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CENTRAL ASIA
viii. Relations with Persia in the 19th Century

The question of Central Asia in the 13th/19th century, from the Persian point
of view, was a prominent one not only because of Persian territorial claims
over Marv, Kiva, Saraks, and other peripheral regions, but also because of the
threat of the Turkmen frontier tribes of Tekka, Yomut, and Guklan to the
security of Khorasan, Astarabad, and Mazandaran. The substantial volume of
trade between the Persian emporiums, Astarabad and Mashad, and Central
Asian provinces as far east as Chinese Turkestan was another important
reason. Persia’s reassertion of her territorial rights over Herat, Farah, and
adjacent regions of western Afghanistan in the early part of the century also
involved the Turkmen tribes as they often allied themselves with the Afghan
warlords against the Persian government. From the middle of the century
onwards, Russia’s rapid expansion caused much anxiety for the Persian
authorities, who saw annexation of Bukhara, Kiva, and later Marv as an
ominous prelude to Russia’s further advances into the interiors of Khorasan
and Mazandaran. The eradication in the 1300s/1880s of the Turkmen
resistance by the Russian imperial army, however, was observed by the
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Persian government with a cautious relief.

All through the 13th/19th century the sedentary population of towns and
villages of Khorasan and Astarabad provinces, as well as the trade frequenting
along the Mazandaran-Khorasan route, were seriously threatened by
plundering sorties (Capow) of the Turkmen tribes of the frontier. Attacking in
small bands of horsemen with superior horsemanship and endurance for long
rides across the Khivan desert, they could penetrate deep into the interiors of
Khorasan with speed and efficiency. Even worse were the massive-scale
abductions and enslavement of the Persian villagers, travelers, and
townspeople by the Turkmen for sale in the slave markets of Kiva, Bukhara,
and other centers of Central Asia or to secure huge ransoms from their
relatives. Occasionally these attacks were punished cruelly by military
expeditions by the government of Khorasan and Astarabad, but the Persian
government was incapable of dealing with the Turkmen problem decisively. It
neither possessed the military power to check the swift movements of the
Turkmen horses nor found such an undertaking viable. ‘Abbas Mirza led an
expedition of Saraks and the neighboring country of Kvarazm in 1247/1832,
followed by another expedition by Mohammad Shah in 1253/1837. According
to Mirza Abu’l-Qasem Qa’em-magqam who accompanied ‘Abbas Mirza in this
expedition more than twelve thousand Persian captives had been taken by
Turkmen to Bukhara (Monsa'at-e Qa’em-maqam, Tehran, 1337 §./1958, no. 151
to Mirza Sadeq Marvazi).

In 1267/1851 Mirza Taql Khan Amir-e Kabir dispatched the chronicler and
poet of the Qajar court Rezaqoli Khan Hedayat to K¥arazm primarily for intel-
ligence gathering but also to negotiate with the khan of Kiva a peaceful
settlement of the Turkmen problem. Hedayat’s valuable account of this
mission provides an important insight into the Persian problems of dealing
with the autonomy-seeking powers of the periphery.

The persistence of the Turkmen menace and the failure of the khans of Marv
to create a confederacy to resist dual Persian and Russian pressures, among
other reasons, led to a new Persian attempt to quell the Turkmen insurgency.
This effort came to a disastrous end in 1276/1860 with the ill-fated Marv
expedition. The Persian regular troops suffered heavy casualties largely
because of poor logistics rather than direct Turkmen attacks. After this the
Persian government refrained from large-scale punitive action against the
Turkmen, leaving the job of pacifying them to the Russian imperial armies,
which by 1298/1881 had conquered the entire Turkmen region. Northern
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Persian provinces, however, suffered from Turkmen incursions up to the end
of the century.

By the 1290s/late 1870s and early 1300s/1880s Naser-al-Din Shah realized that
the annexation of Central Asia by Russia could not be avoided and used this
fact to halt British claims for concessions in the south, as matching ones would
then have to be given to the Russians in the north. Russian advances in the
territories of Central Asia thus resulted in the loss of peripheral territory,
territory that could serve as a buffer for Persia. Instead, Russian advances
became a key component in Persia’s efforts to maintain a balance between her
imperial neighbors.

By the 1330s/late 1880s the Russian advances in Central Asia came to a halt,
bringing a semblance of normality to the Perso-Turkmen frontier.
Ashkhabad on the Russo-Persian border, the new capital of Turkmenistan, was
developed into a Russian showcase of colonial urbanization in Central Asia
and attracted a large population of Persians in search of jobs, trade, and relief
from religious persecution, and it became a center for the Russian and
European trade. With its ethnic and religious diversity (including a Bahai com-
munity), for a few decades into the 14th/20th century, Ashkhabad was a
successful commercial center in “Transcaspia,” comparable to similar Russian
colonies in the Caucasus. By the 1310s S$./1930s, however, Stalin’s policy of
compulsory repatriation forced a large portion of the Persian community back
to Persia, and nearly all contacts with Central Asian cities were severed.
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