentyev describes in volume 2 of his
History of the Conquest of Central Asia, which I have referred to in previous
chapters, constant clashes were occurring between the Russian border units and
detachments of local Kirghiz and Kuldja Taranch’s, i.e. Uigurs, who were taking
advantage of the fact that the border was vague, exploiting the unstable
situation not only in the Sultanate but in the neighbouring Kokand Khanate,
and stealing cattle in very large quantities. Knowing this, Yakub Beg had good
reason to be worried that Russian troops, in retaliation, might occupy the
Kuldja Sultanate which, as mentioned earlier, he had failed to annex for
himself.

Judging from his diary, Shaw did not waste his time while waiting for his
second meeting.

He received a large number of visitors and collected as much information as
he could about the economic and political situation in Dzhatyshaar and Yakub
Beg’s style of government.

Cunning disinformation?
It is difficult to assess how trustworthy this information was. One fact
mentioned by Hopkirk certainly seems doubtful. According to information
gleaned by Shaw, until he had arrived in Kashgar no-one there knew anything
about Great Britain; or to be more precise, they thought it was a vassal of the
Maharajah of Kashmir! Both Shaw and Hopkirk attribute this to cunning
disinformation on the part of the Russians. The fact is,  though, that for
thousands of years the merchants of Kashgar and Yarkand had maintained
close links with India; Buddhist lamas, Muslim mullahs, and all kinds of other 
spiritual figures had constantly made pilgrimages to holy places in India; and
Chinese and Indian Buddhists had regularly passed back and forth through the
towns of Eastern Turkestan in the course of their religious exchanges. Naturally
detailed news reached Kashgar and Yarkand about the three Anglo-Chinese
wars Shaw had so proudly alluded to in his first interview with Yakub Beg. In
the bazaars of Yarkand people would hardly have believed that the armed
forces of Great Britain, including numerous squadrons of gunboats, had
attacked the Middle Kingdom at the bidding of the Maharajah of Kashmir,
whom they themselves, as it happened, had put on the throne of Srinagar.

As the second meeting with Yakub Beg failed to materialise, so Shaw’s
optimism began to fade, giving way to a growing sense of concern. There were
good grounds for this. It transpired that after leaving Yarkand Hayward had
gone not to the Pamirs but to Kashgar. This was both baffling and annoying.
How could a lone traveller, with no servants, caravan or gifts, get safely to the
capital of Dzhatyshaar? True, Yakub Beg did not receive him, but the rivals,
who were extremely suspicious of each other and accommodated in different,
closely watched houses (Hayward’s in particular), soon managed to set up a
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secret correspondence ‘using trusted couriers’ (p.328). But where could these
couriers have come from, if the two travellers did not trust each other and
Yakub Beg trusted neither of them?

The Third Man
Soon things became even more complicated. The third traveller now turned up
in Kashgar, i.e. the Indian Muslim mentioned earlier.

In a secret note signed ‘Mirza’ he informed Shaw of his arrival and told him
that the main purpose of his visit was to carry out a clandestine topographic
and geodesic survey of the whole region. However, in order to take the
astronomical observations without which one could not make geodesic
measurements in those days, he needed a watch,  and unfortunately his own
had broken down. In the same note, therefore, ‘Mirza’ asked Shaw to lend him
his own and to let him know what day and month it was according to the
European calendar. Shaw assumed he was an agent provocateur sent by Yakub
Beg to test his loyalty, and therefore merely sent a refusal by word of mouth,
explaining that he did not have a spare watch. In fact, as Hopkirk has
discovered from the archives of the former India Office, he was not a
provocateur, but one Mirza Shuja, who had been sent by the Indian authorities
to make a thorough survey of the routes from Afghanistan (to be more precise,
Badakhshan) to Kashgar. He had left Kabul in autumn 1868,  crossed the
Pamirs, and then set out for Kashgaria to do what he was supposed to.

Mirza Shuja belonged to the elite group of highly-trained Indian spies called
‘Pundits’. In his third book, Trespassers on the Roof of The World (published in ,
reprinted 1983, ’84, ’86 and ’93) Hopkirk devotes two special chapters to the
history of these men and the ways in which they were trained.

As Russian troops, administrators and merchants moved into the heart of
Central Asia at the end of the 1850s and beginning of the 1860s, the Anglo-
Indian authorities not only attempted to expand their territory in the Middle
East and Central Asia but to obtain as much accurate information as possible
about the situation in the region, to compile a map of the mountain ranges and
ravines of Central Asia, and to work out which ones the Russian army, and
particularly its artillery, could get through.

School for spies
In previous articles we have looked at the activities of British agents in
Afghanistan, Khiva, Bukhara and Kokand, the difficulties they experienced,
and their often tragic ends. If unmasked, they were likely to meet an agonising
death, the prime example of this being Stoddart and Connolly at Bukhara in
1842. There was another aspect about this that worried British ministers,
viceroys and officials, however. Frequently Great Britain had no way of
avenging the deaths of Her Majesty’s subjects or punishing the rulers of the
Asiatic countries that perpetrated them. This was true not only of Stoddart and
Connolly at Bukhara, but also of Burnes and Macnaghten in Afghanistan and
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the many agents who disappeared without trace. In such cases it was the
prestige of the British Empire that suffered, and in the East that was just as
dangerous as losing a battle.

Proposals were constantly being made to send bona fide Muslims into
Central Asia — Indians, Persians and Afghans whom it would not be
necessary to instruct in Islam and oriental languages, disguise appropriately,
or invent dubious covers for. Local agents, however, had their drawbacks.
First, unlike Stoddart, Connolly, Hayward and even the teaplanter

Shaw, they had not graduated from Sandhurst and therefore had no
special knowledge or skills. Second, one could never totally trust them. They
might be bribed by the Emir of Bukhara, the Khan of Khiva, or worse still the
Governor-General of Russia’s Turkestan Region. Moreover, whenever English
agents were unmasked it led to a worsening of relations with Russia and the
Central Asian rulers.

Montgomerie’s ‘Pundits’
It was a difficult problem. In 1862, however, Thomas Montgomerie, a young
officer from the Royal Engineers working for the Survey of India and living at
Dehra Dun at the foot of the Himalayas, hit upon a brilliant idea. He
suggested creating a school for spies and mappers drawn from natives, and
using Buddhist religious appurtenances to disguise them and above all
camouflage the equipment they needed to carry out their surveying.

The first thing Montgomerie taught his pupils was how to take a pace of
constant length independent of the slope they were walking on. This took
some time, but it meant that a basic unit of measurement had been created. A
Buddhist rosary was then used to keep an accurate account of the number
walked. Each rosary had 108 beads, but eight were taken out to make a round
number. After every hundred paces walked, the future pilgrim slipped one
bead. Each complete rosary, then, represented 10,000 paces, and this provided
a second, somewhat larger unit of measurement of distance covered.

For successful surveying, however, special instruments were needed, and
Montogomerie had worked out where to hide them. Buddhist monks on their
travels use prayer-wheels. These have a rotating cylinder and a small wheel
which is turned to the accompaniment of chants. Usually narrow scrolls are
tightly wound round the cylinder, with prayers written on them. Beneath
these the spies concealed strips of blank paper on which they could log
bearings etc. A compass was hidden in the middle of the prayer wheel and
thermometers inside the pilgrim’s staff. Mercury, which was essential for
taking sextant readings, was kept in a special container and poured into a
begging bowl. Other items were carried in concealed pockets in the warm
clothing which was so necessary for travellers in these high altitudes. A
complete outfit for a spy and mapper as devised by Montgomerie survives in
the archives of the former India Office.
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Keeping a watch
Mirza Shuja, who had failed to borrow Shaw’s watch in Kashgar, was one of the
most capable graduates of the ‘Pundit’ academy. However, even the cleverly
hidden instruments and carefully worked out cover given him by Montgomerie
could not save him from Yakub Beg’s watchful agents. Perhaps they received a
hint from their counterparts in Kabul and Fayazabad which Mirza visited before
the British agent was arrested and chained to a wall. Moreover Shaw was
constantly being asked whether he still had the two watches with which he had
arrived in Kashgar. Obviously Yakub Beg’s police were fully in the know about the
‘secret’ request Mirza Shuja had sent Shaw!

Finally, on 5 April 1869, a triumphant entry appears in Shaw’s diary to the
effect that he has had a long interview with Yakub Beg. Ignoring Shaw’s reminder
that he did not represent the British government — and we cannot be certain Shaw
did remind him — Yakub Beg announced: ‘I look upon you as my brother and will
take whatever course you advise’. After an exchange of flowery compliments, the
ruler of Kashgaria suddenly told him: ‘The Queen of England is like the sun,
which warms everyone it shines upon. I am in the cold and therefore need some
of her rays’. He said that Shaw was the first Englishman he had ever met, although
he had heard much about the power and justice of this nation from others. ‘For me
it is a great honour that you have come here,’ he declared. ‘I count upon you
helping me in your country.’ Finally, the ruler of Kashgaria told him he was
thinking of sending an envoy to the ‘Lord Sahib’, i.e. viceroy, with a letter. Shaw,
of course, eagerly approved.

One is bound to ask why, after this conversation, Shaw considered it necessary
tokeep in his diary tthe story according to which the only information they had
about Great Britain in Kashgaria was that it was a vassal of the Maharajah of
Kashmir?

The enormous satisfaction that Shaw experienced at the outcome of his
interview with Yakub Beg was somewhat offset next day by the news that Yakub
Beg’s envoy was being despatched to India with him and Hayward would be kept
in Kashgar as a hostage until the envoy returned. Hayward had heard the same.

Shaw decided to try to rescue Hayward, despite the fact that he referred to him
in his diary as ‘the thorn in my flesh’. Through one of Yakub Beg’s senior officials,
with whom he had established excellent relations (‘presents’again!), Shaw let it be
known to Yakub Beg that it would be a waste of time him sending an envoy to
India as long as Hayward was kept against his will.

The Heroes Return
The next day Shaw was informed that not only Hayward, but also Mirza Shuja,
whom Yakub Beg associated with him, would be allowed to return to India, and
the envoy from Kashgaria would follow later. As Hopkirk puts it, Shaw and
Hayward returned to Calcutta with ‘an immense amount of intelligence political,
commercial, military and geographical’.
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Not suprisingly, they were given a hero’s welcome. They were also both
awarded the Royal Geographical Society’s highest distinction, its gold medal. It
was the first time in the history of this celebrated institution that the activity of a
simple tea-planter who had set out to Kashgar on his own initiative, in defiance of
the viceroy’s ban, had been so highly appreciated. It was also forgotten that
Hayward had not even begun to achieve his aim, which was to explore the Pamirs.
Only the ‘Pundit’ Mirza Shuja received no official reward, since he was on the
payroll of Captain Montgomerie’s secret academy and training for his next
assignment to Herat and Maimere (north-west Afghanistan).

In the light of the above, it is difficult to believe that the simultaneous
appearance of Shaw, Hayward and Mirza Shuja in Kashgar at a time when the
international position of Kashgaria had become critical and relations between
Yakub Beg and the Russian authorities in Turkestan had deteriorated, was a total
coincidence.

After receiving their gold medals, Shaw and Hayward gave several accounts
of their travels and maintained that the view held in Anglo-Indian and military
circles that the mountain ranges between Kashgaria and Kashmir were
impassable for a modern army with its baggage train and artillery, and that
therefore there was no danger of a Russian invasion of India through Eastern
Turkestan, was wrong. They drew on their own experience to show that the
Chung Lung pass to the north-east of Leh was perfectly negotiable by military
forces and therefore the road from Kashgaria through Ladakh to Northern India
could be used by an invading army.

This provoked a number of comments in the English and Anglo-Indian press
and, of course, a speech in parliament by Sir Henry Rawlinson, who had been the
main sponsor of Hayward’s journey. The calls grew to establish diplomatic
contacts with Yakub Beg and recognise his independence. These increased after
his envoy arrived in Calcutta and was warmly welcomed by the viceroy, Lord
Mayo.

It was precisely at this moment that the British Embassy in St Petersburg
suggested recognising the independence of Dzhatyshaar with Yakub Beg at its
head. Whilst English and Anglo-Indian politicians were saying it was necessary to
take measures to counter the Russian threat from the territory of Eastern
Turkestan, in Petersburg the government continued to react negatively to the idea
of recognising Yakub Beg’s kingdom. In the autumn of 1870 a Special Council was
convened in Petersburg under the chairmanship of the Minister of War Milyutin,
to look at this problem. It resolved that it would be  ‘unwise at this juncture to go
back on our traditional foreign policy’ towards China, which was ‘a powerful
neighbour of long standing‘, and ‘contribute to it losing the areas occupied by the
Dungans and Yakub Beg’.

In London and Calcutta, of course, they knew nothing of this decision. In both
centers they were in a hurry to exploit the results of Shaw and Hayward’s mission
and the Kashgarian envoy’s visit to India.
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Roots of tension
Lord Mayo, the viceroy, therefore gave instructions for a small British diplomatic
mission to be sent to Yakub Beg, thinly disguised as a commercial one. It was led
by Sir Douglas Forsyth, a senior official. The viceroy also personally invited the
most famous tea-planter in the world, Robert Shaw, to take part.

The mission was prepared well in advance and extremely carefully. In March
1870 Forsyth was sent to conduct talks with the Maharajah of Jammu and
Kashmir, Runber Singh, about signing a special agreement designed to create
the conditions for developing trade between India and Eastern Turkestan via
Kashmir. On 2 April it was signed. All ten articles of this agreement concerned
steps to safeguard trade with Kashgaria through Leh and the Chang Chenmo
valley. It made provision for carrying outthe necessary surveys and roadworks
in the Chang Chenmo valley, creating the conditions for caravans to operate
succesfully, supplying them with everything they needed en route, and
(particularly important) exempting them from tariffs as they moved through
Kashmiri territory. It is revealing that Kashgaria was not mentioned in the
agreement, only the ‘possessions of the ruler of Yarkand’. The British authorities,
not wishing to strain relations with the Chinese government before they had to,
thus avoided mentioning Yakub Beg in an official document as the ruler of all
Kashgaria. As for the Chang Chenmo valley that is repeatedly mentioned in the
agreement, it may be of interest to the modern reader to learn that this is situated
in the same region of Aksaychin that was occupied by Chinese troops at the end
of the 1950s / beginning of the 1960s and which India claims to this day. A close
look at the agreement of 1870 shows that at that time this territory was regarded
as belonging to the Maharajah of Kashmir. According to the letter and the spirit
of this agreement all of the route as far as the Karakoram was basically under the
control of the Anglo-Indian military authorities.

Fruitful trip
After these meticulous preparations, in the autumn of 1870 Forsyth’s diplomatic
and trade mission set off for Eastern Turkestan. Having safely negotiated the
passes, it reached Yarkand. There, however, it was discovered that Yakub Beg
had left Kashgar at the head of his troops for Dzhungaria, where large forces of
Dungans were on the march. As he was not expected to come back very soon,
Forsyth’s mission returned to Calcutta. In his treatment of this episode in
Chapter 26, which will be discussed in my next article, Hopkirk remarks that
Forsyth’s mission had come back empty-handed.

Careful examination of documents in the National Archives of India shows,
however, that Forsyth’s journey was by no means fruitless. In a detailed report
presented to the viceroy in January 1871, Forsyth described the geographical
and topographical features of the entire route from Leh to Yarkand and in
particular gave an assessment of the historical rights of Kashmir and the rulers
of Yarkand to border territories. Whereas Shaw had said that the strategically
vital area of Shahidula belonged to Kashmir, Forsyth proved that it formed the
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southern border of Yarkand. Forsyth’s data definitely
confirmed, however, that the territory to the south-east of
Shahidula, i.e. Aksaychin, was an inalienable part of
Kashmir.

Danger in Eastern Turkestan
In 1871 serious military and political events occurred in
Eastern Turkestan that had a major influence on Russo-
Chinese and Anglo-Russian relations and on Yakub Beg’s
own position. The disturbances in Dzhungaria and the Ili Region, which were
populated by Dungans and Uigurs, plus the military measures taken by Yakub
Beg to strengthen his hold on these areas, caused serious concern in military
circles in Tashkent and St Petersburg. A memorandum from the head of the
General Staff, General Geyden, dated 21 February 1871, referred to the danger
of ‘a powerful Muslim state’ coming about in Eastern Turkestan, ‘at the head of
which would be Yakub Beg, who is dynamic but not friendly towards us’.
Russian merchants were afraid that the disturbances in Eastern Turkestan
would prevent them from reaping the benefits of the agreements with China
signed in 1858 and 1860 and the Chuguchak protocol of 1864 concerning trade
with the western regions of the Chinese Empire. The colonial authorities in
Tashkent were afraid the instability in Eastern Turkestan could also have an
effect on the situation in the Turkestan Region. The Russian exponents of a
forward policy in Eastern Turkestan seized on the often exaggerated accounts of
Yakub Beg’s close relations with the Anglo-Indian authorities.

On 22 February and 15 May 1871 the situation in Eastern Turkestan was
discussed in detail at two Special Councils in St Petersburg. Russian troops, it
was decided, were to occupy the Ili (Kuldja) Region, which was the most
important strategic position between Dzhungaria and Kashgaria. The Chinese
government was formally invited to take part in this action, but as expected it
replied that it was in no position to do so because it had no troops in the region.
In the same year Russian soldiers occupied Kuldja and the whole of the Ili
Region. After a brief resistance the ruler of the Ili Region, Abil’-Oglya, was
forced to surrender and his administration swept away.

The archives of the General Staff convincingly demonstrate that from the
very beginning the Tsarist government regarded the occupation of the Ili Region
as a temporary measure. The Chinese, however, were mistrustful of
Petersburg’s official statements to this effect. Beijing persistently demanded the
return of the region to China, although, as has already been pointed out, it did
not have the troops to restore order there. This aggravated Russo-Chinese
relations.

The entry of Russian troops into Kuldja startled Yakub Beg. He was even
more worried, however, when he learned that in 1870 the soldiers of the Tsin
government had inflicted a decisive defeat on the Dungan uprising in Qingha
Province and were now preparing to attack Eastern Turkestan.
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Yakub Beg snubbed
Under the impact of these events, Yakub Beg sent the Governor-General of
Turkestan Region, Kaufman, a letter requesting him to send a plenipotentiary
for talks. On 2 June 1872, on Kaufman’s instructions, Colonel Kaul’bars signed
a trade agreement with Yakub Beg. But Yakub Beg’s urgent requests to recognise
the independence of Kashgaria were turned down.

As one might have expected, in Calcutta counter-measures were taken. In
the summer of 1873 Sir Douglas Forsyth’s second mission was despatched to
Kashgar. This time it was a full-blown military and political expedition
comprising experts, intelligence men,  interpreters and an armed guard. There
were over 350 persons and the baggage train was transported by more than 600
horses. Accompanying the mission was the Turkish agent Zaman-bek, who
became a very close adviser of the ruler. For in 1872 Yakub Beg had declared
himself a vassal of Turkey and had coins minted depicting Sultan Abdul-Aziz
on one side. Forsyth presented Yakub Beg with two small canons and a large
quantity of small arms.

On 2 February 1874 Yakub Beg signed a political and commercial treaty with
the UK government creating favourable conditions for Anglo-Indian trade and
granting exterritorial rights to the subjects of British India. Great Britain
received the right to appoint a political agent to Kashgar, and commercial agents
in any town of Kashgaria who would be subject to him.

In 1875 Turkey sent Yakub Beg 6000 rifles via India, plus military instructors
who soon set up workshops for the manufacture of gunpowder and small arms.
Thus Turkey, too,  had committed itself to an active part inthe great Anglo-
Russian game in Central Asia — on the eve of the Russo-Turkish War of 1877-
78.

However, the position of Dzhatyshaar and its ruler both internationally and
inside the country continued to deteriorate.

Birth of Ferghana
In 1876 the Kokand Khanate was abolished, Fergana Oblast [Area] was formed
in its place, and this was incorporated in Russia’s Turkestan Region. Russian
border posts were set up only 300 km from Kashgar. The attitude of the Russian
government to Yakub Beg was unchanged. A Special Council held on 23 April
1876 in St Petersburg and chaired by the Minister of War Milyutin, concluded
that having Yakub Beg as a neighbour was politically and commercially
unhelpful, and even dangerous.

Meanwhile in Beijing the British had foisted themselves on the Chinese
government as mediators, and suggested halting the Chinese advance on
Kashgaria and turning it into a buffer state between Russia, China and Great
Britain. The Chinese declined this offer and their troops continued to move
through Dzhungaria.

There is no doubt, however, that the political situation inside Dzhatyshaar
had also worsened. In a note of 18 June 1877 the famous Russian explorer
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Colonel Przhevalskiy observed: ‘Yakub Beg’s rule will collapse in the very near
future; the master of Kashgaria looks upon his people as a mass of slaves whom
he can squeeze till the pips squeak’. According to Przhevalskiy, the common
people hated Yakub Beg’s clique of followers — the new landowning elite, the
rulers of the cities, the warlords and bodyguards - even more than the Manchu
officials. In the midst of a confused and complicated situation, in which popular
discontent was growing and the Chinese troops advancing, in June 1877 Yakub
Beg died. His sons fought over the succession, this hastened the downfall of the
state, and in December 1877 Chinese troops took Kashgar and plunged the city
and the whole area into a bloodbath.

As soon as the British government and the Anglo-Indian authorities saw
that Yakub Beg was going to be beaten, they changed their tactics completely.
Early in 1877 the Hongkong-Shanghai Bank, which was one of the biggest in the
British Empire, made available to the Chinese authorities through middlemen
what was for those days an enormous sum — £1.6 million pounds sterling —
to finance Chinese military operations in Kashgaria. Simultaneously, British
diplomats offered the Tsin Empire a political alliance against Russia.

The Tsarist diplomats were not idle, either. On 2 October 1879 at Livadia in
the Crimea a Russo-Chinese agreement was signed providing for the return of
the Ili Region to China. In 1882 the Russian troops were pulled out. Over 70,000
refugees (Uigurs, Dungans and Kazakhs) fled into the Turkestan Region before
the Chinese troops, and took Russian citizenship.

The Chinese authorities had already created the province of Xinjiang from
the reconquered states of Dzhungaria and Eastern Turkestan in 1878, and four
years later the Ili Region was added to it.

Thus a complicated, sorrowful and bloody period in the history of the
peoples of Eastern Turkestan/Xinjiang — the Uigurs, Kazakhs, Kirgiz and
Dungans — came to an end. The Anglo-Russian Great Game, and
Chinese/Manchu colonial politics in this area, certainly made the hardships,
deprivations, sufferings and losses of life among these peoples much worse.

Over a century has now passed. Xinjiang’s role and significance in the
destinies of High Asia, the Middle East and Southern Asia have by no means
diminished, however. As has already been mentioned, in the 1950s and early
1960s China occupied the Aksaychin area and laid a highway from Yarkand to
Lhasa. The Indian government has never recognised this aggression and on the
basis of the above-mentioned evidence and documents from the second half of
the nineteenth century continues categorically to insist on Aksaychin being
returned. So the problem of Aksaychin is still a source of tension between the
two countries. Moreover in the 1970s, with the agreement of Pakistan, China
built a highway from Yarkand through the Karakoram Pass and Pakistani
occupied Azad-Kashmir to Rawalpindi; this also continues to draw strong
protests from India. We should remember that it was through the Karakoram
Pass that two thousand years ago the famous Chinese travellers made their way
from China through Kashgaria and Kashmir to India, as in the nineteenth
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century did the British agents and diplomats Johnson, Shaw, Hayward and
Mirza Shuja, and Forsyth’s two expeditions, on their way into Xinjiang on
important military/political missions.

In 1992 the then president of Tajikistan, Rakhmon Nabiyev, signed an
agreement in Islamabad for a branch of this highway to be constructed via
Gilgit and Chitral to Fayazabad (the main town in Afghan Badakhshan), and
thence to Khorog, the capital of the Gorno-Badakhshan region of Tajikistan. At
the height of the civil war, then, Tajikistan is contemplating building a major
road link between Xinjiang and Pamir. This can only aggravate Afghan-Tajik
relations in an already complex and confused situation, and make it more
difficult to settle the bitter conflict between the Pamirans (the indigenous
population of the Gorno-Badakhshan region) and the rest of Tajikistan.

Birth of Ferghan
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