
 

4. Herat in the Nineteenth Century 

In the early nineteenth century the Sad�zai Empire disintegrated into a number of small regional states. After 
Fat� Kh�n Mu�ammadzai’s execution in 1818, his remaining twenty brothers began to advance separate 
claims to authority, simultaneously competing against each other from their local bases in Pish�var, K�bul 
and Qandah�r. The region east of the Khyber Pass fell to the Sikh Empire in 1834. Between 1826 and 1837, 
Am�r D�st Mu�ammad Kh�n, the founder of the Mu�ammadzai dynasty, carved out a power base for 
himself in K�bul, B�miy�n, Jal�l�b�d and Ghazn�. His half brothers, the Sard�rs of Qandah�r, controlled a 
principality of equal size in southern Afghanistan. These so-called “Dil” brothers Sh�rdil Kh�n (d. 1826), 
Purdil Kh�n (d. 1830), and Kuhandil Kh�n (d. 1855) were able to maintain their independence from 1818 
until the middle of the nineteenth century. As regional actors, they exerted pressure on the eastern borders of 
Herat and, like Herat, pursued a shifting policy vis-à-vis Iran, alternately seeking support from the Q�j�r 
government and challenging its claims to authority. After the First Anglo-Afghan War of 1839–1842, D�st 
Mu�ammad Kh�n widened his sphere of influence to such an extent that by 1863 he could lay claim to all 
the regions forming the outline of present-day Afghanistan with the exception of Maimana and Badakhsh�n. 
After gaining control of Qandah�r in 1855, he advanced against Herat in the summer of 1862, which he 
conquered on 8 Dh� al-
ijja 1279/27 May 1863 after a ten-month siege.1 The incorporation of Herat into the 
Mu�ammadzai domain represented the culmination of D�st Mu�ammad Kh�n’s achievements. He died two 
weeks later, on 9 June 1863, without having set foot into the city.2  

West of Herat, the nascent Q�j�r dynasty began to make its influence felt with the conquest of Mashhad 
in 1803. Henceforth the Q�j�rs were to insist on the possession of Herat, moulding their territorial claims 
according to the precedents set by the Safavid Empire. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, however, 
these demands were largely theoretical. Until the early 1830s, Q�j�r presence in Khur�s�n was too weak to 
allow more than occasional exactions of tribute and other expressions of fealty from the rulers of Herat. 
Later on, Mu�ammad Sh�h Q�j�r (r. 1834–1848) and N��ir al-D�n Sh�h Q�j�r (r. 1848–1896) took military 
action to incorporate Herat in their realm. The Persian sieges of 1837–1838 and 1856 were cut short by 
British intervention, which allowed the local rulers of Herat to maintain a precarious independence until the 
Mu�ammadzai takeover in 1863. Q�j�r policies in Khur�s�n will be discussed in detail in the following 
chapter. The present chapter focuses on the circumstances that prevailed in Herat and its hinterland during 
the period at stake. One important aspect to be discussed is the interplay between territorial claims and 
projection of religious realms. Thus Q�j�r efforts to reclaim Herat as part of the Iranian patrimony were 
justified by the necessity to protect the Sh��� population in the region. By the same token, Herat’s 
incorporation into the Afghan kingdom was followed by deliberate attempts to heighten national unity on the 
basis of Sunn� Islam. The fate of the nomad Sunn� �ym�q groups around Herat highlights the process of 
delineation and appropriation which accelerated from the second half of the nineteenth century on. The final 
section of this chapter treats the division between the Iranian and Afghan spheres of influence from different 
points of view. Apart from recounting the physical process of delimitation, I will also trace the reflection of 
emerging separate Iranian and Afghan polities in the historiography of the time.   

AN OVERVIEW OF THE POLITICAL DEVELOPMENTS 

In the interval between the demise of the Sad�zai kingdom and the incorporation of Herat into the 
Mu�ammadzai state, Herat became a minor principality. Seemingly a Sad�zai enclave, its politics were 
increasingly dominated by the Alak�zai Durr�n�s. This process was abetted by the rivalry between Sh�h 
Ma�m�d and his son K�mr�n. In the summer of 1241–42/1826, K�mr�n Sad�zai evicted his father from 

                      
 1 Am�r D�st Mu�ammad Kh�n’s siege of Herat began on 27 July 1862 (Champagne 1981: 443). 
 2 KR 143 (Patterson 1988: 258); Champagne 1981: 449. 
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Herat and took control of the city with Iranian help.3 In the judgement of foreign visitors, his court only bore 
“a caricature semblance” with the former splendor of Sad�zai rule.4 

The first important Alak�zai figure in the politics of Herat was �A�� Mu�ammad Kh�n, a member of the 
N��� section of the Alak�zais and a descendant of Sard�r �Abd al-Ghan� Kh�n. �A�� Mu�ammad Kh�n 
Alak�zai accompanied Sh�h Ma�m�d to Herat when he lost control of K�bul and Qandah�r in late 1818 and 
served as vaz�r of Herat until his death in 1244/1828–29. He was succeeded by his nephew Y�r Mu�ammad 
Kh�n Alak�zai b. �Abdull�h Kh�n, who became known as an able and ruthless administrator. Y�r 
Mu�ammad Kh�n began his career by removing Sh�h Ma�m�d from power, who died shortly afterwards.5 
Once K�mr�n Sad�zai was installed as ruler of Herat, Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n gained control over all sectors 
of government.6 In early 1842,7 he had K�mr�n killed and assumed full authority until his own death on 11 
Sha�b�n 1267/11 June 1851.8 Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n was succeeded by his son Sa��d Mu�ammad Kh�n,9 
who was ousted by 
�jj� F�r�z al-D�n Sad�zai’s grandson Mu�ammad Y�suf b. Malik Q�sim in September 
1855.10 This bid at a Sad�zai comeback was cut short by Q�j�r intervention in 1856. At the onset of the siege 
in April 1856, the Herati vaz�r �#s� Kh�n Bardurr�n� handed over Mu�ammad Y�suf Kh�n to the Iranians11 
but continued to hold the city until he was forced to surrender on 25 �afar 1273/25 October 1856.12 After the 
conclusion of the Treaty of Paris in 1857, the Q�j�r Prime Minister 	q� Kh�n N�r� I�tim�d al-Daula (1851–
1858) awarded the government of Herat to Am�r D�st Mu�ammad Kh�n’s nephew, Sul��n A�mad Kh�n b. 
Sard�r Mu�ammad �A��m Mu�ammadzai, thereby contravening the stipulation that Herat should be 
independent. 13  Sul��n A�mad Kh�n died on 6 March 1863, while Herat was besieged by Am�r D�st 
Mu�ammad Kh�n. Sul��n A�mad Kh�n’s son, Sh�h Nav�z Kh�n, held power until the city fell to the 
Mu�ammadzai troops on 31 May 1863. 

The territorial consolidation achieved by D�st Mu�ammad Kh�n was called into question soon after his 
death. His successor Am�r Sh�r �Al� Kh�n, who was crowned in Herat on 24 Dh� al-
ijja 1279/12 June 1863, 
found his power contested by different sets of full and half brothers.14 His main antagonists were his eldest 

                      
 3 ST 110–11; McChesney/Khorrami 2013 I: 181–2; T Su 282. 
 4 Lal 1977: 143. 
 5 ST 113; McChesney/Khorrami 2013 I: 187. 
 6 Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai’s tenure in Herat was interrupted from Rab�� I 1248/August 1832 until Jum�d� II 1249/October 

1833. During this period he was detained by �Abb�s M�rz� N�
ib al-Sal�ana, the Q�j�r governor of Khur�s�n (1831–1833) (NT 
481, 487–9, 496, 500, 504). 

 7 See Chapter 3, footnote 225. 
 8 Letter by Sa��d Mu�ammad Kh�n to M�rz� Taq� Kh�n Am�r Kab�r quoted in 	dam�yat 1982: 621. According to the T�r�kh-i 

sul��n� and Sir�j al-tav�r�kh, Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n died on 30 Sha�b�n 1267/29 June 1851(T Su 287; ST 211; 
McChesney/Khorrami 2013 II: 28). On the basis of British documents Champagne reaches the conclusion that Y�r Mu�ammad 
Kh�n died on 7 June 1851 (Champagne 1981: 273). 

 9 The latter is often referred to by Iranian authors as “�aid Mu�ammad” or “Sayyid Mu�ammad”. 
 10 TRSN X: 667; Taylor 1858c: 933–6. 
 11 Mu�ammad Y�suf was sent to Tehran. In Sha�b�n 1273/March 1857, he was killed by the relatives of Sa��d Mu�ammad Kh�n 

Alak�zai (NT 1332–4, 1473–4; TRSN X: 763–4; Kh�rm�j� 1984: 229–30). See also Champagne, 1981, 375–6, 390; Taylor 
1858c: 946) 

 12 NT 1336. Shortly afterwards, on Friday 6 Rab�� II 1273/4 December 1856 Sart�p �#s� Kh�n was assassinated while on his way to 
the Iranian camp (TRSN X: 705–6; NT 1347). According to British accounts, �#s� Kh�n was put to death by order of N��ir al-D�n 
Sh�h (Champagne, 1981, 377; Taylor 1858 c: 943–6). See also T Su 288–9. 

 13 Champagne 1981: 390–1; 408; Sul��n A�mad Kh�n arrived in Herat on 30 Rama��n 1273/24 May 1857 (KR 130 (Patterson 
1988: 220). 

 14 ST 252; McChesney/Khorrami 2013 II: 100. According to N�r�, a formal pledge of allegiance was given to Sh�r �Al� Kh�n a 
week later on 1 Mu�arram/18 June 1863 (Gulshan-i im�rat 46–7). By the time of his coronation, Sh�r �Al� Kh�n was 40 or 41 
years old. N�r� gives 10 Mu�arram 1237/6 October 1821 (Gulshan-i im�rat 3–5) as his date of birth. Fai� Mu�ammad is of the 
opinion that Sh�r �Al� Kh�n was born in 1238 (18 September1822–6 September 1823) (ST 251; McChesney/Khorrami 2013 II: 
98). Although he was not the eldest of D�st Mu�ammad Kh�n’s surviving sons, he belonged to the most favored set among them. 
His mother Khad�ja, who stemmed from an important P�palzai lineage, had been D�st Mu�ammad Kh�n’s favorite wife. Before 
Sh�r �Al� Kh�n gained this appointment, two of Khad�ja’s older sons, Mu�ammad Akbar (d. 1847) and Ghul�m 
aidar (d. 1858) 
had been designated as heir apparents.  
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brother Mu�ammad Af�al Kh�n and his nephew �Abd al-Ra�m�n Kh�n (1844–1901), who had been 
associated with the government of Turkist�n under D�st Mu�ammad Kh�n. The ongoing rivalry with his 
brothers caused Sh�r �Al� Kh�n to lose the throne between March 1866 and September 1868. Mu�ammad 
Af�al Kh�n assumed kingship from 21 May 186615 until his death on 7 October 1867.16 He was succeeded by 
his younger brother Mu�ammad A��am Kh�n (1818–1869), who held power until 21 August 1868.17 In the 
course of these events, Sh�r �Al� Kh�n temporarily found his sphere of influence reduced to Herat.18 After 
regaining control of K�bul on 8 September 1868,19 he triumphed over his rivals with British backing in late 
Rama��n 1285/mid-January 1869.20 During the following decade, Am�r Sh�r �Al� Kh�n enjoyed a stable rule 
until he was forced to resign due to the declaration of the Second Anglo-Afghan War on 21 November 1878 
and died in Maz�r-i Shar�f on 29 �afar 1296/22 February 1879.21  

The only sustained opposition Sh�r �Al� Kh�n encountered during his second reign emanated from his 
sons Mu�ammad Ya�q�b Kh�n (1849–1923) and Mu�ammad Ay�b Kh�n (1857–1914). The two full 
brothers were closely associated with the affairs of Herat. Mu�ammad Ya�q�b Kh�n was appointed governor 
of Herat in June 1863, when he was aged 14 and, in Vámbéry’s words, a “good-humoured inexperienced 
child.”22 He was in charge of Herat throughout the 1860s and, with the conquest of Qandah�r in May 1868, 
decided the civil war in favor of Sh�r �Al� Kh�n. Mu�ammad Ya�q�b Kh�n’s two rebellions of 1870–1871 
and 1874 were triggered by his frustrated hopes for the heir apparentship and the Am�r’s enduring preference 
for his youngest son �Abdull�h J�n (1861–1878).23 On 2 September 1870, Mu�ammad Ya�q�b Kh�n left 
K�bul in protest after being deprived of his post as civil and military administrator of the capital, which he 
had held since 1869.24 On 20 October he gave up his month-long siege of Qandah�r, moved westward, and 
temporarily took refuge in Iran in February 1871. A month later he reappeared in the region of Herat, 
conquered Gh�riy�n during the final days of March and assumed control of Herat in early May after a 
violent battle in the course of which Fat� Mu�ammad Kh�n, Sh�r �Al� Kh�n’s appointed governor, was 
killed. Mu�ammad Ya�q�b Kh�n’s forceful takeover of Herat was successful. In September 1871 he was 
formally reinstated as governor of Herat.25 

Despite financial difficulties in the administration of Herat, Mu�ammad Ya�q�b Kh�n enjoyed a 
relatively secure position for the two following years. Yet his relationship with Sh�r �Al� Kh�n deteriorated 
once again when the Am�r formally designated the thirteen-year old �Abdull�h J�n as heir apparent on ��d al-

                      
 15 Wyllie 1875: 42–3; KM 12 May, 26 May 1866 (NAI, For. Pol. A. June 1866 Nos. 9, 142). 
 16 Sykes 1981 II: 75. According to Tate, Mu�ammad Af�al Kh�n died on 1 October 1867 (Tate 1973: 165–6).  
 17 Lee 1996: 306, 313, 325–30; Memorandum on Sardar Muhammad Ismail Khan (NAI, For. S.I. 1869 No. 85); KD 6–10 August 

1868 (NAI, For. Pol. A September 1868 Nos. 3–4).  
 18 After suffering a decisive defeat near Qal�t-i Ghilzai on 9 Rama��n 1283/15 January 1867, Sh�r �Al� Kh�n was forced to flee to 

Herat (Gulshan-i im�rat 110; ST 293; McChesney/Khorrami 2013 II: 179; Wyllie 1875: 97).  
 19 Gulshan-i im�rat 152. 
 20 ST 305–9; McChesney/Khorrami 2013 II: 200–9. 
 21 ST 345; McChesney/Khorrami 2013 II: 274. 
 22 Vámbéry 1864: 281. 
 23 �Abdull�h J�n’s mother �	
isha belonged to the royal family both by paternal and maternal descent. Her father M�r Af�al Kh�n 

Mu�ammadzai (b. 1810) was the son of the Qandah�r Sard�r Purdil Kh�n. Her mother was the daughter of Mu�ammad A��am 
Kh�n b. D�st Mu�ammad Kh�n. For this reason, she enjoyed a powerful position in the politics of K�bul. Mu�ammad Ya�q�b 
Kh�n’s mother Maryam was the daughter of Sa��dat Kh�n Murcha Kh"l Muhmand of the Jal�l�b�d region (Adamec 1975: 
Tables 69–70).  

 24 ST 326; McChesney/Khorrami 2013 II: 239–40; KA 4 September 1870, NAI, For. Pol. A September 1870 No. 327; KD 9–10 
October 1870, NAI, For. Pol. A December 1870 No. 351). 

 25 Adamec 1975: 268; ST 326–30; McChesney/Khorrami 2013 II: 239–48; KR 167–8; PM II: 112–19, 122–4, 131–3; KD 5–15 
September (NAI, For. Pol. A. October 1870 Nos. 261–3); KD 20–25 September 1870 (NAI, For. Pol. A November 1870 No. 62); 
KD 4–8 October 1870, KD 8–10 November 1870 (NAI, For. Pol. A December 1870 Nos. 348, 409); Sardar Muhammad Aslam 
Khan to Muhammad Husain Khan (governor of K�bul) 19 October 1870 (NAI, For. Pol. A. December 1870 No. 357); Sardar 
Muhammad Aslam to Amir Shir Ali Khan 29 November 1870, KD 20–22 December 1870 (NAI, For. Pol. A February 1871 No. 
165); KD 7–10 April 1871 (NAI, For. Pol. A May 1871 No. 466); letter from Kabul agent 15 April 1861 (NAI, For. Pol. A May 
1871 No. 470); MA 9, 24 June 1871 (NAI, For. Sec. October 1871 Nos. 296, 298). 
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fi�r 1290/22 November 1873.26  While this proclamation was followed by three days of festivities and 
fireworks in K�bul, Mu�ammad Ya�q�b Kh�n showed his opposition by ignoring the Am�r’s order to 
illuminate Herat. Only a year later did Mu�ammad Ya�q�b Kh�n consent to join Sh�r �Al� Kh�n’s court in 
K�bul to seek his father’s forgiveness. Yet a week after his arrival in K�bul on 2 November 1874, he was 
placed in confinement. He was detained at the B�l� 
i��r until December 1878.27 

Mu�ammad Ya�q�b Kh�n’s detainment triggered a rebellion by seventeen-year-old Mu�ammad Ay�b 
Kh�n in Herat in early December 1874.28 Subsequently, Mu�ammad Ay�b fled away from the Am�r’s 
approaching army and took refuge in Iran, where he remained until the Second Anglo-Afghan War.29 After 
Sh�r �Al� Kh�n’s death in late February 1879, he became the governor of Herat. A year later, on 27 July 
1880, he was to attain fame by totally defeating the British forces stationed at Qandah�r during the battle of 
Maivand.30 On 22 September 1881, Mu�ammad Ay�b suffered a decisive defeat at the hands of the British 
appointee Am�r �Abd al-Ra�m�n Kh�n and fled to Iran.31 Am�r �Abd al-Ra�m�n Kh�n used British backing 
to assert authority over all the regions making up present-day Afghanistan. This policy of internal conquest 
and ruthless oppression earned him the epithet of “Iron Am�r”. In the course of numerous military campaigns 
Am�r �Abd al-Ra�m�n reoccupied Maimana in 1884 and conquered the Sh��� Haz�raj�t (1891–1893) as well 
as K�firist�n (1896). Apart from the Am�r’s reprisals against the local leadership, the Herat region was 
primarily affected by his effort to repopulate the Murgh�b district in order to secure the northwestern 
frontier. This policy suffered a major setback with the Russian occupation of Panjdih (present-day Takht-i 
B�z�r) on 30 March 1885. Afterwards the Am�r continued his policy of resettlement but switched to Pasht�n 
herders from the south instead of the local �ym�q. 

NINETEENTH-CENTURY SOURCES ON KHUR	S	N 

For the nineteenth century, an increasing delineation of the Afghan and Iranian spheres of influence may be 
observed. This process is reflected in the emergence of divergent narratives concerning the position of Herat, 
which mirrored the respective viewpoints of the Q�j�r and Mu�ammadzai governments. It may be no 
coincidence that the production of Iranian historical works peaked around 1856–57, when N��ir al-D�n Sh�h 
embarked on his final attempt to reimpose Q�j�r authority on Herat. Owing to the flourishing of Iranian 
historiography in that time, the developments of the first half of the nineteenth century are particularily well 
documented. The historical output diminished somewhat over later decades, and the information on local 
circumstances becomes more patchy. Compared with the Iranian historiographical output, Afghan historical 
writing began relatively late. Apart from the T�r�kh-i sul��n�, which was published in 1880, the major 
chronicles that shaped and reflected the Afghan viewpoint appeared in the early twentieth century. Although 
the Afghan authors reach different conclusions over the affairs of Herat, the preponderance of Iranian 

                      
 26 KA 9, 24 November 1873 (NAI, For. Sec. March 1874 Nos. 1, 22) According to Fai� Mu�ammad, the ceremony took place on 2 

Shavv�l 1288/15 December 1871 (ST 331–2; McChesney/Khorrami 2013 II: 250).  
 27 ST 333; McChesney/Khorrami 2013 II: 252. According to Fai� Mu�ammad, Mu�ammad Ya�q�b Kh�n was imprisoned on ��d al-

fi�r 1289/2 December 1872. Yet the Kabul Diaries bear clear testimony that this event took place on 8 November 1874 (KD 6–10 
November 1874, IOL, L/PS/5/277 No. 73 of 7 December 1874, p. 542; KD March 1875 (IOL, L/PS/7/4 Pt. II No. 131 of 1875, p. 
467).  

 28 Mu�ammad Ay�b Kh�n deposed and killed the Am�r’s new appointee to the government of Gh�riy�n. Around 7 December 1874 
he imprisoned the Am�r’s Ish�k 	q�s� Sh�rdil Kh�n and deported him to Kuhs�n (KR 171; PM II: 143–44, 130b; ST 333–4; 
McChesney/Khorrami 2013 II: 253–5). 

 29 Sh�r �Al� Kh�n’s troops took possession of Herat on 19 January 1875 (IOL, L/PS/7/2 Pt. III No. 11 of 5 March 1875, p. 1433). 
Until 1293/1876 
sh�k �q�s� Sh�rdil Kh�n and Mustauf� M�rz� 
ab�bull�h Kh�n served as governors of Herat (ST 334; 
McChesney/Khorrami 2013 II: 255). After that, Sard�r Mu�ammad �Umar b. Mu�ammad �A��m Kh�n held this post until 1879 
(KD 22–25 September 1876, NAI, For. Sec. A. November 1876 No. 12; MA 4 August 1877, NAI, For. Sec. April 1878 No. 
33A).  

 30 According to Fai� Mu�ammad, the battle of Maivand took place on 17 Sha�b�n 1297/25 July 1880 (ST 375; 
McChesney/Khorrami 2013 II: 336). Riy��� places these events in early Sha�b�n 1297/middle of July 1880 (KR 195–7).  

 31 Adamec 1975: 127.  
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sources is clearly discernable from their works. As will be seen below, the authors of T�r�kh-i sul��n�, 
Kulliy�t-i riy��� and Sir�j al-tav�r�kh derived at least part of their information from the Iranian historical 
works available to them.   

For the purpose of the following chapters, several sources from the early Q�j�r period are of great 
importance. The earliest available chronicle, Mu�ammad Fat�ull�h b. Mu�ammad Taq� S�rav�’s T�r�kh-i 
mu�ammad� (A�san al-tav�r�kh), was written at the behest of B�b� Kh�n (the future Fat� �Al� Sh�h). It 
describes the exploits of 	q� Mu�ammad Sh�h and ends with his death on 21 Dh� al-
ijja 1211/17 June 
1797 and his burial in Najaf in Rajab 1212/January 1798.32 Mu�ammad Taq� b. Mu�ammad Mihd� N�r� 
served as the munsh� and vaz�r of Mu�ammad Val� M�rz�, the first Q�j�r governor of Mashhad (1218–
1231/1803—1816). The first edited volume of his book entitled Ashraf al-tav�r�kh covers the first five years 
of Mu�ammad Val� M�rz�’s governorship.33 In 1237/1821–22, Zain al-�	bid�n Sh�rv�n� (1193–1253/1779–
1837/38) wrote an account of his spiritually motivated travels in Khur�s�n, K�bul, Turkist�n, Sind and India. 
His work combines details on the towns and districts of the Iranian kingdom with information on local 
dynasties and the biographies of poets and Sufis.34 A member of an influential family from Kh�y, �Abd al-
Razz�q Dunbul� (1167–1242/1753–1827) spent his early years in Sh�r�z and I�fah�n and later joined the 
service of �Abb�s M�rz� N�
ib al-Sal�ana in Tabr�z. His Ma��thir-i sul��n�ya begins with the origins of the 
Q�j�rs and covers the events until 1229/1814. Completed in 1236/1821, this work was published in Tabr�z in 
1241/1825–26.35 Roughly a decade later, Fa�lull�h Sh�r�z� “Kh�var�” (1190–1266/1776–1850) composed a 
history entitled Dh� al-qarnain. Sh�r�z�’s description of the events from 1212–1250/1797–1834/35 was 
taken up by later historians like Lis�n al-Mulk and Ri�� Qul� Kh�n Hid�yat.36 

In the middle of the nineteenth century, a number of historical works were produced by high-ranking 
Q�j�r officials. In 1258/1842, Fat� �Al� Sh�h’s 47th son �Al� Qul� M�rz� (1238–1298/1822–1880), who 
received the title of “I�ti��d al-Sal�ana” in 1856, compiled Iks�r al-tav�r�kh, a survey of Persian history from 
its mythical origins to the time of writing. His brief history entitled T�r�kh-i vaq�yi� va sav�ni�-i Afgh�nist�n 
appeared during the Herat crisis in 1856.37 Another noteworthy work produced during this period was J�m-i 
Jam by �Abb�s M�rz�’s 15th son, Farh�d M�rz� Mu�tamad al-Daula (1233–1305/1818–1888). A free 
translation of William Pinnock’s A Catechism of Geography (London, 1826), the book was published in 
Tehran (1272/1855) and Bombay (1273/1856). 38  Both I�ti��d al-Sal�ana’s works and Farh�d M�rz�’s 
geography were to become standard sources for Afghan historians. 

Between 1274 and 1276/1857–1859, the court poet Mu�ammad Taq� Kh�n Lis�n al-Mulk “Sipihr” 
(1207–1297/1792/93–1880) published the T�r�kh-i q�j�r�ya, which formed part of a ten-volume universal 
history entitled N�sikh al-tav�r�kh.39 Shortly before that, in 1271–1274/1854–1857, the literary scholar Ri�� 
Qul� Kh�n Hid�yat (1215–1288/1800–1871) composed a history in three volumes devoted to the history of 
Iran from Safavid times on. Entitled Rau�at al-�af�-yi n��ir�, this work was intended as a supplement to M�r 
Khv�nd’s and Khv�nd Am�r’s seven-volume Rau�at al-�af�. Hid�yat is also the author of an important 
travelogue. In 1267/1851, N��ir al-D�n Sh�h deputed him on a diplomatic mission to the court of Kh�va. The 
account of this journey, which will become relevant for the treatment of the northeastern border regions in 
Chapter 6, was entitled Sif�ratn�ma-yi Khv�razm and published sometime after the Rau�at al-�af�-yi 

                      
 32 S�rav� 298, 312. See also Amanat, “Historiography viii. Q�j�r Period,” E.Ir. XII: 369–70. 
 33 Ashraf al-tav�r�kh xxxi–xxxii. 
 34 Zain al-�	bid�n Sh�rv�n�, Riy�� al-siy��at, 1237/1822, “Introduction”. 
 35 Ghul�m 
usain �adr� Afsh�r, [Introduction], Ma��thir-i sul��n�ya, Tehran 1972, pp. 5–6; Amanat, “Historiography viii. Q�j�r 

Period,” E.Ir. XII: 370. 
 36 Fa�lull�h Sh�r�z�, T�r�kh-i dh� al-qarnain, ed. N��ir Afsh�rfar, “Introduction,” xxxii–xxxv. See also Amanat, “Historiography 

viii. Q�j�r Period,” E.Ir. XII: 370–1. 
 37 Amanat, “E�te��d al-Sal�ana,” E.Ir. VIII: 669–72. 
 38 Eslami, “Farh�d M�rz� Mo�tamad al-Daula,” E.Ir. IX: 263. 
 39 Amanat, “Historiography viii. Q�j�r Period,” E.Ir. XII: 371–2; B�md�d 1992 III: 319; KR 124 (Patterson 1988: 202). 
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n��ir�.40 Another important Central Asian travelogue was produced by �Abb�s Qul� Kh�n about his mission 
to Bukh�r� in 1260/1844. The events surrounding the 1860 Q�j�r campaign to Marv were documented by 
several eyewitnesses.41 

During the later part of N��ir al-D�n Sh�h’s reign, three authors provided useful information about the 
circumstances in Khur�s�n. Mu�ammad Ja�far Kh�rm�j� (d. 1301/1883–84), who initially gained an 
appointment as �aq�yiq nig�r in 1277/1860–61, was ultimately unsuccessful. Completed in 1284/1867–68, 
his �aq�yiq al-akhb�r-i n��ir� did not meet with royal approval and was confiscated.42 The Q�j�r statesman 
Mu�ammad 
asan Kh�n I�tim�d al-Sal�ana (1259–1313/1843–1896), by contrast, enjoyed a high standing at 
the Q�j�r court, serving as minister of publications, newsreader to N��ir al-D�n Sh�h, and official historian. 
One of the first graduates of the D�r al-Fun�n, I�tim�d al-Sal�ana published official gazettes and compiled 
numerous almanacs, general histories, geographies and novels. His Mir��t al-buld�n (four volumes, 1294–
97/1877–80) was intended as a geographical encyclopaedia but remained incomplete. 43  Published in 
1300/1883, I�tim�d al-Sal�ana’s T�r�kh-i munta�am-i n��ir� also drew on contemporaneous European 
sources.44 According to Abbas Amanat, it consisted of “a comparative chronology based on headlines of the 
Persian gazette and similar material from European almanacs”.45 I�tim�d al-Sal�ana’s Ma�la� al-shams (three 
volumes, 1301–1303/1883–1886) commemorates N��ir al-D�n Sh�h’s journey to Khur�s�n in 1300/1883 and 
contains a historical and geographical account of Mashhad.46 In 1296/1879, N��ir al-D�n Sh�h authorized 

asan 
usain� Fas�
� (1237–1316/1821–1898) to produce a geographical and historical account. The 
resulting work was completed in 1304/1887 and entitled F�rsn�ma-yi n��ir�. Its first chapters recount the 
history of Persia up to the death of Fat� �Al� Sh�h in 1250/1834 in a comprehensive manner. The remainder 
of the book focuses on the events in the province of F�rs.47  

Most of the Afghan historians of the late nineteenth century made use of the works of their Iranian 
counterparts. Writing in 1280–81/1865, Sul��n Mu�ammad cites a number of Indian, British, and Iranian 
authorities. Among these are Mu�ammad Q�sim Hind�sh�h Firishta’s T�r�kh-i Firishta,48 and Ni�matull�h 
Harav�’s Makhzan-i afgh�n� from the early seventeenth century, the works of John Malcolm, and Sh�h 
Shuj��s diary (V�qi�at-i Sh�h Shuj��). The Iranian sources that he lists include Astar�b�d�’s T�r�kh-i 
jah�ngush�-yi n�dir�, Farh�d M�rz� Mu�tamad al-Daula’s J�m-i Jam, as well as I�ti��d al-Sal�ana’s T�r�kh-i 
vaq�yi� va sav�ni�-i Afgh�nist�n.49  

Other works of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries are indebted to Iranian sources, to varying 
degrees. In 1906, Mu�ammad Y�suf Riy��� (1290–1330/1873–1911), a native of Herat, produced a 
voluminous work entitled Kulliy�t-i riy��� as an exile in Mashhad.50 Entitled �Ain al-vaq�yi�, the third and 
                      
 40 Sif�ratn�ma (Schefer 1975): “Introduction,” xvi–xxi; French text: 66–7; Persian text: 42. See also Amanat, “Historiography viii. 

Q�j�r Period,” E.Ir. XII: 371; Granmayeh 1996: 234; Losensky, “Hed�yat, Re��qoli Kh�n,” E.Ir. XII: 119–21; Noelle-Karimi 
2012. 

 41 These were the army scribes Sayyid Mu�ammad N�r� (Za�far�nl� 1968: 75–144; Shah�d� 1971: 35–63) and M�rz� Ma�m�d Taq� 
	shtiy�n� (�Ibratn�ma, ed. 
usain �Im�d� 	shtiy�n�. Tehran 1382/2003). The author of the third extant report, Safarn�ma-yi 
�amza M�rz� (ed. Mu�sin Ra�mat�, Tehran 1387/2008), is not known.  

 42 Afsh�r, “Muqaddama,” in Kh�rm�j� 1984: xxii–xxv; Afsh�r 1992: 226. 
 43 Amanat, “Historiography viii. Q�j�r Period,“ E.Ir. XII: 373; Kashani-Sabet 1997: 223. 
 44 TMN 2055.  
 45 Amanat, “E�tem�d al-Sal�ana,” E.Ir. VIII: 665. 
 46 Mann 1898: 116; Yate 1900: 313–14. 
 47 Busse 1972: xvi–xvii; Busse, “F�rs-N�ma-yi N��er�,” E.Ir. IX: 374–6.  
 48 Hambly, “Ferešta, Tarik-e,” E.Ir. IX: 533–4. 
 49 T Su 4, 8, 12–13, 15, 130. 
 50 On the paternal side, Mu�ammad Y�suf Riy��� claimed descent from the Abd�l� leader 
ay�t Sul��n. His mother belonged to the 

Afsh�r tribe and had a Shiite background. She was the daughter of Ri�� Qul� Kh�n and the granddaughter of 	q� Mu�ammad 
Kh�n Buland Afsh�r, who had settled in Herat during N�dir Sh�h Afsh�r�s time (KR 8, 171). See also Fikrat, “Introduction,” �Ain 
al-vaq�yi�, 1990, p. 1; Kakar 1979: 59; N�yil 1961; Noelle-Karimi, “Historiography xi. Afghanistan,” E.Ir. XII: 392. Reflecting a 
Sh��� orientation, the Kulliy�t-i Riy��� is divided into twelve parts in devotion to the twelve im�ms. Each of these segments is 
subdivided into twelve plus two sections in honor of the twelve im�ms, the Prophet Mu�ammad and his daughter F��ima (KR 6). 
I am grateful to Robert D. McChesney for sharing his copy of this work with me. 
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longest part of the volume begins with a brief history of the Sad�zais and continues with an account of the 
events between 1217–1326/1802–1906. This work not only covers the developments in Khur�s�n; it also 
reports on the political affairs of Iran and other parts of the world and displays a clear orientation towards the 
existing Iranian historiography. 51  Fai� Mu�ammad’s Sir�j al-tav�r�kh was written in K�bul under the 
supervision of the Mu�ammadzai court. Printed in 1912, the first two volumes of this work are devoted to 
the history of Afghanistan from 1747 until the second Anglo-Afghan War of 1878–80. The third, and by far 
the largest volume was published in the early 1920s and dealt exclusively with the reign of Am�r �Abd al-
Ra�m�n Kh�n Mu�ammadzai (r. 1880–1901). For the first two volumes of his work, Fai� Mu�ammad relied 
on Astar�b�d�’s T�r�kh-i jah�ngush�-yi n�dir�, as well as on a number of the aforementionned Iranian 
chronicles produced from the middle of the nineteenth century on, such as I�ti��d al-Sal�ana’s T�r�kh-i 
vaq�yi� va sav�ni�-i Afgh�nist�n, Hid�yat’s T�r�kh-i rau�at al-�af�-yi n��ir�, Lis�n al-Mulk’s N�sikh al-
tav�r�kh, and Farh�d M�rz�’s J�m-i Jam. Among the Afghan sources, Fai� Mu�ammad lists V�qi��t-i Sh�h 
Shuj��, 
am�d Kashm�r�’s Akbarn�ma, Sul��n Mu�ammad’s T�r�kh-i sul��n�, and Sayyid Jam�l al-D�n 
Afgh�n�’s Arabic treatises. The second volume reproduces portions of Am�r �Abd al-Ra�m�n Kh�n’s 
autobiography entitled Pandn�ma-yi duny� va d�n.52 The third volume of the Sir�j al-tav�r�kh, by contrast, is 
based on government documents, decrees, and letters. 

An additional source of information on the circumstances in Khur�s�n in the nineteenth century is 
provided by the numerous travelogues produced by visitors from Great Britain and mainland Europe. These 
accounts helped to shape conceptions on the polities of Afghanistan and Iran, and also entered Persian works 
of the time. As early as 1782–1784, George Forster travelled from Bengal to Russia via Afghanistan and 
Iran.53 In the early nineteenth century, both the East India Company (EIC) and the British Government 
stepped up their diplomatic activities in Iran. John Malcolm (1769–1833), the architect of the political and 
commercial treaties of 1801, visited Iran a total of three times, returning for brief periods in 1808 and 1810. 
This early phase in the diplomatic relations with the Q�j�r court was complexified by the ongoing 
competition between Calcutta and London. After his initial success in 1801, Malcolm, who acted on behalf 
of the EIC, found himself eclipsed by the British appointee Harford Jones Brydges (1764–1847). The latter 
served as the first envoy from 1809–1811 and concluded the Preliminary Treaty of Friendship and Alliance 
with Fat� �Al� Sh�h in 1809. He was succeeded by Sir Gore Ouseley, who served as “ambassador 
extraordinary and plenipotentiary” from 1811–1814. Both Malcolm and Harford Jones actively contributed 
to the knowledge of Iran. After his return to London, Malcolm summed up the experience gained during his 
travels in a two-volume work entitled History of Persia. In 1833, Harford Jones translated an early version of 
�Abd al-Razz�q b. Najaf Qul� Dunbul�’s Ma��thir-i sul��n�ya.54 

These early diplomatic missions stimulated further exploration of Iran. In the first decade of the 
nineteenth century, Malcolm initiated a number of scientific missions that were to play an important role in 
shaping British conceptions of Iran. From Bombay, he sent Charles Christie and Henry Pottinger to explore 
the inland regions north of Makr�n. Alternately posing as horse buyers and pilgrims, these two men travelled 
through Bal�chist�n in spring 1810 and then separated. Christie made his way through S�st�n to Herat and 
subsequently moved on to I�fah�n via Yazd. Pottinger continued to explore Bal�chist�n before traveling to 
Kirm�n, Sh�r�z and I�fah�n, which he reached a few days before Christie. The information gathered during 
their expedition was published in 1816.55 In the meantime, Malcolm had embarked on his third mission to 
Iran. He was accompanied by a team of officers from the Company’s Indian establishment who were in 
charge of collecting information. John Macdonald Kinneir, who was to serve as envoy to Iran from 1826 
until his death in 1830, published the material accumulated during these missions in a book entitled A 

                      
 51 Patterson’s partial English translation of the �Ain al-vaq�yi� covers the events from 1212–1282/1797–1866. Unfortunately, it 

contains numerous reading and translation errors. 
 52 ST III: 656; McChesney/Khorrami 2013 III, 2: 541–2. 
 53 Forster 1798. 
 54 Brydges 1973: i; Wright 2001: 4–9.  
 55 Pottinger 1986; Holdich 1910: 329–43. 
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Geographical Memoir of the Persian Empire. Another important explorer of this period was the orientalist 
William Ouseley (1767–1842), who arrived in Iran together with his younger brother, the ambassador Gore 
Ouseley, in 1811 and travelled widely in the country. 56 

Later diplomatic missions also yielded a literary harvest. Lady Sheil, the wife of Justin Sheil, who served 
as envoy from 1844–1853, wrote “an engaging account of her life and travels in Persia.”57 Another important 
authority on Afghanistan and Iran was Henry C. Rawlinson (1810–1895), who was appointed political agent 
in Qandah�r in 1840 and served as envoy to Iran in 1859–60.58 Edward B. Eastwick (1814–1883) left a 
detailed account of his work as secretary and later chargé d’affaires at the British legation in Tehran in 1859–
62 and 1862–3. In September–November 1862, he visited Mashhad to gather information concerning Am�r 
D�st Mu�ammad Kh�n Mu�ammadzai’s ongoing siege of Herat.59 Hyacinth L. Rabino (1877–1950), who 
served as vice–consul in Rasht from 1906–1912, furnished an important account on the circumstances in 
Astar�b�d and M�zandar�n.60  

British efforts to establish diplomatic contacts with Afghanistan likewise began in the early nineteenth 
century. After gaining control of the upper Ganges valley, the East India Company developed a steady 
eastern thrust and showed great interest in exploring the commercial pathways to Central Asia. As early as 
1808–09, Mountstuart Elphinstone was sent to Pish�var to negotiate a defensive treaty with Sh�h Shuj�� 
Sad�zai against Napoleon.61 Contrary to Iran, however, British efforts to gain a foothold in Afghanistan 
encountered great obstacles. The difficult nature of this relationship is highlighted by the two Anglo-Afghan 
Wars of 1839–1842 and 1878–1880. These phases of direct military involvement alternated with a more 
cautious policy aiming at stabilizing the internal situation in Afghanistan. The First Anglo-Afghan War 
occurred against the backdrop of the early unsettled phase of the Mu�ammadzai dynasty and was triggered 
by the ill-fated British attempt to re-impose the authority of Sh�h Shuj�� Sad�zai. After the conclusion of the 
war, Am�r D�st Mu�ammad Kh�n, hitherto considered an undesirable usurper in the British perception, 
became viewed as a friendly partner. This friendship found its expression in the 1855 and 1857 treaties, 
whereby D�st Mu�ammad Kh�n undertook to become “friend of the friends and enemy of the enemies of the 
Honourable East India Company”. The second treaty stipulated the exchange of vak�ls, “representatives”, 
between K�bul and Pish�var but also prescribed that no European officers should be stationed in K�bul. In 
other words, Indian Muslims only could serve at such a post. Under the Conservative Prime Minister Disraeli 
(1874–1880), British policy prerogatives once again shifted to a “Forward Policy” aiming at the occupation 
of Afghanistan. The newly appointed British Indian viceroy Lytton (1876–1880) exerted pressure on D�st 
Mu�ammad Kh�n’s successor Am�r Sh�r �Al� Kh�n (r. 1863–1866, 1869–1878) for the establishment of a 
permanent British mission in K�bul. In the summer of 1878, the dispatch of a Russian envoy to K�bul 
provided a pretext for the viceroy to force a British mission on Afghanistan. On Sh�r �Al� Kh�n’s refusal to 
allow the British envoy to enter Afghanistan, Lytton declared war on Afghanistan on 20 November 1878. 
This war was concluded with the ascension of Am�r �Abd al-Ra�m�n Kh�n to power in July 1880. Under 
�Abd al-Ra�m�n Kh�n’s auspices, Afghanistan became a British protectorate. Even so, the only British 
Indian representatives allowed to reside in the country were Sunn� Muslims.62  

The ebb and flow of British engagement in Afghanistan is reflected by a succession of political and 
commercial missions to the region. Naturally, the opportunities to gather information peaked during the First 
and Second Anglo-Afghan Wars, which produced a fair density of data concerning local conditions. 
Alexander “Bukhara Burnes” (1805–1841) earned his sobriquet on account of his travels to K�bul, Bukh�r�, 
Marv, Sarakhs, Mashhad and Tehran in 1832.63 Five years later he embarked on a commercial mission to 
                      
 56 Wright 2001: 150–1. 
 57 Wright 2001: 22.  
 58 Champagne 1981: 428–33. 
 59 Champagne 1981: 444–8; Wright 2001: 25–6. 
 60 Wright 2001: 105. 
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Afghanistan. Lasting from September 1837 to April 1838, Burnes’s sojourn in K�bul coincided with the 
onset of the Persian siege of Herat. Against the backdrop of intense Persian and Russian activity, the British 
representative soon assumed a political role and sought to reshape local constellations of power according to 
his ideas. He attempted to strengthen D�st Mu�ammad Kh�n’s positition vis-à-vis the neighboring Sikhs and 
to weaken Iranian influence in Qandah�r. As it turned out, these goals were at variance with those of 
Governor-General Auckland (1836–1842), and Burnes had to yield the diplomatic field in K�bul to the 
Russian agent Vitkevich. A year later, Burnes returned with the invading British Indian force and served as 
deputy to the British envoy until he was killed in the uprising of K�bul on 2 November 1841.64 Mohan Lal 
(1812–1877) accompanied Alexander Burnes on his exploratory mission of 1832, in the course of which he 
met the Q�j�r heir apparent �Abb�s M�rz� N�
ib al-Sal�ana and visited Herat. Acting as political assistant, 
Lal also witnessed the K�bul massacre of 1841 but was able to take refuge in the house of a merchant, from 
where he continued to report on the events in Afghanistan.65  

During the First Anglo-Afghan War, British military presence in Afghanistan was restricted to the areas 
south of the Hind� Kush and east of the Hilmand River. Even so, two Englishmen were present in Herat 
during this period. The first of these was Henry Pottinger’s nephew Eldred (1811–1843), who happened to 
be in Herat at the time of the Persian siege and stayed there until July 1839. His successor D’Arcy Todd 
(1808–1845) was in charge of an official mission to Herat until February 1841. Pottinger is mainly known 
for the active role he assumed in the defence of Herat against the Persians. After the conclusion of the siege 
both he and Todd attempted to extend British influence in Herat but found themselves outmaneuvered by 
Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai. The latter exploited the flow of British subsidies purely for his own ends 
and played off British against Iranian interests.66 Subsequent to the second Persian siege of Herat in 1856, 
Major R. L. Taylor arrived in Herat in October 1857 to monitor Iran’s compliance with the Treaty of Paris.67 

The northeastern frontier or Iran was explored, among others, by G. C. Napier, who was deputed to 
Mashhad in 1874 to report on the circumstances along the Perso-Afghan frontier. After negotiating with the 
Persian authorities in Mashhad, Napier travelled onwards to Kal�t-i N�dir� and Astar�b�d.68 Three British 
Indian officers served as consuls of Astar�b�d from 1879–1883: O. St. John, C. B. Lovett, and Charles E. 
Stewart. Stewart used his time in Astar�b�d to explore the adjacent regions, posing as an Armenian horse 
dealer. 69  During these travels he met the war correspondent Edmund O’Donovan (1844–1883), who 
advanced to the Qara Qum desert to report on the military encounters between the Russian army and the 
Teke Turkmens for the London Daily News. After witnessing the Russian conquest of Gök Tepe in January 
1881, O’Donovan moved on to Marv where he was detained by the local Turkmens until July of that year. 
George N. Curzon, who was later to become Viceroy of India (1899–1905) and Foreign Secretary (1919–
1924), travelled to Central Asia and Iran in 1888–1890. After crossing the Caspian by ship from Baku to 
Uzun Ada on the eastern shore, he travelled 300 miles on the newly opened Transcaspian Railway to 
Ashkhabad (Ashgabat, �Ishq�b�d) in present-day Turkmenistan. From there he proceeded across the Iranian 
border, visited Mashhad, and traveled far and wide in Iran by means of the ch�p�r service.70  

From the 1870s on, the division between the evolving polities of Iran and Afghanistan was cemented by 
the creation and demarcation of national borders. The British commissions participating in this process 
surveyed the regions at stake and produced detailed accounts of the negotiations. Fredric John Goldsmid 
(1818–1909), who negotiated the Anglo-Persian Telegraph Convention of 1865, also served as chief British 
Commissioner on the Baluchistan (Makran) Boundary Commission of 1870–71 and Arbitrator on the Perso-
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Afghan (Sistan) Arbitration Commission of 1872–73.71 Between 1884 and 1888, the northwestern Afghan 
frontier between the 	m� Dary� and the Har� R�d was fixed by a joint Russian-English commission which 
became known as the Afghan Boundary Commission. The British component of the commission was headed 
by Peter S. Lumsden and J. W. Ridgeway.72 Further members were A. C. Stephen, Charles E. Stewart, 
Thomas H. Holdich (1843–1929), the head of the survey party, and Charles E. Yate (1849–1940).73  

A number of Russian explorers also deserve mention. In 1837–40, the Russian officer Blaramberg 
travelled to Iran. In 1837 and 1848, Baron de Bode visited the east Caspian coast.74 The eminent orientalist 
M. Nicholas de Khanikoff (1819–1878) became famous for his descriptions of Central Asia and Khur�s�n. In 
1841, he accompanied Butenieff’s mission to Bukh�r�. After assuming diplomatic posts in Tabr�z and Tiflis, 
he led an exploratory mission to Khur�s�n in 1858–1859. During his sojourn in Herat from September 1858 
to February 1859, he entered negotiations with Sul��n A�mad Kh�n concerning a preliminary trade 
agreement.75 General Grodekoff (b. 1843) is mainly known for his role in the battle for Gök Tepe and his 
service as military governor of the Syr Darya District from 1883 on. In October 1878, he set out from 
Samarqand on a journey to the Caspian via Maz�r-i Shar�f, Maimana, Herat, and Mashhad to Astar�b�d.76  

A crucial part of the literature on Khur�s�n is provided by private travellers, who visited the region on 
their own accord and at their own expense. One of the earliest among them was James Baillie Fraser, who 
left India for Tehran in 1821. In December of the same year he travelled to Mashhad but could not proceed 
further to Bukh�r� because of the insecurity that prevailed along the trade route. He therefore turned west 
again and explored the southern shore of the Caspian Sea.77 After deserting from the British Indian army in 
1827, Charles Masson (alias James Lewis, 1800–1853) spent several years travelling in Afghanistan, 
Bal�chist�n, Sind and Panj�b. Based in K�bul from 1832 on, he explored the passes of the western Hind� 
Kush but apparently never made it to Herat. From 1835 to 1838, he served as official newswriter for the EIC 
at K�bul.78 In 1828–1829, Edward Stirling travelled in Persia and Afghanistan. Arthur Conolly (1807–1842), 
who was to attain sad fame for his death at the hands of the Am�r of Bukh�r�, journeyed overland through 
Iran and Afghanistan to India in 1830.79 Henry Walter Bellew (1834–1892), surgeon and amateur orientalist, 
was sent on a political mission to Qandah�r in 1857 and visited Mashhad in 1872. Charles MacGregor, who 
is mainly known as “compiler of two huge works on Central Asia and Afghanistan”, travelled from Bushire 
(B�shihr) to Herat, Mashhad, Sarakhs and Kal�t-i N�dir� in the spring and summer of 1875. 80 

In 1845, the French officer Joseph Ferrier travelled from Baghdad to Afghanistan. His travelogue is 
somewhat of an exception insofar as portions of it seem to be based on hearsay rather than on personal 
observation.81 In 1863, Armin Vámbéry (1832–1913) embarked on a journey to Central Asia on behalf of the 
Hungarian Academy of Sciences. Disguised as a darv�sh, he travelled to Kh�va, Bukh�r� and Samarqand and 
passed through Herat on his return to Iran.  
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SUNN�-SH��# DEMARCATIONS 

One recurrent theme in the description of political events in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries is that of 
competing religious realms. As we have seen in Chapter 2, political demarcations readily translated into 
religious affiliations in the early Safavid period. Thus the allies of the Safavids assumed a Sh��� identity, 
while the proponents of Uzbek rule emphasized Sunn� leanings. By the eighteenth century, these religious 
denominations had solidified and were associated with distinct groups. At the same time, they retained their 
importance for the delineation of political factions. Typically, the distinction between Sunn�s and Sh���s was 
activated at times of conflict and implied political partisanship. A classic pattern in the politics of Herat is the 
identification of the Sh���s with the Qizilb�sh, hence with Iranian interests. In other spheres of life, religious 
contours were less pronounced. Thus the distinction between Sh���s and Sunn�s was blurred when it came to 
popular worship and royal patronage of shrines. In the following, I will give a short survey of the ways in 
which religious denominations were used to project various social and political fields of gravity. 

THE POPULATION OF HERAT IN THE EARLY NINETEENTH CENTURY 

Nineteenth-century observers categorized the population of Herat on the basis of religious affiliations. In 
connection with the events of 1222/1807, Mu�ammad Taq� N�r� observed that the overwhelmingly Sh��� 
population of Herat and its hinterland had faced the oppression of the “fanatic” Afgh�ns since the decline of 
the Safavid empire.82 In 1237/1821–22, Zain al-�	bid�n Sh�rv�n� described the city in the following manner: 

After the downfall of N�dir Sh�h’s government, it [Herat] suffered severely from the onslaught of friendly and hostile armies 
until it was conquered by the Abd�l�s. Until now… it is under the authority of that group [Abd�l�s, i.e. Sad�zai Durr�n�s]. On the 
whole it has been adorned with prosperity and cultivation. The city proper contains 6,000 houses, and outside of each gate living 
quarters have been erected. The majority of the city dwellers are Sh���s (sh��a madhhab), while the villagers are mixed, Sunn� and 
Sh��a.83  

In 1830, the overseer (kal�ntar) of the town stated that the city of Herat consisted of 4,000 houses. On the 
basis of this information, Conolly concluded that the urban population amounted to 40,000 or 45,000 
persons. He was of the opinion that Herat was as large, or slightly larger than Mashhad at that time.84 A few 
years later, Mohan Lal corroborated the figure of 4,000 houses and estimated the city population at 60,000. 
He reported that it consisted of three major components, namely Bardurr�n�, Qizilb�sh, and F�rs�v�n 
(P�rs�v�n, P�rs�b�n), Persian speakers of Sh��a faith. Unfortunately, Lal’s information on the relative 
proportions of the three groups is contradictory. While he describes the Sunn� Bardurr�n�s as a “major part” 
of the population and assumes that the local Qizilb�sh are “small in number”,85 he also claims that the 
F�rs�v�n make up a “great part” of the inhabitants.86 Around the same time, Masson, who apparently never 
visited Herat in person, perceived the Durr�n� Afgh�ns as a minority superimposed on the urban social 
fabric:  

The Chief of the State is a Mahomedan of the Sunnee persuasion, but most of his subjects are Sheeahs. Moguls are very 
numerous at Herat, and the bulk of the peasantry are called Parsevans, a name indicating Persian origin… The genuine Dooranee 
(although the Chief is one, being a Suddozye) always appeared to me to consider himself a stranger in this country…87 

                      
 82 Ah�l�-yi �n balda va a�r�f akthar� im�m� madhhab va sh��a-yi p�k m�b�shand ki pas az inqir��-i daulat-i �al���n-i ri�v�n-mak�n-i 

�afav� il� yaumin� h�dh� [1222/1807]…ba-bal�ya-yi �ulm u �udv�n-i n�p�k�n-i muta�a��ib-i afgh�n… mubtal� va girift�r-i 
anv��-i mi�an u i�n� b�dand (Ashraf al-tav�r�kh 426–7). N�r� characterizes the Sh��� population of Herat as comprising 
“Jav�nsh�r, F�rs�zab�n, and Qizilb�sh” (Ashraf al-tav�r�kh 425). 

 83 Riy�� al-siy��at 430. 
 84 Conolly 1834 I: 264; II: 2.  
 85 Lal 1977: 160. 
 86 Lal 1834: 9. 
 87 Forrest 1906: 124. 
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ENCOUNTERS IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 

The following three events in 1731, 1750 and 1754 reflect the rapid succession of conquests that took place 
in Khur�s�n until the middle of the eighteenth century. Furthermore, the case of A�mad Sh�h’s campaign to 
Mashhad sheds light on two contrasting modes that accompanied successful military action: destruction 
during invasion and patronage upon conquest. The uniting theme of these encounters is that of a Sunn�-Sh��� 
dichotomy, which creates the frame of reference for the articulation of political identities. The first two 
examples are interesting in that they cast Herat in terms of mutually exclusive spheres. Depending on the 
perspective of the narrator, the central elements of the city population are either described as Sh��� or 
“Afgh�n”, i.e. Sunn�.  

N�dir Sh�h’s chronicler Mu�ammad K��im portrays the final siege of Herat in 1731 as a struggle 
between the ithn� �ashar� Qizilb�sh and the local Sunn� population. In the summer of that year, Dh� al-Faq�r 
Kh�n Sad�zai Abd�l� appealed to 
usain b. M�r Vais H�tak at Qandah�r for assistance. According to K��im, 
Dh� al-Faq�r Kh�n couched his request for aid in religious terms: “How about sending a group of Ghilzai 
warriors (gh�z�) to give assistance for the sake of tribal bonds and religious unity... By the grace of God and 
the four rightly guided Caliphs [we] will repel the Qizilb�sh evil and gain fame in this world and the next.”88 

When Dh� al-Faq�r’s cousin All�hy�r Kh�n entered Herat with N�dir Sh�h’s assistance on 22 August 
1731, he was reviled by the urban Afgh�ns for his treachery:  

‘It is a far cry from manliness and piety to relinquish one’s tribe for the sake of one spoonful of putrid blood and to seek shelter 
with the irreligious ithn� �ashar�s.’ The women of that tribe added, ‘You have helped in killing our husbands, you have caused 
our children to starve and now you want to hand us over to the Qizilb�sh warriors!’89 

The author of Majma� al-tav�r�kh, on the other hand, highlights the sentiments of the local Sh��� population. 
According to his portrayal, Bihb�d Kh�n’s siege of Herat on behalf of Sulaim�n II of Mashhad in 1750 met 
with an enthusiastic response on the part of the Sh���s: 

For a long time the poor population of the city of Herat had been afflicted by the reprisals of the Afgh�ns and had suffered utter 
anguish and confusion. In particular, those who were known for their allegiance to the true religion of ithn� �asharism rejoiced at 
the news of the arrival of the Qizilb�sh army and the defeat of the Afgh�n troops. They secretly sent messengers to the 
[Qizilb�sh] military leaders and offered to seize and hand over T�m�r Kh�n [A�mad Sh�h’s son T�m�r M�rz�] …. [They also 
suggested] that the entrenchment be removed from the Girishk [Qandah�r] Gate and that the entire group (qaum) of Afgh�ns, 
who did not amount to over five thousand persons, be allowed to flee.90  

Ma�m�d al-
usain�’s account of A�mad Sh�h Sad�zai’s conquest of Mashhad in 1754 reflects several levels 
of incorporation. On the one hand, he equates A�mad Sh�h’s military success with an outright assertion of 
Sunn� supremacy:  

On Friday, 19 �afar [1168/5 December 1754] … the various components of the population (�av�yif-i ah�l� va sakana) assembled 
as usual in the Friday mosque. The royally appointed preachers mounted the pulpit and uttered the Friday sermon with loud 
voices and eloquent tongues; they adorned the shell of the ears of the worshippers with pearls, by mentioning the auspicious 
names of the rightly guided Caliphs… and of the royal defender of Islam and the Muslims. Praising the virtues and attainments 
of… the first four Caliphs (chah�r y�r)…they elevated the fundament of the formerly forlorn and lustreless pulpit to the zenith of 
the revolving firmament.91 

On the other hand, Ma�m�d al-
usain� describes the generous gifts A�mad Sh�h made to the shrine of Im�m 
Ri��. By extending the umbrella of royal protection over local institutions, the Durr�n� ruler expressed at 
once his devotion and his scope of control. Seen in this light, the above demonstration of Sunn� superiority 
by no means contradicted A�mad Sh�h’s ostentatious veneration for the shrine of Im�m Ri��. After 
attending to the affairs of Mashhad, he performed a pilgrimage to the holy threshold (�st�na-yi muqaddasa) 
and repaired some of the damages the shrine had recently suffered. He restored the golden minaret (guldasta) 

                      
 88 K��im 188.  
 89 K��im 191. 
 90 Majma� al-tav�r�kh 126. 
 91 TA (Hum�y�n) 192–3.  
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adjoining the cupola, which had been stripped during M�r �Alam I Khuzaima’s reign in 1752–1753. He 
likewise replaced a chandelier which the military commander of Mashhad had turned into money during the 
Afghan siege and thus undid some of the harm caused by his own invasion.92  

��F# ISL	M  

Throughout the nineteenth century, the conflict of interest between the Afgh�n overlords of Herat and 
Iranian claims to supremacy was cast in religious terms. One important protagonist of the Sunn� cause was 
��f� Isl�m (d. 1807), a Naqshband� p�r who established a convent (kh�naq�h) in Kurukh.93 Together with his 
rival, 
�jj� Mull� M�s�, the foremost ��lim of Herat, he played a leading role in mobilizing troops for a 
military confrontation between 
�jj� F�r�z al-D�n Sad�zai and the Q�j�r army. During this battle, which took 
place at the village of Sh�da near Shak�b�n on 22 Rab�� II 1222/29 June 1807,94 both ��f� Isl�m and 
�jj� 
Mull� M�s� were killed. These events are covered by all the available chronicles concerning this period. 
Sh��� sources emphasize the nexus between spiritual and political authority and highlight ��f� Isl�m’s role in 
the activation of troops in the rural hinterland of Herat. The interpretation of the nature of ��f� Isl�m’s 
involvement varies depending on the perspective of the narrator. Thus, he is either portrayed as a victim of 

�jj� F�r�z al-D�n’s military ambitions or as the driving force in the confrontation with the Q�j�r troops. 

With slight variations, all accounts agree on ��f� Isl�m’s death during the battle of Sh�da and the abuse 
his body suffered at the hands of the Qizilb�sh troops. Most of them also concur on his Uzbek background 
and locate his early career in Bukh�r�. Boukhary reports that, 

Shaikh al-Isl�m, also known as ��f� al-Isl�m had 50,000 [French text: 150,000] disciples and was originally an Uzbek from 
Bukh�r�. During the reign of Sh�h Mur�d B"g [Mangh�t, r. 1785–1800], he moved to Herat and was settled in Kurukh by T�m�r 
Sh�h. He claimed to receive divine revelations and to perform miracles (kashf va kar�mat).95 

��f� Isl�m’s Bukharan background is confirmed by Zain al-�	bid�n Sh�rv�n�, who apparently met the p�r at 
his convent in Kurukh shortly before his death: 

��f� Isl�m—an Uzbek by tribe, lived in Kurukh, a dependency of Herat. He followed the Naqshband� path. He was a 
anaf� by 
religion. He spent his early life in Bukh�r�. As the local ruler disapproved of [the performance of] vocal dhikr,96 he expelled 
[��f� Isl�m] from Bukh�r�. He travelled around in Transoxiana for a while and assembled many disciples. Finally he came to 
Herat and settled in the aforementioned village. He has assumed the throne of preaching (va��) and has carried the banner of 
guidance (irsh�d) for almost sixty years.  

I met him in 1222[/1807]. At that time he was over ninety years of age. In his assembly, the mathnav� was continuously read and 
he interpreted it. He had more than two hundred representatives (khal�fas),97 who offered spiritual guidance to the people in the 
regions (vil�y�t) of Khur�s�n and T�r�n. His followership comprised about 100,000 families. He and his adherents wore distinct 
khaki-colored clothes. He enjoyed great wealth. He never neglected [the duties of] hospitality and attendance to the poor for even 
a minute. When a Qizilb�sh army set out for Herat in that year, the governor of the region [
�jj� F�r�z al-D�n] and a number of 
other Afgh�ns impelled him to combat the Qizilb�sh army and induced him to join the battle against them. When the two armies 
met between Herat and Gh�riy�n, a tremendous battle unfolded. The Afgh�n troops were defeated. ��f� Isl�m was taken prisoner 

                      
 92 TA (Hum�y�n) 194–5; Mann 1898: 326–7. 
 93 Samizay reports that this convent was believed to have been erected by K�mr�n M�rz� in 1213/1798–99 or 1219/1804–05 

(Samizay 1981: 51–2). Yet K�mr�n was not present in Herat at that time. 
 94 The Persian sources alternately list the name of the battleground as Sh�da (Dh� al-qarnain 226; Boukhary 83–4, Persian text 40) 

or Sh�hdih (TRSN IX: 433; T Su 185; KR 62). The present-day village of Sh�da (34° 24’ N 61° 39’ E) is located west of 
Shak�b�n on the northern bank of the Har� R�d (Gaz. Afghanistan III: 359).  

 95 Boukhary 83–4, Persian text 40. 
 96 Zain al-�	bid�n uses the term dhikr-i jal� instead of the more common designation dhikr-i jahr�ya (See Dh� al-qarnain 266; NT 

162). According to Riy���, ��f� Isl�m was affiliated with the Sur�d� and Naqshband� orders (KR 62). On Sh�h Mur�d’s religious 
policies and further details on ��f� Isl�m’s early career, see Kügelgen 1998: 123–4. For brief mention of ��f� Isl�m’s teachings, 
see Algar 1976 and Algar 1990. 

 97 	khundz�da Mull� Mu�ammad �ad�q-i Harav� states that ��f� Isl�m had 1,001 khal�fas (Maz�r�t-i Har�t 157). 
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and killed by the Qizilb�sh tribe on the spot. Some parts of his body were burned.98 A great number of his disciples who had 
stood fast by his side were killed. Others retrieved his half-burned corpse, carried it back and buried it. A great cupola was 
erected over his grave and he left many descendants after him.99  

Writing in 1350/1931–32, the Herati author to 	khundz�da Mull� Mu�ammad �ad�q reports that ��f� Isl�m 
was of Khivan ancestry. Born near Maimana in 1138/1725–26, he joined the service of the Mangh�t ruler 
Mu�ammad Ra��m B� (r. 1747–1758) in Bukh�r� and was promoted to high rank. ��f� Isl�m’s initiation 
occurred during a campaign to Marv and �rganj, when Khi�r appeared to him and exhorted him to turn away 
from the transitory world and ist futile pursuits: Ay farzand, az lahv u la�b-i duny� dast ba-d�r. Heeding 
Khi�r’s advice, ��f� Isl�m gave up his military career and retired to a cave for seven years. Subsequently, his 
teachings attracted such a large following in Fargh�na and Bukh�r� that he fell out of favor with the Am�r 
and moved to Herat.100 

The only source that casts doubt on ��f� Isl�m’s Uzbek origin is the Sh��� author Riy���. Although he 
mentions ��f� Isl�m as a Bukharan Sufi in the main body of the text, he offers some additional biographical 
details on the margin that indicate an Iranian background and locate ��f� Isl�m’s spiritual career exclusively 
in Kurukh. According to this account, ��f� Isl�m’s real name was Mull� Isl�m. Originally from I�fah�n, he 
came to Herat in 1197/1782 and set up business as dyer (�abb�gh) in the �Ir�q market. After going bankrupt, 
he became the agent (gum�shta) of a Herati dyer called Mull� Isl�m (sic) and traded in indigo at Kurukh for 
two to three years. Subsequently, he spent three to four years in Bukh�r� and Turkist�n. Upon his return to 
Kurukh, a great number of disciples assembled around him, named him ��f� Isl�m, and bestowed great 
authority upon him.101 

Acknowledging ��f� Islam’s influential position, the Iranian sources of the early nineteenth century 
identify him as the instigator of F�r�z al-D�n’s military actions. The most scathing portrayal of ��f� Isl�m’s 
activities is offered by his contemporary Mu�ammad Taq� N�r�, who summons his entire rhetorical 
repertoire to demonstrate the ignorance and arrogance of the mystical leader, in effect highlighting his 
spiritual and military weight: 

[He is] the preceptor and chief of all the Afgh�ns, �ym�q and Turkmens, [their] great leader and the second Ab� 
an�fa…, who 
heads several thousand ignoble disciples from the Afgh�n regions and Turkist�n. This impostor, who leads the ignorant astray, 
lives in Kurukh. Outwardly, in order to win the hearts of the common people, that is, all the Afgh�ns, Turks and �ym�q, he 
observes the futile school of Ab� Han�fa, but inwardly, he follows no religion at all.102 

N�r� depicts F�r�z al-D�n as a gullible follower and helpless victim of ��f� Isl�m’s conceit: 
On the basis of his faulty imagination, [��f� Isl�m] seized upon F�r�z M�rz�’s laughable delusions; because of his stupidity he 
considered himself capable of wise religious judgment. Equating the confrontation with the soldiers of Islam with jihad, he 
deemed it to be an easy matter. He twirled his unbecoming moustache like the whiskers of a cat, girded his loins for hostilities 
with the dutiful Qizilb�sh, mounted the steed of error and ignorance, set out for the distinguished city of Herat and moved 

                      
 98 Mu�ammad Taq� N�r� states that ��f� Isl�m’s head was mounted on a spear and his body was burned in situ (Ashraf al-tav�r�kh 

420). According to Boukhary’s version of events, the Qizilb�sh skinned (p�st karda) ��f� Isl�m’s head and sent it to Tehran. His 
body was burned (Boukhary 83–4, Persian text 40–41). Riy��� reports that ��f� Isl�m’s head was hit by a cannon ball (gul�la-yi 
t�p). After the battle, the Azerbaijani artillerymen placed his body on a stack of dried rape seed (mand�b) and burned it (KR 62). 

 99 Riy�� al-siy��at 481–2.  
100  Maz�r�t-i Har�t 154–7. See also Dupree 1977: 334; Kügelgen 1998: 124). F�falz�
� is also of the opinion that ��f� Isl�m was 

born in 1138/1725–26 but places him in Herat at the time of A�mad Sh�h’s death in 1772, that is, thirteen years before Sh�h 
Mur�d B� came to power in Bukh�r� (F�falz�
� 1967: 131). See also Wood 1998: 100–1. 

101  KR 62.  
102  Murshid va p�shv�-yi jam��-i af�ghina va �ym�q va turkm�n, im�m-i a��am va B� �an�fa-yi th�n�…���ib-i chand�n haz�r 

marada-yi mard�d az mam�lik-i afgh�n va turkist�n va �n muzavvir-i ablah far�b dar Kurukh maskan namuda; ��hir-i ��l-r� ba-
jihat-i jadhb-i qul�b-i �av�mm, balki �um�m-i afgh�niya va atr�k va �ym�q, madhhab-i p�ch-i B� �an�fa-r� ri��yat m�kunad va 
l�kan dar b��in muqallid ba-h�ch madhhab n�st. N�r� further avers that ��f� Isl�m used his spiritual standing to enforce his “right 
to the first night” with the brides of his followers (Ashraf al-tav�r�kh 389). 
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towards fate and jihad, accompanied by one thousand misguided Sufis..., ten of his impure and doomed representatives, and two 
of his degenerate and vicious sons...103 

According to N�r�’s version of events, F�r�z al-D�n’s enthusiasm for warfare faded when he received news 
of the approach of the Khur�s�n� troops under the command of Mu�ammad Val� M�rz�, the governor of 
Mashhad. F�r�z al-D�n’s experienced military leader Badal Kh�n Afgh�n likewise preferred submitting 
Gh�riy�n to the option of defying the Iranian government: “This is the first manifestation of the ascendancy 
of this world-disturbing power, whereas the star of Afgh�n fortune is on its decline.”104 At length, however, 
F�r�z al-D�n gave in to a coalition of Afgh�n and �ym�q chiefs under the leadership of ��f� Isl�m, who 
insisted on the necessity of battling the Q�j�rs.105 To strengthen his cause, ��f� Isl�m addressed a letter to the 
Haz�ra and T�m�r� leaders in Q�j�r employ and reminded them of their duty to join the “army of Islam” 
(lashkar-i isl�m). His prediction of the upcoming fierce battle may also be read as a premonition of his 
impending death: 

Your consent with the ignominious Qizilb�sh unbelievers and your obedience to the errant sh��� polytheists is against the divine 
command and contrary to my approval. It should be known that in this altercation many heads will lose their bodies and many 
bodies their heads; many sons will lose their fathers and fathers their sons. Through the souls of the eminent saints (abd�l va 
aut�d), through the felicitous ambition of the devoted servants and ascetics, and through the heavenly signs and constellations it 
has become evident to me that victory will belong to His Majesty F�r�z M�rz�. In this battle, owing to the presence of ascetics 
and the prayer of hermits, he will be victorious (f�r�z) like his name and happy like his fate. Fortunate will be those who lend the 
ear of understanding to the advice of their compassionate guide and hurry to [join] their preceptor. Be aware that the irreligious 
heretics will be defeated… All the Afgh�ns and �ym�q have sincerely united with His Majesty and me…106  

In his description of the battle itself, N�r� anticipates ��f� Isl�m’s violent end by comparing his palanquin to 
a coffin. While attempting to ridicule ��f� Isl�m, the following passage from the Ashraf al-tav�r�kh 
inadvertently illustrates his spiritual authority and the way in which it translated into physical arrangements. 
As ��f� Isl�m entered the battlefield, seated on a palanquin and shielded by his close associates and armed 
followers, his spiritual standing produced a battle order in its own right. The protective field surrounding the 
leader and his associates was enhanced by the performance of vocal dhikr:  

��f� Isl�m seated himself on a litter. A number of men bearing his squalid litter on their shoulders, one thousand of his ignoble 
disciples baring their swords, together with his representatives and his offspring of adultery, they [marched to] sacrifice 
themselves under his flag and before his coffin [-like litter], and began to recite the dhikr of h� h�.107 

Writing in the 1830s, Fa�lull�h Sh�r�z� offers a similar interpretation of the relationship between ��f� Isl�m 
and the ruler of Herat. In his portrayal, it is again ��f� Isl�m who seduces 
�jj� F�r�z al-D�n to stray from 
“proper” religion and, hence, to give up his allegiance to the Q�j�r overlords. He accuses ��f� Isl�m of 
polytheism and his disciple 
�jj� F�r�z of apostasy: “Because of the assembly of irreligious disciples and the 
                      
103  Ba-za�m-i n�qi�-i b��il-i khud tasv�l�t-i r�shkhand-�m�z-i F�r�z M�rz�-r� ba-r�sh bard�shta; az k�n-i khar� khud-r� r�sh-i q��� 

pind�shta va muq�bila-yi �as�kir-i isl�m-r� ghazva-yi jih�d d�nista, �n-r� sahl u �s�n ing�sht va bur�th�-yi n�marb�t-i khud-r� 
ch�n asb�l [sib�l]-i gurba t�b d�da, kamar ba-�ad�vat-i Qizilb�sh-i �aqq-shin�s basta, bar b�rag�-yi �al�lat va jah�lat nishasta, 
ba mav�z�-yi yak haz�r nafar az ��f�ya-yi t�ra-r�y… va dah nafar az khulaf�-yi n�p�k-i shaq�vat-intim� va du pisar-i n�-khalaf-i 
badgauhar-i �… rah-sipar-i balda-yi f�khira-yi Har�t va pay-sip�r-i �ar�q-i qa�� va jih�d gard�dand (Ashraf al-tav�r�kh 390). 

104  Avval-i �ul��-i �al��a-yi �n daulat-i jah�n-�sh�b ast va kaukab-i iqb�l-i afgh�n-r� zam�n-i ghur�b (Ashraf al-tav�r�kh 402). 
105  Ashraf al-tav�r�kh 401–3. 
106  Muv�fiqat-i shum� b� k�fir�n-i qizilb�sh-i qall�sh va mut�bi�at-i shum� b� mushrik�n-i sh��a-yi n��aqq-tal�sh khil�f-i �ukm-i 

khud� va mun�f�-yi ri��-yi m�st. �n ma�n� ma�l�m va �n mafh�m hamgin�n b�shad ki dar �n muj�dila bas� sar b� tan va tan b� 
sar khv�had shud va bisy�r pidar b� pisar va pisar b� pidar. Va az ta�th�r-i nuf�s-i abd�l va aut�d va yumn-i himmat-i �ib�d u 
zuhh�d va az �th�r-i falak� va au���-i kav�kib chin�n ma�l�m-am shud ki fat� u nu�rat qar�n-i ��l-i ha�rat-i a�l� F�r�z M�rz�st va 
� dar �n ma�raka ba-sabab-i vuj�d-i murt���n va athar-i du��-yi g�sha-g�r�n ch�n n�m-i khud f�r�z va m�nand-i bakht-i khud 
bihr�z� khv�had y�ft. N�k-bakht va sa��datmand kas� ki na���at-i p�r-i mushfiq-r� ba-g�sh-i h�sh j� d�da ba-j�nib-i murshid-i 
khud shit�ft. �g�h b�sh�d ki r�fi�iy�n-i b�-�m�n maghl�b… khv�hand b�d. Tam�m�-yi afgh�n va �ym�q… b� ha�rat-i a�l� va �n 
j�nib b�-nif�q ittif�q nam�da-and… (Ashraf al-tav�r�kh 408). 

107  
�f� Isl�m bar mi�affa qar�r girifta, gur�h� mi�affa-yi pal�d-i �-r� bar-d�sh va haz�r nafar az marada-yi mard�da-ash 
shamsh�rh�-yi birihna dar �gh�sh nih�da, b� khulaf� va aul�d-i zin�-yash dar p�-yi bairaq va p�shr�-yi t�b�t-ash fid�� va az 
zab�n ba-dhikr-i h� h� gush�dand (Ashraf al-tav�r�kh 415)  
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polytheistic injunctions of that cursed one [��f� Isl�m], the matter of Sufism gained splendor. The 
unfortunate 
�jj� F�r�z became his disciple and turned away from the circle of Isl�m.” Sh�r�z� casts the 
confrontation with the Herati troops as the defense of the true religion: Seeking recourse in God’s strength 
and placing their confidence in the good fortune of their king, the Iranian fighters mounted attack after attack 
against the “irreligious” Herati troops and carried the day. In keeping with this imagery, Sh�r�z� likens the 
bodies of the slain Afghan soldiers to the carrion of dogs and hogs.108  

Twenty years later, Lis�n al-Mulk largely follows Fa�lull�h Sh�r�z�’s earlier account of the battle but 
views the dynamic between royal patronage and religious legitimacy differently. While assuming the 
submissive role of a disciple, 
�jj� F�r�z al-D�n sought to instrumentalize ��f� Isl�m’s spiritual resources for 
his own ends. By pointing to ��f� Isl�m’s far-spread followership, Lis�n al-Mulk makes it clear that the 
Naqshband� p�r had considerable resources at his disposal which 
�jj� F�r�z al-D�n wanted to harness to his 
military cause. Furthermore, Lis�n al-Mulk enumerates all the regions ��f� Isl�m drew adherents from, thus 
mapping his large sphere of influence: 

[��f� Isl�m] assembled a great group of disciples and adherents. 
�jj� F�r�z became likewise enamoured with his spiritual 
attainments and, believing in him, became his disciple. He thought that [��f� Isl�m’s] influential position would enable him to 
win over the entire population, urban and rural, and to enjoy complete power over his kingdom.109 For this reason, he prepared 
for a military campaign and assembled 50,000 men from among the tribes of Herat, Qandah�r, Far�h, Andkh�d, M�r�ch�q, 
Qunduz, Khatl�n, Ch�n�njakth [Ch�chakt�],110 Maimana, F�ry�b, B�dgh�s�t, and the Jamsh�d�, T�yman�, F�r�zk�h� and Nik�dar� 
�ym�q. He placed ��f� Isl�m in a golden litter in the middle of the army and surrounded it with 366 heroic guards, one for each 
day of the year…111 

The available Afghan sources assume a more neutral tone in their account of the battle of Sh�da. Sul��n 
Mu�ammad merely mentions ��f� Isl�m as one “of the great shaikhs of Afgh�nist�n” and lists him among a 
number of dignitaries whose support 
�jj� F�r�z al-D�n summoned. During the ensuing confrontation, ��f� 
Isl�m and 5,000 others imbibed the drink of martyrdom.112 Writing in the early twentieth century, Fai� 
Mu�ammad adds a religious note to the campaign: “
�jj� F�r�z al-D�n, who was among [��f� Isl�m’s] 
fortunate disciples, assembled 50,000 troops from among the tribes (�l�t va ul�s�t) of Herat and its environs 
in the name of jihad.”113 

After ��f� Isl�m’s death, his authority passed to his descendants, who enjoyed “complete power” (kam�l-i 
iqtid�r) until the reign of Am�r �Abd al-Ra�m�n Kh�n.114 M�rz� Ab� al-Q�sim b. ��f� Isl�m was among the 
Herati ulama and notables who endorsed Mu�ammad Y�suf Kh�n Sad�zai’s assumption of power in 
Mu�arram 1272/September 1855.115 M�rz� Ab� al-Q�sim was succeeded by his brother M�rz� All�hvird� b. 
��f� Isl�m, who gained great fame for his hospitality: In his convent, two hundred travellers were fed 
crushed wheat and barley (bulgh�r) and bread every night.116 After M�rz� All�hvird�’s death, the control of 
the shrine and its considerable resources was contested between two cousins claiming ��f� Isl�m’s heritage. 
In 1895, the sons of M�rz� Ab� al-Q�sim and M�rz� All�hvird�, both named Mu�ammad �Umar, appealed to 
Am�r �Abd al-Ra�m�n Kh�n, who eventually allotted a stipend to both parties but ordered M�rz� All�hvird�’s 
sons and two of his grandsons to reside in K�bul.117 Riy��� reports that the influence of ��f� Isl�m’s family 
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declined from that time on. Even so, its followership consisted of ten to twelve thousand families in and 
around Kurukh in the early twentieth century.118 

Khanikoff, who visited Kurukh in 1858, noted that two popular graves stood in close vicinity to one 
another. ��f� Isl�m’s grave was located in a beautiful mausoleum constructed by M�rz� Ab� al-Q�sim.119 It 
was surrounded by a spacious garden intersected by two pine-lined avenues. The other shrine at Kurukh 
housed the grave of Im�m Ri��’s doorkeeper Ma�r�f al-Karkh� (d. 200/815–16) and was venerated by the 
Sh��� population. Yet the building containing the grave, which probably stemmed from the Safavid era, was 
in a state of dilapidation.120  

THE Q	J	R SIEGES 

In the course of the nineteenth century, the demarcation of political spheres intensified and enhanced local 
antagonism. During the Persian sieges of 1837–1838 and 1856, both Iran and the rulers of Herat justified 
their territorial claims on the basis of religious affiliations. For the local Sh��� population, the Iranian 
endeavor to regain possession of Herat held the promise of added political leverage. In 1832, Lal noted that 
religious sentiments as such played a secondary role in the outlook of the F�rs�v�n: “They are all fond of the 
Persian government—not with regard to religion, but through the ill treatment, which they daily receive from 
Kamran and his ministers.”121  

The Iranian reasoning for the intervention in Herat rested on the notion of the Q�j�r state as a Sh��� 
domain. From this point of view, it was Mu�ammad Sh�h Q�j�r’s duty to protect the entire Sh��� population 
in the region. For one thing, this idea applied to the Sh���s of Herat, who had to be protected from K�mr�n 
Sad�zai’s tyranny. An additional and equally important consideration was the need to safeguard the 
remaining Sh��� population of Khur�s�n from slave raids committed not only by the Turkmens but also by 
the Sunn� �ym�q of the Herat region. K�mr�n was held responsible for plundering raids that emanated from 
his realm and were carried out as far as Sabzav�r. In April 1836, Mu�ammad Sh�h stated that K�mr�n and 
the Afgh�ns under his authority had carried away 12,000 persons as slaves.122 What is more, K�mr�n was 
accused of interfering with territories considered Iranian possessions: He had exerted direct pressure on 
Khv�f and Q�yin for tribute and had mounted a campaign against L�sh-Juvain.123 The position of the Q�j�r 
government concerning the necessity of a campaign to Herat was supported and encouraged by the religious 
establishment. As early as April 1836, 
�jj� Ibr�h�m, the mujtahid of I�fah�n, declared jihad against the 
Afgh�ns. In May 1837, the clergy of Mashhad demanded that Mu�ammad Sh�h free the Sh���s from 
K�mr�n’s oppression.124  

K�mr�n Sad�zai, on his part, attached his own religious interpretation to the conflict. Seeking support 
from other Afgh�n leaders, he described Mu�ammad Sh�h Q�j�r’s pending attack as an effort to extirpate the 

                      
118  KR 62. 
119  According to 	khundz�da Mull� Mu�ammad �ad�q-i Harav�, the text on ��f� Isl�m’s gravestone read as follows: T� az na�ar 

nih�n shuda sul��n-i d�n pan�h, kardand r�z ahl-i ir�dat shab-i siy�h. S�l-i shih�datash �alab�dam zi p�r-i �aql, giriy�n shud u ba 
n�la biguft� ghar�v u �h (1222) (Maz�r�t-i Har�t 157; see also F�falz�
� 1967: 131) In the 1850s, Ab� al-Q�sim played a 
prominent role in the politics of Herat. In 1272/1855, he was one of the members of the council formed by Mu�ammad Y�suf 
Kh�n (F�falz�
� 1967: 525). 

120  Khanikoff 1864: 376–7. According to a popular legend, Karkh� converted to Islam at the hands of Im�m Ri�� (R. A. 
Nicholson/R. W. J. Austin, “Ma�r�f al- Karkh�,” E.I., 2 VI: 613–14). 

121  Lal 1834: 9. 
122  Ellis to Palmerston, 17 April 1836 (IOL, L/PS/20/A7/1, No. 32, p, 23). In 1837, 
�jj� M�rz� 	q�s� accused K�mr�n of having 

killed 40,000 sayyids of Khur�s�n. 
�jj� M�rz� 	q�s� to McNeill, n.d. (dispatch No. 45 of 1837, IOL, L/PS/20/A7/1, No. 4, 
Appendix p. 3). 

123  Ellis to Palmerston, 8 January 1836; McNeill to Macnaghten, Tehran, 22 January 1837; Stoddart to McNeill, 23 July 1837; 
Memorandum by M Sh�h to England, France, Russia, Turkey on 15 Rab�� II 1254/ 8 July 1838 (IOL, L/PS/20/A7/1, Nos. 32, 50, 
59, 105, pp. 23, 43, 66, 188–90); T Su 284. 

124  Ellis to Palmerston, Tehran, 29 April 1836; Count Simonich to Count Nesselrode 28 May 1837 (IOL, L/PS/20/A7/1, No. 33, pp. 
9, 23). 



160 Christine Noelle-Karimi 
 

 

Sunn� Muslims.125 Yet the Iranian accounts also create the impression that K�mr�n acknowledged the issue 
of slavery to be at the root of the conflict with the Q�j�r government. Lis�n al-Mulk reports that the ruler of 
Herat sent his son N�dir M�rz� Sad�zai and a number of Herati dignitaries to All�h Qul� Kh�n of Kh�va (r. 
1825–1842), Mi�r�b Kh�n of Maimana (r. 1831–1845) and the leaders of the Haz�ra, T�yman� and Jamsh�d� 
�ym�q to solicit help. N�dir M�rz� bore the following message: 

‘Now Mu�ammad Sh�h has set out for Herat. Do not think that you can live in peace after the [Iranian] conquest of Herat. It is 
the endeavor of this king and his army to free the Sh��� prisoners, who are mostly scattered among the tribes around Kh�va and 
Maimana. You should pay attention to the result of the matter and beware not to avoid fighting this army.’126 

In response to K�mr�n Sad�zai’s request for aid, All�h Qul� Kh�n appointed �Abd al-Ra�m�n Khal�fa to the 
command of 1,500 cavalry. With the support of the Uzbek leader Mi�r�b Kh�n, �Abd al-Ra�m�n raised 
6,000 additional troops in the region of Maimana, Andkh�d and Shibargh�n. In the context of �Abd al-
Ra�m�n’s military activities, Lis�n al-Mulk observes that he was considered so holy that the dust from his 
feet was believed to heal all ailments.127 A highly influential Naqshband� shaikh of Marv, �Abd al-Ra�m�n 
Khal�fa (d. 1854) was a key figure in the politics in the region. In assuming a military role, he followed the 
example of his preceptor ��f� Isl�m, who had died combating the Iranian troops in 1807.128  

In preparation for the pending confrontation with the Iranians, the Herat government also requested legal 
assistance from local theologians. When the Iranian army arrived before the gates of Herat on 22 Sha�b�n 
1253/21 November 1837, K�mr�n Sad�zai summoned Mull� �Abd al-
aqq Pushtak�, who is described as an 
eminent sayyid129 and one of the foremost ulama of Herat.130 Mull� �Abd al-
aqq Pushtak� mounted the 
pulpit of the Friday mosque and issued a fatv� declaring jihad against the Iranians:  

‘If this army finds entrance into the city your lives and property will be wasted. The protection of lives and property is obligatory. 
What is more, fighting this group is jihad according to the will of God (jih�d f� sab�lall�h). If you are killed, you will enter 
Paradise and if you kill one of them Paradise will also be yours.’ Incited by these words, the people went to the public bath in 
groups, cleaned their bodies, clipped their nails, and put on shrouds. Led by the people from Pushtak�, the Heratis took up 
weapons and issued from the Khushk [Khush] Gate to fight [the Iranians].131 

Whatever expectations the Sh��� population may have attached to the Iranian intervention, the siege exposed 
them to a number of hardships and reprisals from both sides. Prior to the arrival of the Iranian army, the 
influential Sh��� citizens were either forced to flee from Herat or deprived of their property.132 The ten-month 
siege by 30,000 Iranian soldiers and 90,000 camp followers spelled disaster for the environs of the city. 
Some sources state that all villages in a twelve-mile radius were plundered and depopulated.133 Lis�n al-
Mulk reports that the Iranian troops, “becoming annoyed with the lengthy siege of Herat, busied themselves 
with the destruction of forts, buildings and the outskirts of the city. Nor did they refrain from cutting down 
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trees, groves and orchards. [In this manner] an area of twenty to thirty farsang (80–120 miles) around Herat 
was turned into plain desert and was cleared of dwellings and fields alike.”134 In October 1839, Todd 
observed that the impact of the siege continued to be strongly felt in Herat a year after its conclusion. 
Mu�ammad Sh�h Q�j�r and his army had turned the country into an “uninhabited waste”: The greater part of 
the cultivators was gone, bullocks and implements of husbandry had been destroyed or carried away, and 
seed corn was unavailable.135 

As early as December 1837, the Iranian foraging parties scoured the region to a distance of sixty miles. In 
their search for provisions, the Iranian troops made no distinction on the basis of faith and relentlessly 
pillaged the Sunn� and Sh��� population alike. In particular, the atrocities committed by the Iranian 
commander Mu�ammad �Al� Kh�n M�k�
� in a village of sayyids caused a great outcry. After being 
plundered twice in a row, the villagers sought shelter in Herat and avowed that they felt nothing but enmity 
for the Q�j�rs from this point. The urban Sh���s, who likewise suffered from the scarcity of provisions 
brought about by the Iranian siege, joined their opinion.136 Mu�ammad Sh�h Q�j�r’s decision to execute 
K�mr�n Sad�zai’s Qizilb�sh attendant �Abb�s Kh�n Rai��n, who had deserted to the Q�j�r camp during the 
early part of the siege, likewise caused public opinion to sway against the invaders. Henceforth, neither Sh��� 
nor Sunn� Heratis were tempted to join the Iranian ranks, as Riy��� puts it.137 

At the conclusion of the Iranian siege, K�mr�n Sad�zai undertook to give up the slave trade and to respect 
the Q�j�r sphere of influence in Khur�s�n.138 In Herat itself, however, the lot of the Sh��� population took a 
turn for the worse. Ironically, the famine brought about by this war once again encouraged the trade in 
slaves. According to Ferrier, the situation of the inhabitants was so dramatic at the time that many sold 
themselves to the Turkmens in order to safeguard the survival of their families. In the meanwhile, the local 
Sh���s faced reprisals on the part of the government. In order to salvage his desperate financial situation, 
Vaz�r Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai resorted to the exchange of F�rs�v�ns for supplies:  

Herat contained a population of at least 70,000 souls before this siege, and when it was raised there were at the outside not more 
than six or seven thousand persons. This extraordinary decrease is to be accounted for by the great emigration that took place, the 
casualties during the siege, and the deaths by famine. The mortality continued long after it was over, and was of a most fearful 
and heartrending character; many of the unfortunate Heratians, to escape its terrors, sold themselves to the Turcomans as slaves, 
to provide food for their wives and children. Yar Mohamed was then in as great a difficulty as any one else during this frightful 
visitation, and he met the difficulty in the most pitiless manner; for the least fault, probably without any, he sold the Parsivans to 
procure provisions, and bartered four or five against a horse or a few quarters of wheat. His officers and agents traversed the city, 
and endeavoured to excite the people that he might have an excuse for selling them in greater number to the Turcomans; the 
inhabitants, however, perceived the snare, and remained quietly in their houses: but Yar Mohamed was not, however, to be 
foiled; he closed all the outlets of the bazaars at an hour of the day when they were the most crowded, drew up his troops at these 
points, seized indiscriminately all he could lay his hands on, and sold them to obtain funds. 

Since these sad episodes took place, the Vezir has usurped the sovereign authority and enriched himself with English gold, and 
under his altered circumstances has given up a horrible traffic, which he justified by the necessities of the times. Since the year 
1842 he has endeavoured to repeople Herat with several thousand nomads, Hazarahs [Haz�ras], Jumshidies [Jamsh�d�s], and 
Taymoonees [T�yman�s], whom he made prisoners in the expeditions he has at various times successfully undertaken against 
these tribes. At the period of my visit every one enjoyed the most complete security, and commerce and agriculture had greatly 
developed themselves during the last few years. An amnesty had been granted to the Heratians who fled to Persia or the English 
territories, and they have returned to their native city in considerable numbers. The population in 1845 amounted to from 20,000 
to 22,000 souls…139 

After the withdrawal of the British mission from Herat in February 1841, K�mr�n Sad�zai and Y�r 
Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai formally tendered their submission to Iran. Throughout the 1840s, Y�r 
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Mu�ammad Kh�n maintained a friendly relationship with the Q�j�r court but failed to perform the standard 
expressions of submission, such as the striking of coins and reciting the Friday prayer in the name of 
Mu�ammad Sh�h. At the same time, he intermittently interfered with the affairs in the Q�j�r realm. In 1845, 
he supported the rebellious governor of Q�yin.140 During the early phase of 
asan Kh�n S�l�r’s uprising in 
the autumn of 1848, by contrast, he rendered active support to the Q�j�r governor 
amza M�rz�. In exchange 
for his services during this period, he was awarded the title of <ah�r al-Daula.141 Around that time, Y�r 
Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai instituted five regular infantry regiments with Iranian support.142 

The Iranian views concerning the position of Herat and the role of the local Sh���s are highlighted by the 
account of a diplomatic mission in 1851. In Rajab 1267/May 1851, N��ir al-D�n Sh�h dispatched an envoy to 
award a robe of honor to Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai and to request his assistance in a military campaign 
to Sarakhs which Sul��n Mur�d M�rz� 
us�m al-Sal�ana, the governor of Mashhad, was about to undertake. 
When this unnamed envoy143 arrived in Herat on 10 Rama��n 1267/11 July 1851, he found out that Y�r 
Mu�ammad Kh�n had died a month earlier. During his month-long stay, he interacted with Y�r Mu�ammad 
Kh�n’s successor Sa��d Mu�ammad Kh�n, his vaz�r M�rz� Najaf Kh�n and the Sh��� merchant community. 
By bestowing the robe of honor on Sa��d Mu�ammad Kh�n and reiterating his request for troops, the envoy 
made it clear that he considered Herat a part of the Iranian realm.144 This notion is also underlined by his 
attempt to refer the adjudication of a dispute between a Sh��� and a Sunn� merchant to a religious judge 
(��kim-i shar�) in Mashhad.145  

On their part, the members of the Herati government readily professed their allegiance to N��ir al-D�n 
Sh�h.146 These protestations of loyalty, however, were not backed up by any practical expression of fealty. 
The central figure in the politics of Herat was M�rz� Najaf Kh�n, a F�rs�v�n, who had taken the reins of 
government and was busy suppressing rebellions among the Haz�ra and F�r�zk�h� �ym�q.147 Citing the 
difficulty of maintaining order in the principality after Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai’s death, Najaf Kh�n 
politely but firmly rejected the envoy’s request for troops.148 Although providing little firsthand information 
on the economic circumstances in Herat, the envoy’s report allows one to conclude that the trading 
community was doing well. He reported that Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n had routinely protected the trade 
caravans to Bukh�r�.149 The envoy’s meeting with 30–40 influential Sh��� merchants and ulama at the house 
of M�rz� Najaf Kh�n indicates that the trading community of Herat was fairly strong.150 This impression is 
supported by British sources, which report that many of the merchants who had left for Mashhad during the 
siege of 1837–38 returned to Herat at the time of 
asan Kh�n S�l�r’s rebellion in Mashhad in 1847–1850.151 
These positive developments notwithstanding, the envoy’s notes capture the atmosphere of resentment that 
continued to cloud the relations between Sh���s and Sunn�s. As in former times, the Sh��� representatives 
expressed great impatience for the return of Iranian rule and the hope to be freed from Sunn� oppression.152 
The news of 
us�m al-Sal�ana’s military setback in Sarakhs triggered opposite emotions in the two camps: 
“All the Sh���s were aggrieved and all the Sunn�s rejoiced.”153 
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The notion of separate Sunn� and Sh��� factions was offset by numerous instances of interlacing interests 
in the political sphere. A case in point was Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai’s powerful F�rs�v�n minister 
M�rz� Najaf Kh�n. Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n himself was married to “Navv�ba”, an “Iranian” woman, who was 
Sa��d Mu�ammad Kh�n’s mother. This maternal connection with the Sh���s did not automatically translate 
into allegiance. Sa��d Mu�ammad Kh�n, who is generally described as “mentally impaired” (nuq��n-i �aql) 
or “mad” (khab�-i dim�gh), was unable to garner the support of the local leadership, regardless of religious 
affiliation.154 His hold on the hinterland of Herat was even more tenuous, and constant Haz�ra and Turkmen 
raids on the highroads brought overland trade to a halt. The decrease in custom receipts in turn reduced his 
ability to offer pecuniary incentives for collaboration.155 Sa��d Mu�ammad Kh�n attempted to make up for 
his lack of authority in and around Herat by summoning Iranian support. He solicited aid from N��ir al-D�n 
Sh�h to ward off Sard�r Kuhandil Kh�n of Qandah�r, who made a brief but ultimately unsuccessful attempt 
to occupy Herat in the spring of 1852. Subsequently, Sa��d Mu�ammad Kh�n had gold and silver coins 
minted in the name of N��ir al-D�n Sh�h and submitted them to the Q�j�r court in �afar 1269/November–
December 1852.156 The Iranian intervention in Herat once again highlighted sectarian demarcations. Seven 
Afgh�n leaders were arrested and sent to Mashhad. In the wake of the retreating Iranian troops, Sa��d 
Mu�ammad Kh�n stepped up his activities against the Durr�n� nobility and eliminated the prominent 
members of the Alak�zai, B�rakzai, P�palzai and Achakzai tribes. To compensate for the dwindling of 
Afgh�n support, he increasingly entrusted Sh��� notables with the affairs of government.157 

During the second Iranian siege from early April to late October 1856, Mu�ammad Y�suf Kh�n’s vaz�r 
�#s� Kh�n Bardurr�n�, who took control of the city at the onset of the military encounter, exemplified the 
indomitable spirit of Herati Afgh�ns.158 The urban Sh���s, on their part, again identified with Iranian interests. 
Both British observers and Iranian historians recount a failed attempt of the F�rs�v�ns (F�rs�zab�n�n) to give 
entry to the Q�j�r troops during the siege. According to Lis�n al-Mulk’s account, Am�r �Abb�s Kh�n, an 
influential F�rs�v�n, deserted to the Iranian camp but simultaneously maintained contact with the Sh��� 
population inside the city. The right moment for an invasion seemed to be one hour after sunset on Thursday 
night, 26 Dh� al-
ijja/28 August, when the Afgh�n population had assembled for prayer in the Friday 
mosque. At this time, 
aidar Qul� Kh�n Sart�p, the leader (sarkh�l) of the Persian population, and M�rz� 
Mu�ammad 
usain Mustauf� entered the southeastern Burj-i Khv�ja �Abd al-Mi�r from inside the city, killed 
the Afgh�n soldiers guarding the counterscarp (fa��l-i b�ra) and encouraged the Iranian troops to enter. As 
the Iranian troops hurried towards the tower, the Herati Sh���s, both men and women, extended their turbans 
and ropes to help them scale it. Although the Iranian troops briefly gained control of a great part of the 
fortifications and the central bazaar area (Chah�r S�), they subsequently scattered amid plundering and were 
eventually beaten back by the Afgh�ns, who issued from the Friday mosque like “mad wolves”. Reprisals 
against the Sh��� population followed shortly thereafter. The property of the pro-Iranian conspirators was 
plundered and their wives and children were handed over to the Sunn� leadership. Another hundred F�rs�v�n 
were executed and their houses burnt.159 

From the Iranian point of view, the communal conflict in Herat was resolved as soon as the Q�j�r troops 
assumed control of the city during the final week of October. 
us�m al-Sal�ana sent two messengers to 
Tehran to submit coins minted in Herat and to communicate the following message: 
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After the conquest of Herat… the urban population has been relieved from [its former] anxieties and has taken up the path of 
joyfulness, as the Iranian army represents the law of justice and equity, benevolence and civility. Now the people of Herat regret 
their resistance and aloofness, Sh���s and Sunn�s live together in a brotherly fashion in all walks of life (gulkhan va gulshan).160  

As was to be expected, the Iranian chronicles paint a rosy picture of 
us�m al-Sal�ana’s presence in Herat. 
Hid�yat avows that, in order to win the sympathy of the peasants, 
us�m al-Sal�ana saw to it that not a single 
ear of grain was damaged during the approach of the Q�j�r army in Rajab 1272/April 1856.161 With its 
incorporation into the Q�j�r domain, the city became so secure that even pearls lost in the street were 
restored to their rightful owner. The establishment of Q�j�r authority found its expression in the insertion 
N��ir al-D�n Sh�h’s name into the Friday prayer and in the institution of the Sh��� call to prayer. 162 
Furthermore, 
us�m al-Sal�ana attempted to strengthen the position of the Sh���s of Herat. Among the three 
army contingents he ordered to be raised, one was to consist of Herati Afgh�ns and two of F�rsiv�ns. To this 
purpose, he ordered the “old hands” (naukar-i qad�m) among the F�rs�v�ns, Afsh�rs, Sh�ml�s, Sh�hseven 
and the people from J�m and Q�yin to be registered. In effect, eight hundred F�rs�v�ns as opposed to one 
hundred Afgh�ns were assembled and drilled.163 Besides, 
us�m al-Sal�ana showed a general concern for the 
well-being of the population. To alleviate the scarcity prevailing in the city, he sent grain to the bakers in 
town, lowered food prices and relinquished his tax demands on the Heratis.164 He restored the water supply 
of the city and ordered the citadel to be repaired. Finally, he imposed the stamp of Q�j�r supremacy by 
purchasing houses and shops within a distance of 100 dhar� of the citadel and demolishing them to enhance 
its security. He also opened one of the northern city gates and named it B�b al-Nu�rat.165 

The Sh��� author Riy��� likewise emphasizes the benign nature of Q�j�r rule: 
The late 
us�m al-Sal�ana opened the door of benevolence to Sunn�s and Sh��a alike, so that the people of their own accord 
changed the names of their children from �Umar, �Uthm�n and Ab� Bakr to �Al�, 
asan and 
usain… The late Sul��n Mur�d 
M�rz� 
us�m al-Sal�ana donated 50 t�m�n in cash and a shawl as [poetry] prize. He instituted justice, assigning stipends, salaries 
and fiefs (istimr�r va mav�jib va tuy�l) to all judges, students and notables (a�y�n), both Sh��� and Sunn�. He also awarded landed 
estates (j�yd�d va tuy�l�) to the author’s paternal uncles.166 

But Riy��� also alerts the reader to the fact that the ideal circumstances brought about by Q�j�r rule faced 
serious challenges. In his opinion, the continuing resistance to 
us�m al-Sal�ana had to be attributed to the 
activities of interested circles fomenting Sunn� fanaticism. According to his version of events, a small group 
of stakeholders sought to activate the Sunn� population of the neighboring Mu�ammadzai province of 
Qandah�r into a jihad against the Sh���s of Herat and their Q�j�r overlords. Riy��� seeks to substantiate his 
claims by quoting a letter that allegedly fell into his hands in 1306/1888–89. On the basis of this letter, he 
portrays Sunn� attitudes during the siege of 1856 and casts this group as cannibals and warmongers: 

But instigators turned up in corners and byways and impelled some judges to write to the Afgh�n tribes around [Herat] up to 
Bakv� and Zam�nd�var and to request help. One of their writings which the author saw someplace in 1306 may be summarized as 
follows: ‘Oh Sunn� believers and Muslims! The Q�j�r army surrounded Herat. In the first instance the [Sh���] heretics inside 
Herat… brought many of the [Q�j�r] soldiers into the city when the Muslims were [busy] performing the Friday prayer in the 
Friday mosque. On that day the brave [defenders] of Isl�m attacked jointly and fought fiercely. One of the Q�j�r officers, who is 
a 
anaf� Muslim, sounded the trumpet of return and the Q�j�r soldiers retreated without [heeding] the order of the Prince. The 
warriors of Isl�m attained victory and many of the heretics fell victim to their shiny and bloodthirsty swords. We killed a wily 
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Sh��a shaikh by the name of Sayyid Mu�ammad, roasted his meat and ate it. After a while the Q�j�r unbelievers employed 
trickery, entered an agreement with the baffled �#s� Kh�n Bardurr�n�, swore an oath, invited him into camp and matyred him. 
Now they have occupied our realm and fully devote themselves to heresy: They sing ��sh�r� and perform ta�z�ya in public… 
Their entire group, including the local heretics does not exceed 30,000. All of you should come to the aid of religion and prepare 
to wage jihad so that all of us in unison will drive them away and kill them. We will not even allow a single local heretic to 
remain alive.’167 

While projecting a purported Sunn� perspective, Riy���’s account of the ongoing discord in the province of 
Herat reflects the impact the Q�j�r presence had on the division and appropriation of the public realm. Apart 
from the specific call to prayer, the performance of the customs surrounding ��sh�r� signalled a new 
apportioning of urban space. Yet this new order of things did not last for even a year. The only �ashura 
ceremony that can have been performed in Herat under Q�j�r auspices was that of 1274/31 August 1857, 
which immediately preceded the withdrawal of the Iranian troops in September of that year.168 The departure 
of the Q�j�r forces implied uncertainty and the risk of insecurity for their Sh��� protegés. According to 
Riy���, 
us�m al-Sal�ana reluctantly left Herat and only at the insistence of Prime Minister 	q� Kh�n N�r� 
I�tim�d al-Daula. His farewell was accompanied by heart-rending scenes:  

Aware of the harm done [by the evacuation of Herat] 
us�m al-Sal�ana, with extreme bitterness, announced to the Qizilb�sh of 
Herat, ‘We intend to depart. You people, whatever and whoever you are, must emigrate and accompany us to Iran, for after our 
departure, you will suffer injustice from the Afgh�ns.’ Some of the Sh���s (ahl-i tashayyu�) who had fewer entanglements 
(�ludag�) or had no alternative to leaving, chose to accompany the royal army. The others, who were bound to stay, wept on the 
day of 
us�m al-Sal�ana’s departure as bitterly as mothers bereft of their children. They escorted them as far as one farsang to 
see them off. The late 
us�m al-Sal�ana, on his part, sought to console them and shed tears himself.169 

Khanikoff, who visited Herat a year later reported that many of the wealthy Sh��� citizens of Herat had 
chosen to accompany their Q�j�r overlords. The prevailing divisions within the urban population are 
highlighted by the fact that the Sh��� emigrants destroyed their houses to prevent them from being taken over 
by the Afgh�ns.170 The Herati emigrés who accompanied 
us�m al-Sal�ana to Mashhad received salaries and 
stipends according to their rank from the Q�j�r government.171 

British sources paint a less sanguine picture of the Persian presence. Apart from the “Qizilb�sh” of Herat 
who voluntarily accompanied 
us�m al-Sal�ana, a number of other groups faced forceful deportation to 
Mashhad. Among these were a great number of Herati Jews who were removed to Q�j�r Khur�s�n because 
of their importance in the regional economy. This resettlement seems to have been largely 
counterproductive. A great number of Jews died en route and many of those who made it to Mashhad lived 
in abject poverty.172 Furthermore, 
us�m al-Sal�ana endeavored to resettle a great number of Haz�ra and 
Jamsh�d� �ym�q in Iranian Khur�s�n. 
                      
167  L�kan az g�sha va kin�r mu�arrik paid� shud chand nafar qu��t va muft�-r� v�d�shta bar�-yi �nki �nh� ba-�l�t-i af�ghina-yi 
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British observers noted that the departing Iranian troops left behind a trail of destruction. In December 
1857, Major Taylor filed the following gloomy report:  

The Persian soldiers in sheer wantonness, have removed all the timber props from the houses… The defences (all the serviceable 
guns and ammunition) have been destroyed, the unripe crops were cut down as well as 6,000 muskets removed, and in fact the 
city has been left in such a complete state of defencelessness that any rabble army might make it an easy capture.173 

Subsequent to the Treaty of Paris, Herat formally became a Mu�ammadzai dominion. 	q� Kh�n N�r� 
I�tim�d al-Daula assigned the government to Sul��n A�mad Kh�n, who was a son of D�st Mu�ammad’s 
brother Mu�ammad �A��m Kh�n (1785–1823). A close associate of D�st Mu�ammad Kh�n’s son 
Mu�ammad Akbar (1816–1847), Sul��n A�mad Kh�n had played an important role in the resistance against 
the British occupation of K�bul during the First Anglo-Afghan War. Disillusioned with his position at court 
after Am�r D�st Mu�ammad Kh�n’s return to power in 1843, Sul��n A�mad Kh�n departed for Qandah�r 
and backed the local Sard�rs against K�bul until the Am�r’s takeover of Qandah�r in 1855. Subsequently, he 
made his way to Tehran and gained the government of Herat, thus rendering this principality a final bastion 
against D�st Mu�ammad Kh�n’s territorial expansion.  

From the beginning, Sul��n A�mad Kh�n occupied a relatively weak position vis-à-vis Iranian and 
Mu�ammadzai interests. In the light of the pressure these entities brought to bear on Herat, the British envoy 
Murray (1855–1859) compared the principality to a clay pot squeezed between two iron ones.174 Given the 
British backing of D�st Mu�ammad Kh�n, Sul��n A�mad Kh�n depended entirely on the Iranian government 
for financial and material support.175 His subordination to Tehran in effect negated the Treaty of Paris and its 
injunction that N��ir al-D�n Sh�h was to “relinquish all claims over the territory and city of Herat”.176 At the 
time of his appointment in March 1857, Sul��n A�mad Kh�n, apparently unaware of the terms of the treaty, 
undertook to coin money and have the Friday sermon read in N��ir al-D�n Sh�h’s name.177 In spring 1860, he 
traveled to Tehran in person and presented the Sh�h with 1,000 t�m�n struck in his name and received three 
light field guns, 800 muskets and 12,000 t�m�n in exchange. From May 1860, he obtained a monthly stipend 
of one thousand t�m�n from the Q�j�r court.178 For the year 1277/1860–61, Riy��� reports that Sul��n A�mad 
Kh�n performed sikka and khu�ba in the name of N��ir al-D�n Sh�h “as usual”.179 In 1862 the Q�j�r court 
subsidized his preparation for the war with Am�r D�st Mu�ammad Kh�n.180  

There is little information on the interplay of communal identities in Herat during Sul��n A�mad Kh�n’s 
six-year reign. An anecdote recounted by Riy��� indicates that the conflict with Am�r D�st Mu�ammad Kh�n 
was cast along communal lines, with the rulers of Herat playing on a Sh��� identity. When Sul��n A�mad 
Kh�n’s son Sh�h Nav�z Kh�n heard in 1272/1860–61 that Am�r D�st Mu�ammad Kh�n had named a cannon 
in K�bul “Chah�r Y�r�” to invoke the assistance of the first four caliphs, he had a 36 lb gun cast in Herat 
which he called “Panj Tan�” to summon the support of the five central figures of the Sh��� belief, 
Mu�ammad, �Al�, F��ima, 
asan and 
usain.181 With Mu�ammadzai pressure mounting on Herat from 1862 
on, communal differences once again assumed sharper outlines. Sul��n A�mad Kh�n, himself a 
Mu�ammadzai, began to suspect the Afgh�ns of Herat of treason and expelled them form the city. In his war 
effort against the ruler of K�bul, he exclusively relied on F�rs�v�n and other Sh��� soldiers.182 The opposite 
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camp likewise couched their strategy in religious arguments. As early as 1857, D�st Mu�ammad Kh�n’s son 
Sard�r Ghul�m 
aidar Kh�n (1819–1858) had appealed to Sunn� solidarity in order to bring the Jamsh�d� 
chief �Abdull�h over to his side.183 Thus the bifurcation of the political landscape on the basis of religious 
alignments once again served as an important rallying point and marker of opposition. Even so, the notion of 
two opposed religious camps hardly transcended the complex patterns of conflict “on the ground”. The 
aforementioned �Abdull�h Kh�n Jamsh�d� is a case in point. Despite Sard�r Ghul�m 
aidar Kh�n’s 
insistence on common religious bonds, he chose to side with Sul��n A�mad Kh�n in the defence of Herat.184 
His brother Mihd� Qul� Kh�n, by contrast, became a faithful ally of Am�r D�st Mu�ammad Kh�n.185 

The orientation of the Heratis underwent a significant shift with the Mu�ammadzai conquest, as Herat 
was given up to plunder by the victorious troops:   

Four thousand Afghan soldiers, chosen expressly for the purpose from different tribes and regiments, rushed at a given signal, 
and from different sides of the city, upon the defenceless habitations, and are said not only to have carried off clothing, arms, 
furniture, whatever in fact met their eye, but forced every one to strip himself almost to a state of nudity, and to have left the half-
naked tenants behind them in their thoroughly denuded and emptied houses.186 

The abuses committed in the wake of the annexation of Herat served to unite the old inhabitants, Sunn� and 
Sh��� alike, against the new overlords. Vámbéry, who visited Herat five months after the conclusion of the 
Mu�ammadzai siege, noted a prevailing resentment against the Pasht�n newcomers:  

The fortress itself is inhabited, for the most part, by Persians, who settled here in the last century, to maintain and spread the 
influence of their own country. They are now principally handicraftsmen or merchants. As for Afghans, one cannot find in the 
city more than one in five. They have become quite Persians, and are, particularly since the last siege, very hostile to their own 
countrymen. A Kabuli, or a Kakar from Kandahar, is as much regarded by him in the light of an oppressor, and therefore is as 
much detested, as by the aboriginal natives of Herat.187 

After the incorporation of Herat into the Mu�ammadzai kingdom, the Sh��� population maintained its 
orientation towards Q�j�r Iran. In January 1864, Vámbéry reported to N��ir al-D�n Sh�h that the Heratis 
continued to pray “for the welfare of His Majesty of Persia”.188 Thus the linkage of confessional identities 
with overarching political entities remained a vital aspect in the political outlook of the local population. Yet 
the position of Herat changed dramatically: In 1863, the city and the province as a whole ceased to be a 
contested domain between Afghan and Q�j�r interests, and the potential for direct Iranian interference was 
removed. This implied a significant change in comparison with the early nineteenth century, when the 
Iranian government postured as the guardian of the old Safavid, and hence, largely Sh��� realm. 

THE IMPACT OF AM#R �ABD AL-RA
M	N KH	N’S ANTI-SH#�# POLICIES 

Am�r �Abd al-Ra�m�n Kh�n’s war against the Sh��� Haz�ras of central Afghanistan in 1309–1311/1891–
1893 was accompanied by a propaganda campaign that affected the entire Sh��� community. For the year 
1309/1891–1892, Riy��� reports that the Am�r’s military campaign to “Barbarist�n” was not proceeding well. 
While wintering in Ur�zg�n [Ur�zg�n], the Afghan troops were afflicted by hunger and cold and shrank from 
the idea of fighting their fellow countrymen (ra��y�-yi d�khil-i Afgh�nist�n). To remedy this situation, Am�r 
�Abd al-Ra�m�n ordered the Sunn� ��lim Mull� �aid Mu�ammad to produce a booklet proving the unbelief 
of the “Barbar�s” and inciting the general populace to engage in war against them. 189  Published in 
1310/1892–1893, Mull� �aid Mu�ammad’s anti-Sh��� tractate was distributed and read to the Sh��a ulama in 
the Friday mosques all over the country. This proclamation was accompanied by the injunction that the 
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Sh���s were to attend the daily prayers at the Sunn� mosques and should give up their passion plays (ta�z�ya 
d�r�).190 Moreover, their takyas (places reserved for the commemoration of the Prophet’s grandson 
usain 
during Mu�arram) were confiscated and passed to the possession of Sunn� ulama.191 

Riy��� views Am�r �Abd al-Ra�m�n Kh�n’s propaganda as an expedient to address the exigencies of his 
time and to further the progress of government matters, that is, to extend his authority in central Afghanistan. 
In his opinion, the Am�r was aware that his measures exposed the entire Sh��� population to grave danger, as 
the dissemination of the anti-Sh��� proclamation was accompanied by a royal order to the civil and military 
officials for the protection of the Qizilb�sh.192 Riy��� reports that Am�r �Abd al-Ra�m�n Kh�n indeed 
succeeded in galvanizing support for his campaign against the Haz�ras. Particularly the “desert dwelling 
Afgh�n tribes” (�av�yif-i sa�r� nish�n-i afgh�n) heeded his call to arms and swelled the ranks of the 
government troops. At the same time, the Am�r’s proclamations had an unsettling effect on communal 
relations, particularly in the cities. According to Riy���, common people misunderstood the orders as a legal 
ruling (fatv�-yi shar�� az �ulam�-yi millat) and a binding royal injunction (�ukm-i qa��� az p�dsh�h-i 
mamlakat) to plunder and kill Sh���s.193 

According to Riy���, the Am�r’s anti-Sh��� proclamation might well have triggered a major riot in Herat, 
had it not been for the judicious intervention of the civil and military governors and the leading Sunn� ulama. 
On the day of the reading of the royal proclamation, the Sh��� ulama were taken to the Friday Mosque by 
force and rumors spread that they were about to be executed. They were accompanied by a crowd of 8,000 
coreligionists and 400 armed Sh��� soldiers. When the Sunn� preacher entered the pulpit the governor and 
commander-in-chief took position in front of it. The Sunn�s amounted to more than 70,000 persons, 
including civilians (ra��yat) and soldiers (sip�h). In order to incite the crowd, the preacher not only read the 
royal decrees but went on to expound the circumstances of the assassination of the third Caliph �Uthm�n b. 
�Aff�n in a highly emotional manner. At this point, he was silenced by the two governors, who ordered the 
soldiers present to escort the Sh��� ulama safely to their homes. During the following days the two leading 
Sunn� ulama of Herat, Q��� Mull� 
usain and 	kh�ndz�da Mull� Mu�ammad �Umar, saw to it that the 
important Sh���s of Herat remained unmolested.194  

While the immediate tension was thus defused, the situation of the Herati Sh���s was far from secure. 
Many of the local residents used the anti-Sh��� propaganda as a pretext to settle personal scores. Riy��� 
recounts the case of a Sh��� tailor by the name of 
�jj� 
aidar who was accused of heresy and stoned. To 
evade this pressure, a great number of Sh���s fled to Iranian Khur�s�n and onward to Russia and England. 
Many of them lived around Mashhad in extreme poverty. Riy���, who also emigrated with his father at that 
time, praises the local ulama for the solicitude they showed for the Herati refugees. He draws two lessons 
from the events in Herat. On the one hand, he utters a prayer to God to free the Sunn� and Sh��� Muslims 
from the discord prevailing among them so that hypocrisy (nif�q) may be transformed into unity (ittif�q). On 
the other hand, he clearly feels that the Afghan government is to blame for the difficult position of the Sh���s 
in Herat. Comparing Iranian and Afghan policies towards local minorities, he reaches the conclusion that the 
Q�j�r government is to be commended for its tolerance. To prove his point, he quotes a letter written by 
�jj� 
M�rz� 	q�s� to 	�af al-Daula in 1260/1844–45, in which the Prime Minister exhorted the governor of 
Khur�s�n to look after the safety of his Jewish subjects. “See the difference,” Riy��� exclaims, “The officials 
of the exalted Iranian government show such a [great a degree of] kindness and justice to unbelievers 
(kuff�r). The nation (millat) of Afgh�nist�n, by contrast, allows the oppression, murder, and plundering of 
coreligionists, who share [the same belief] in God, the Prophet and the Koran!”195 The account of Am�r �Abd 
al-Ra�m�n Kh�n’s policies from the point of view of a Herati Shiite highlights the government push to 
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endow the Afghan state with a Sunn� identity and bears witness to the degree of alienation these policies bred 
among the Sh��� minority. 

THE �YM	Q 

Nineteenth-century travellers to the Herat region reported a highly heterogeneous population in the districts 
south and east of the city. In the winter of 1858–59, Khanikoff encountered Ghilzai nomads in the village of 
Siy�vush�n southeast of Herat. These groups migrated between the mountainous regions around D�y Zang� 
in the summer and the plains extending to Q�yin in Iranian Khur�s�n in the winter.196 The region near the 
Davandar mountain south of Kurukh was mostly inhabited by Pasht�ns: Apart from Ghilzais, Alak�zai, 
P�palzai, and B�rakzai Durr�n�s dwelled there. The Z�r� �ym�q constituted a further component of the 
population.197 M�rva, a collection of villages on the right bank of the Har� R�d, had a mixed population of 
T�j�ks, Z�r�s, as well as Alak�zai, N�rzai and Is��qzai Durr�n�s.198 South of Herat, the town of Isfiz�r was 
inhabited by B�rakzai and Alak�zai Durr�n�s, T�j�ks, Z�r�s, T�m�r�s, Jews and Hindus.199 The Durr�n�s of 
Isfiz�r migrated to the mountainous region of Gh�r in the summer months.200 

The tribal elite that figured in the politics of the principality of Herat was mainly furnished by the �ym�q, 
who were semi-nomadic, Sunn� in faith, and Persian speaking. Among these, the Sunn� Haz�ras of Qal�a-yi 
Nau played a preponderant role in the early nineteenth century. From the 1860s on, the Jamsh�d�s assumed a 
central position. In the 1830s, the distribution of the major �ym�q was as follows: 

 

• The Sunn� Haz�ras under the leadership of Sh�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Haz�ra controlled the lands 
between Auba and the upper course of the Murgh�b river.201 

• The Jamsh�d�s under Darv�sh �Al� Kh�n Jamsh�d� held the region south of the confluence the 
Kushk R�d and the Murgh�b river, that is, Panjdih, M�r�ch�q, and B�l� Murgh�b.202  

• The western part of the F�r�zk�h� lands lay around Q�dis and K�cha east of Herat. The eastern 
F�r�zk�h�s were based in the basin of the upper Murgh�b river (Gharjist�n) and on the plateau 
north of the upper Har� R�d valley (Chaghchar�n).203 

• The T�yman�s under the leadership of Ibr�h�m Kh�n T�yman� were centered around Taiv�ra in 
the mountainous area of Gh�r southeast of Herat.204 

• The T�m�r�s occupied the lands south of Herat from Isfiz�r to Khv�f.205  Most of this tribe 
acknowledged the authority of the Q�j�r governors of Mashhad from the early nineteenth century 
on.  

 

For the greater part of the nineteenth century, the �ym�q were tied into the regional economy of slave trade. 
In the early 1820s, Fraser ascribed to them the same role as that of the Turkmens, as both groups preyed on 
the population of Khur�s�n and disrupted the local economy:   
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We find to the north, the Gocklan [Göklen], the Yamoot [Yomut], and Tuckeh [Teke] Toorkomans, who occupying the country 
behind the Elburz [Alburz], and in the steppe of Khaurezm [Khv�razm], pour from their deserts upon the cultivated countries 
around; plundering villages and caravans, committing every sort of atrocious outrage, murdering on the spot the old, the feeble, 
and the helpless; carrying into slavery all who are fit for labour, and thus depopulating many extensive districts, that, but for 
them, would have continued fertile and well inhabited. On the east, the Timoorees [T�m�r�s], Hazarehs [Haz�ras], Feerozecooees 
[F�r�zk�h�s], and Jumsheedees [Jamsh�d�s], commit the same ravages; disposing of their captives to those who frequent the slave 
markets of Khyva [Kh�va] and Bukhara.206 

During the same period, the Iranian traveller Zain al-�	bid�n Sh�rv�n� noted with abhorrence that the 
Haz�ras of B�kharz routinely captured travellers and traded them to the Uzbeks and Turkmens.207 In 1838, 
Alexander Burnes reported that Sh�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Haz�ra of Qal�a-yi Nau had far-reaching connections 
and played a pivotal role in the slave trade:  

This Chief has great power in these countries, and besides his attachment to Kamran has connections with the Khivans, 
Toorkmans [Turkmens] and Chiefs in and about Maimuna [Maimana], all of whom would only assist Herat through him. He 
plunders the country of its property and inhabitants as far west as Meshid [Mashhad] and Nishapur [N�sh�p�r], and the petty 
Chiefs of Khaf [Khv�f], Toorshish [Tursh�z] and Tabbus [�abas G�lak�] are glad to send him annual presents to spare in some 
degree their people.208 

In 1845, Ferrier observed that Sh�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Haz�ra’s brother Kar�md�d Kh�n Haz�ra had followed 
the “noble profession of pillager” until recent times, when Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai had forced him to 
concentrate on stock breeding as economic mainstay:  

[H]e plundered caravans, and extended his forays to the south of Persia in the district of Ghaïn [Q�yin], where he sacked the 
villages and carried off the people to sell them to the Usbeks. His depredations were so frequent, and gave rise to so many 
complaints, that Assaf Doulet [All�hy�r Kh�n 	�af al-Daula, governor of Khur�s�n, 1834–1847] sent to Yar Mahomed Khan and 
informed him that, as he seemed unable to keep his own vassal in order, he should chastise him himself at the head of an army. 
The Vezir Sahib, who had everything to fear from the violation of his territory by the Persians, marched in person against Kerim-
dad Khan, vanquished him, and obliged him to acknowledge the sovereignty of Herat, which he had thrown off. Since then the 
Sirdar has contented himself with the large profits arising from his stud, his numerous flocks, and the manufacture of a cloth 
called kourk or barek [barak], woven of an exceedingly fine and silky wool which grows on the belly of the camel… The Afghan 
and Persian nobles, even the sovereign, always wear it in the winter.209  

The �ym�q chiefs operated in a field of overlapping interests emanating from Herat, Kh�va, and Maimana. 
During the first half of the nineteenth century, the Iranian push for the control of Herat also affected local 
relationships of power. Although virtually independent, the rulers of Maimana formally tendered allegiance 
to Herat. Until his death in 1845, Mi�r�b Kh�n of Maimana submitted an annual present of five horses and 
received a dress of honor in return.210 From 1845 on, Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai endeavored to enforce 
control over the �ym�q and to extend his authority over Maimana. He repeatedly inserted himself into the 
power struggle between Mi�r�b Kh�n’s sons, 
uk�mat Kh�n and Sh�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Ming. In 1847, he 
used 
uk�mat Kh�n’s plea for assistance as a pretext for a military campaign in the region, in the course of 
which he plundered Ch�chakt�, Andkh�d and 	qcha. Before withdrawing in the midst of winter, he installed 

uk�mat Kh�n (r. 1847–1862) as ruler and obtained a pledge for the payment of 30,000 �il�.211 As this 
revenue was not forthcoming, the Herati troops besieged Maimana for eleven months in 1849, denuding the 
entire region of its produce. At the conclusion of the siege, 
uk�mat Kh�n submitted a tribute of 12,000 �il� 
and made the usual offering of horses, camels and carpets. After Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai’s death, the 
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expression of fealty once again became largely symbolic and was reduced to an annual gift of a few 
horses.212  

The developments the �ym�q experienced in the course of the nineteenth century mirror the changing 
circumstances in the wider political setting. One general phenomenon was the genesis of fairly stable 
territorial units. British intervention in the affairs of Herat brought about a formal division of the Afghan and 
Iranian spheres of activity. This process of delineation and appropriation closed up the open field of political 
options that had previously presented itself to local actors. What is more, it provided the rulers with an 
unprecedented “sense of territorial ownership”.213 Freed from the pushes and pulls previously generated in a 
setting of fluid alliances, the Q�j�r and Mu�ammadzai dynasties were able to achieve a degree of 
consolidation unheard of as of yet. Towards the end of the nineteenth century, this enhanced scope of 
authority entailed a corresponding “freezing” of local circumstances.  

In the eighteenth century, by contrast, the tribal leadership of Herat still presented a highly dynamic and 
powerful elite that derived its identity not so much from notions of territoriality as from opportunities of 
advancement under the auspices of the Durr�n� state. While there was a distinct concept of tribal 
“homelands”, the leadership primarily obtained its standing from government offices and the concomitant 
land grants, which, over time, also came to be considered hereditary tribal possessions. Among the �ym�q 
chiefs who figured within the framework of the Durr�n� administration, Darv�sh �Al� Kh�n Haz�ra enjoyed a 
high profile, serving as the governor of Herat under A�mad Sh�h. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries, Qilich Kh�n T�m�r�, Yalangt�sh I Jamsh�d�, Gid� Kh�n T�yman�, and 
usain �Al� Kh�n Darzai 
F�r�zk�h� played a formidable role in the politics of Herat.214 With the crumbling of the Sad�zai Empire in 
the early nineteenth century, the tribal leadership was able to expand its hold over local affairs and interacted 
with the lords of Herat on an equal footing. One striking example for the political segmentation prevailing at 
the time is the dominion Sh�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Haz�ra carved out for himself around his stronghold of 
Qal�a-yi Nau. Situated north of Herat, he negotiated K�mr�n Sad�zai’s contacts with the local �ym�q and 
Maimana. His great control over the military resources of the northern regions enabled him to prop up 
K�mr�n and to give him crucial military support during the Iranian siege of 1837–1838.  

In the 1840s, the balance of power shifted in favor of the ruler of Herat. Maintaining a friendly 
relationship with the Q�j�r court, Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai employed the resources at his command to 
strengthen his position vis-à-vis the �ym�q. This period was characterized by sustained military intervention 
in the environs of Herat and occasional campaigns against Maimana. As part of his effort to bring the �ym�q 
to heel, Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n instituted a policy of deportation to the Herat valley. In the face of the 
unremitting pressure exerted by the ruler of Herat, the options of the tribal leadership were reduced to the 
choice between migration beyond the Vaz�r’s domains and total subjection. While the Jamsh�d�s adopted the 
first course of action, the Haz�ras of Qal�a-yi Nau and the T�yman�s found their power broken and were 
reduced to subjects of the Herat government. The only group that apparently benefited from Y�r Mu�ammad 
Kh�n’s policies were the F�r�zk�h�s, who were able to widen their sphere of influence.  

Another round of resettlements was inaugurated by the conclusion of the Iranian occupation of Herat in 
1856. Upon his departure from Herat, 
us�m al-Sal�ana, the Q�j�r governor of Mashhad, induced a 
substantial group of Haz�ras and Jamsh�d�s to enter Iranian service. While Y�r Mu�ammad had employed 
the resettlement of the �ym�q to consolidate his position in the Herat valley, the Q�j�r goverment brought the 
�ym�q to the region east and northeast of Mashhad to secure Khur�s�n against Turkmen depredations. With 
hindsight, this heightened speed and scale of resettlement in the 1840s and 1850s represented a final phase of 
feverish activity before the incorporation of Herat into the Mu�ammadzai realm and the emerging 
delineation of the state spheres of Iran and Afghanistan. After 1856, the Q�j�r interference in the affairs of 
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Herat ceased but was replaced by mounting pressure from K�bul. The main counterweight in the region was 
Maimana, which retained its independence until 1876.  

In the light of the pressure exerted by the government of Herat from the 1840s on, the �ym�q leaders 
sought alliances with Maimana and the more distant powers based in K�bul and Tehran. In the early 1860s, 
Am�r D�st Mu�ammad Kh�n paid allowances to the Jamsh�d�s in order to weaken the influence of Maimana 
in the region. Henceforth, the Jamsh�d� leadership advanced the cause of the Mu�ammadzai government and 
prospered accordingly subsequent to the conquest of Herat in 1863. Linked to the royal family by marriage 
alliances and political offices, the Jamsh�d� leader Kh�n 	q� Jamsh�d� dominated the affairs in the province 
until his death in 1880.  

The freezing of local circumstances reached its climax under Am�r �Abd al-Ra�m�n Kh�n, under whose 
government all �ym�q groups were exposed to the tightening grip of the central government. Initially, the 
Jamsh�d�s and F�r�zk�h�s profited from the Am�r’s plans to protect Afghanistan northwestern border by 
settling �ym�q there. Within a short period, however, Am�r Abd al-Ra�m�n Kh�n switched from a policy of 
patronage to one of relentless persecution. In 1885, he blamed these groups for the Russian occupation of 
Panjdih and wiped out their entire leadership within the next two years.215 On the following pages, I will take 
a closer look at the developments among the Sunn� Haz�ras of Qal�a-yi Nau, the Jamsh�d�s, F�r�zk�h�s and 
T�yman�s.  

THE SUNN# HAZ	RAS OF QAL�A-YI NAU 

The Sunn� Haz�ras trace their origin to Mongol groups who settled in the region at the time of Chingiz 
Kh�n.216 European travelers came up with other theories concerning the historical roots of this group. Thus 
Khanikoff reached the conclusion that they had originally formed part of the Barl�s tribe centered around 
Shahr-i Sabz, the birthplace of T�m�r Lang (r. 1370–1405). Their migration to the region of Herat occurred 
when T�m�r appointed his son Sh�h Rukh as governor of Khur�s�n, S�st�n and M�zandar�n in 799/1397 and 
ordered one thousand families (haz�ra) to accompany him to Herat.217 British observers were of the opinion 
that the Sunn� Haz�ras had been relocated from the Haz�raj�t by N�dir Sh�h.218 

The region occupied by the Haz�ras was more hilly than the Jamsh�d� lands to the west: 
[T]he rolling downs and long smooth ridges and hollows of the latter are here exchanged for a mass of small tumbled hills, which 
cover the whole surface, except a few high plateaux along the bases of the range to the south. From these plateaux descend great 
ravines, whose beds are far below the general level of the country. Their upper parts are rocky and narrow, but as they ascend 
they widen out, and become broad, shallow hollows or valleys, all uniting at last in the Tora Shaikh [T�r-i Shaikh] hollow, which 
runs north to the Murghab, joining the valley of that river between Maruchak [M�r�ch�q] and Panjdeh [Panjdih].219 

The involvement of the Sunn� Haz�ras in the politics of Herat can be traced to B"glerb"g� Darv�sh �Al� Kh�n 
Haz�ra (d. 1772), whose career I have discussed in the previous chapter. At the time of Darv�sh �Al� Kh�n 
Haz�ra, Qal�a-yi Nau already formed the stronghold of the Haz�ras. The only other fortress worth 
mentioning was that of Narat�, which had already figured in Isfiz�r�’s fifteenth-century description of the 
Herat region. Similar to the other areas of B�dgh�s, the agricultural production consisted of wheat, barley, 
lucerne, tobacco, and opium. Another important source of income were pistachios, which grew wild all over 
eastern B�dgh�s, the F�r�zk�h� country of the upper Murgh�b river, and on the slopes of the Band-i 
Turkist�n. These pistachio groves were most extensive on the low hills around Qal�a-yi Nau. Moreover, 
there were “enormous” quantities of sheep and goats in the entire region.220 
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In the 1830s, Sh�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Haz�ra b. Iskandar b. 	q�
� b. Mu�ammad Sh�h was the most 
influential leader of the Sunn� Haz�ras and held a superior position among the �ym�q north of Herat.221 The 
degree of power he enjoyed can be gauged from the fact that he was in charge of raising troops among the 
F�r�zk�h�s and Jamsh�d�s, and from the rulers of Maimana.222 Furthermore, he was considered an ally rather 
than a subject of K�mr�n Sad�zai. In 1838, Alexander Burnes reported that the Haz�ra dominion constituted 
the northern border of the realm of Herat. 223  As a “devoted supporter of K�mr�n’s interests,” Sh�r 
Mu�ammad Kh�n Haz�ra attempted to curtail Vaz�r Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai’s influence at the court 
of Herat, and it was thought that K�mr�n owed his political survival entirely to his backing.224 In exchange 
for his services Sh�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Haz�ra received the title of Ni��m al-Daula from K�mr�n.225 During 
the Iranian campaign against Herat in 1837–38, Sh�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Haz�ra united with Zam�n Kh�n 
Jamsh�d�, Sh�h Pasand Kh�n Darzai F�r�zk�h� and Mi�r�b Kh�n of Maimana to ward off the Iranian troops 
that had entered B�dgh�s under the command of 	�af al-Daula. After offering spirited resistance, this 
alliance was eventually beaten on 20 December 1837 and had to bow to Iranian supremacy.226 Even so, Sh�r 
Mu�ammad Kh�n Haz�ra continued to harass and plunder the Iranian troops before Herat until the summer 
of 1838.227 

Kar�md�d Kh�n Haz�ra, who succeeded his brother Sh�r Mu�ammad Kh�n in the early 1840s, enjoyed a 
fairly comfortable position during the first years of chieftainship. In 1258/1842–43, he accepted Y�r 
Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai’s claims to authority and signalled his willingness to submit revenues to 
Herat.228 At the time of Ferrier’s visit in 1845, this tribute was largely nominal: Kar�md�d Kh�n Haz�ra sent 
in an offering of a few choice horses, which Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n reciprocated with gifts of valuable 
cashmere shawls and European goods. The relation of fealty with the ruler of Herat was also expressed by 
the obligation to furnish soldiers in case of war. Moreover, Kar�md�d’s brother Mu�ammad 
usain Kh�n 
Haz�ra was kept at Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n’s court as a hostage.229 Major Taylor, who monitored Iranian 
activities in autumn 1857, reported that the Haz�ras enjoyed considerable privileges and few obligations 
during the early 1840s. In exchange for a grant of 2,000 kharv�r of grain and 9,000 t�m�n, they furnished 
one horseman in every four families.230 During this period Kar�md�d Kh�n’s scope of authority in B�dgh�s 
expanded considerably, as the Haz�ras spread into the regions given up by the Jamsh�d�s as a result of their 
conflict with Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n. Kar�md�d Kh�n’s brothers A�mad Qul� Kh�n and �Abd al-�Az�z Kh�n 
Haz�ra governed Panjdih and Murgh�b respectively. The extent of Kar�md�d Kh�n’s authority is reflected by 
the fact that he was in charge of 28,000 tents and could summon 5,000 horsemen and 3,000 foot soldiers.231  

Yet by 1847, Kar�md�d Kh�n Haz�ra also began to feel the brunt of Y�r Mu�ammad’s endeavor to break 
the power of the tribal groups around Herat. After a “bloody engagement” that same year, 10,000 Haz�ra 
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families were forcibly resettled in the Herat valley, and Qal�a-yi Nau lost more than half of its population. 
Kar�md�d Kh�n fled to Mashhad and joined 
asan Kh�n S�l�r’s rebellion, which lasted until the spring of 
1850.232 Later on, he returned to his erstwhile stronghold and, after Y�r Mu�ammad’s death in June 1851, 
offered sustained resistance to the new ruler, Sa��d Mu�ammad Kh�n.233 Owing to Sa��d Mu�ammad Kh�n’s 
political and military weakness, Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai’s arrangements quickly unravelled in the 
summer of 1851. A great number of the Haz�ras who had been deported to Herat left for Kushk, where they 
besieged Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n’s appointee M�r H�shim Kh�n B"glerb"g�. In order to prevent a further 
exodus from the Herat valley, Sa��d Mu�ammad Kh�n imprisoned the remaining Haz�ra population. The 
F�r�zk�h�s, who had been settled at Qal�a-yi Nau by Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n, withdrew from the erstwhile 
Haz�ra stronghold during this time.234  

In 1269/1852, Kar�md�d Kh�n Haz�ra tendered allegiance to Sul��n Mur�d M�rz� 
us�m al-Sal�ana, the 
Q�j�r governor of Mashhad (1849–1853).235 Two years later, in 1271/1854–55, Sa��d Mu�ammad Kh�n 
executed Kar�md�d Kh�n, thus bringing about his own downfall. Disgusted with Sa��d Mu�ammad Kh�n’s 
erratic policies, the leadership of Herat summoned the Haz�ra cavalry from B�dgh�s and invited Mu�ammad 
Y�suf b. Malik Q�sim Sad�zai, who resided in Iranian Khur�s�n, to assume the reins of government. After 
receiving a reassuring answer from Mu�ammad Y�suf, they pronounced Sa��d Mu�ammad Kh�n insane and 
began to disobey his orders.236 The Haz�ra leadership prepared the way for Mu�ammad Y�suf’s entry in 
Herat.237 

In the 1880s, Kar�md�d Kh�n Haz�ra’s nephew Mu�ammad Kh�n Ni��m al-Daula b. A�mad Qul� Kh�n 
was the most influential Haz�ra chief.238 In 1881, he opposed the advance of Am�r �Abd al-Ra�m�n Kh�n’s 
general Sard�r �Abd al-Qudd�s b. Sul��n Mu�ammad Mu�ammadzai on Herat but was beaten during a battle 
near Sh�fil�n. Afterwards he maintained a close relationship with Sard�r �Abd al-Qudd�s Kh�n, who 
governed Herat from 1881–1882, and gave one of his daughters in marriage to him.239 Mu�ammad Kh�n 
strongly opposed Am�r �Abd al-Ra�m�n Kh�n’s plans to secure the northern frontier of Herat by settling 
Jamsh�d�s and F�r�zk�h�s in the region around B�l� Murgh�b. In 1883, the Haz�ra leader successfully 
intrigued against the settlement program and provoked tensions between the Jamsh�d�s and the Afghan 
general in charge, Ghauth al-D�n Kh�n. The ensuing clashes between Jamsh�d�s, F�r�zk�h�s and Sunn� 
Haz�ras convinced Am�r �Abd al-Ra�m�n Kh�n to colonize the area with Durr�n� groups from Far�h and 
Qandah�r instead.240 Subsequent to the Panjdih crisis in March 1885, the Am�r’s attitude to the �ym�q 
hardened. Mu�ammad Kh�n Ni��m al-Daula was placed under open arrest in Herat for over a year.241 In 
April 1886, he and the Jamsh�d� and T�yman� nobility were charged with sedition and sent to K�bul. 
Mu�ammad Kh�n Ni��m al-Daula and his brother Ma�m�d were luckier than the Jamsh�d� leadership and 
escaped execution. However, they were not allowed to return to their homeland and had to remain in 
K�bul.242 

A second branch of the leading Haz�ra family was associated with the district of B�kharz, which 
belonged to the Durr�n� Empire in the late eighteenth century but was incorporated into the Q�j�r 
administration in the early nineteenth century. Sh�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Haz�ra’s paternal great uncle 
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Mu�ammad Kh�n B"glerb"g� b. Mu�ammad Sh�h Kh�n Haz�ra was appointed as governor of this region by 
T�m�r Sh�h Durr�n� in 1785. Until the early 1830s, Mu�ammad Sh�h Kh�n Haz�ra’s descendants were 
associated with the administration of B�kharz and J�m.243 In the early 1820s, Sh�rv�n� described B�kharz as 
a district containing fifty cultivated villages. The principal town of the district was Shahr-i Nau, which had 
been founded by Mu�ammad Kh�n B"glerb"g�. It contained “good buildings and delightful castles”, as well 
as one thousand houses. Both grain and different kinds of fruit grew in abundance. There were 10,000 
Haz�ra families in the district and a Persian minority known as “B�kharz�”.244 In 1845, Ferrier reported that 
2,000 Haz�ra families inhabited Shahr-i Nau. Like their relatives in Qal�a-yi Nau, the Haz�ras of B�kharz 
engaged in horse breeding, and the revenue due to Mashhad consisted of fifty horses per year. In addition, 
they were required to furnish one thousand armed cavalry to the Q�j�r governors.245  

Subsequent to the Iranian siege of Herat in 1856, there was a renewed influx of Haz�ras into Iranian 
Khur�s�n. In 1857, 
us�m al-Sal�ana settled 5,000 Qal�a-yi Nau Haz�ras in Turbat-i Shaikh J�m and 
B�kharz under the leadership of Kar�md�d Kh�n Haz�ra’s relative Y�suf Kh�n Haz�ra. 246  In 1858, 
Khanikoff reported that all the plains between Turbat-i Shaikh J�m and Mashhad had been surrendered to the 
Haz�ras who had been forced to join the Persian army during its retreat from Herat. The newcomers did not 
prosper in Iranian Khur�s�n. They were greeted with hostility by the local population and were said to pine 
for the beautiful pastures of B�dgh�s.247 The involuntary nature of their migration is underlined by the fact 
that the Iranian government confiscated all their baggage cattle to prevent them from returning to their 
homelands.248 Nonetheless, two thousand among them departed for Herat within a short period.249  The 
remaining groups were moved to Isfar�yin, where they were decimated by cholera. The survivors of this 
epidemic were shifted to the village of Kana G�sha ten miles northeast of Mashhad. In 1275/1858–59, they 
were ordered to return to B�kharz and Ma�m�d�b�d near Turbat-i Shaikh J�m. Their chief Y�suf Kh�n 
Haz�ra served as governor of B�kharz from 1877–1881 and was granted land in Mu�sin�b�d, K�r�z, 
Farm�n�b�d and T�yb�d. After his death in 1885, his sons Gul Mu�ammad Kh�n and Mu�ammad Ism���l 
Kh�n successively became the paramount chiefs of the Haz�ras of B�kharz. Mu�ammad Ism���l Kh�n gained 
the Q�j�r title of Shuj�� al-Mulk in 1894 and was appointed governor of B�kharz in 1896. In the 1890s, the 
Haz�ras in Iran numbered 1,200 families and furnished 450 cavalry.250 

When Charles E. Yate passed through the region in spring 1894, he observed that Shahr-i Nau, by now a 
village of 200 houses, still formed the headquarters of the B�kharz district. In the meantime, however, the 
composition of the local population had changed significantly and the Sunn� Haz�ras had dwindled to a 
minority:  

The place was well watered, and the numerous gardens and orchards were said to produce every kind of fruit known in these 
parts, with the exception of pomegranates, for which the climate was too cold…Our route now led up the valley in the centre of 
the Bakharz district. We passed through continuous villages and cultivation, and the stream flowing down the valley, with the 
springs and grassy sward along its banks, gave a look of fertility to the place that one rarely sees in Persia… The population was 
comprised of Persians known as Bakharzis, with a small proportion of Hazarah, Timuri, and Afghan settlers…251 
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THE JAMSH#D#S252 

The two etymologies adduced for the genesis of the Jamsh�d�s suggest a merging of different groups into a 
military coalition. The first links their genesis to the Persian past participle jam� shuda, “gathered” or 
“collected together”.253 The second traces their name to the mythical king Jamsh�d. This view is taken by a 
member of the leading lineage (kh�n kh�l), 	q� Kh�n Jamsh�d� b. Yalangt�sh II, who wrote a treatise 
entitled T�r�khn�ma-yi Jamsh�d�h� in the early twentieth century.254 	q� Kh�n reports that his family was of 
Kayanid descent and was resettled by T�m�r from S�st�n to B�dgh�s in 795/1392–93. In exchange for 
protecting the frontier of Khur�s�n, they received B�dgh�s as a permanent grant and were placed in 
command over the �ym�q living around Herat. As part of this process, the name Jamsh�d� became associated 
with all their followers.255  

According to another emic view, the Kayanid migration to B�dgh�s was brought about by the policies of 
T�m�r’s grandson Ulugh B"g (d. 1449), who induced the founders of the kh�n kh�l, the brothers M�r 
aidar 
Kh�n and Yalangt�sh Sul��n, to settle at Kurukh and Kushk in B�dgh�s respectively.256 As mentioned in 
Chapter 2, the Jamsh�d�s figured in the politics of Herat in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The 
groups based in Har�t-R�d and Kurukh east of Herat controlled the lands along the highroad to Maimana and 
held service grants in Gharjist�n.257 

The members of the leading lineage of the Jamsh�d�s emphasize their unbroken dominance over B�dgh�s 
from the Timurid period to the eighteenth century.258 This “telescoping” bypasses the arrival of the Abd�l� 
Afgh�ns in the Herat region around 1000/1592 and their assumption of power in 1717.259 According to the 
T�r�khn�ma-yi Jamsh�d�h�, N�dir Sh�h’s conquest of Herat in 1732 even enhanced the position of the 
Jamsh�d�s in B�dgh�s. After suffering a temporary resettlement in Turbat-i Shaikh J�m and Langar, they were 
allowed to return to B�dgh�s under their principal chief Ma�m�d Kh�n Jamsh�d� in 1732 and exerted great 
influence on the affairs of Herat.260 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, Kurukh and Kushk are mentioned as the most important 
Jamsh�d� settlements. Kushk was held by Ma�m�d Kh�n’s sons Yalangt�sh I and Ma�m�d II Jamsh�d� (d. 
ca. 1817). In the 1830s, Yalangt�sh Kh�n widened the Jamsh�d� sphere of influence to include B�l� 
Murgh�b, M�r�ch�q and Panjdih.261 Like the other �ym�q of the Herat region, the Jamsh�d�s suffered from 
Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai’s resettlement policies. In the early 1840s, 5,000 families were forced to 
move to the Herat valley.262 Roughly at the same time, the kh�n kh�l and the greater part of the tribe moved 
from Kushk and Qara Tepe to Kh�va and entered the military service of All�h Qul� Kh�n (r. 1825–1842), 
Ra��m Qul� Kh�n (r. 1842–1846), and Mu�ammad Am�n Kh�n Qunghr�t (r. 1846–1855).263 Estimates of the 
Jamsh�d�s who settled in Kh�va vary between 5,000, 7,000, 10,000, 12,000 and 15,000 families.264 The 
available sources differ on the role of the Khivan government in bringing on the Jamsh�d� migration. While 
the European sources maintain that the Jamsh�d�s were forcefully removed to Kh�va, the Khivan historian 
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Mu�ammad Ri�� 	g�h� reports that the Khivan campaign to B�dgh�s in the winter of 1841–42 was 
occasioned by a Jamsh�di plea for help against the oppression of the Herat government.265 The Iranian 
sources indicate that the Jamsh�d� leader M�r A�mad Kh�n b. �Abd al-Jabb�r B"g b. Yalangt�sh Kh�n 
closely cooperated with the Khivan court. He played a key role in his military activities in Marv and Sarakhs 
between 1844 and 1855, received the title of “Kh�n 	q�” from Mu�ammad Am�n Kh�n, and was killed 
together with him while fighting the Iranian army in Sarakhs in March 1855.266 The author of the T�r�kh-i 
Jamsh�d�h� relates that his tribe spent a total of sixteen years in Kh�va but decided to return to B�l� Murgh�b 
and M�r�ch�q when unrest spread in Kh�va after the death of Mu�ammad Am�n Kh�n. This migration took 
place in 1856–57, under the leadership of M�r A�mad Kh�n’s brother Mihd� Qul� Kh�n.267  

In the late 1850s, the Jamsh�d�s were exposed to pressure exerted by the Herati ruler Sul��n A�mad Kh�n 
(r. 1857–1863), who deprived the Jamsh�d�s of Kurukh of their customary service grants and enforced 
revenue payments from them. Furthermore, he displaced the northern section of the Jamsh�d�s from their 
stronghold in B�l� Murgh�b and razed it to the ground.268  Even so, Mihd� Qul� Kh�n seems to have 
maintained a certain degree of independence. In the 1860s, he reportedly lived in M�r�ch�q, while his 
brother All�h Qul� Kh�n governed B�l� Murgh�b.269 Mihd� Qul� Kh�n exacted his own custom tolls from 
caravans crossing the Murgh�b river.270 He also interacted independently with the Q�j�r government and 
actively supported its final military campaign to Marv in 1860.271  

In 1863, the Jamsh�d� leader assisted Am�r D�st Mu�ammad Kh�n in the conquest of Herat and 
subsequently cooperated with the newly crowned Am�r Sh�r �Al� Kh�n. During the civil war of 1866–1868, 
Mihd� Qul� Kh�n consistently sided with Sh�r �Al� Kh�n and the Jamsh�d� troops played a crucial role in Sh�r 
�Al� Kh�n’s final victory over his adversaries.272 Furthermore, he gave two daughters in marriage to the 
Am�r’s sons Mu�ammad Ya�q�b and Mu�ammad Ay�b. His high position at the court of Herat is reflected 
by the illustrious title of “Am�n al-Daula va al-Niy�bat” which was conferred on him in addition to the 
Khivan title of “Kh�n 	q�”. Acting as Mu�ammad Ya�q�b Kh�n’s guardian, Mihd� Qul� Kh�n was the most 
powerful official in the province until Mu�ammad Ya�q�b Kh�n’s recall and imprisonment in 1874.273  

Mihd� Qul� Kh�n’s career ended with the last phase of the Second Anglo-Afghan War when he turned 
against Mu�ammad Ay�b Kh�n, who was busy fighting the British near Qandah�r in July–August 1880. At 
this time, the Jamsh�d� leader entered a plot with Sard�r Anbiy� Kh�n T�yman� and Sard�r �Abdull�h Kh�n 
T�m�r� to depose Sard�r Mu�ammad Ay�b Kh�n and to install Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai’s grandson 
Bihb�d Kh�n Alak�zai as ruler of Herat.274 After his initial success at Maivand on 27 July 1880, Mu�ammad 
Ay�b Kh�n was defeated by the British at Mazra� in the Arghand�b valley on 31 August and returned to 
Herat. Despite his recent military setback against the British, Mu�ammad Ay�b Kh�n still commanded 
sufficient military support to mount campaigns against the ringleaders of the plot against him. The Jamsh�d�s 
of Kushk were defeated in late November 1880. Mihd� Qul� Kh�n Jamsh�d� initially managed to flee to Gh�r 
but was soon apprehended by a rival of Anbiy� Kh�n T�yman� and handed over to Mu�ammad Ay�b Kh�n, 
who assassinated him in a brutal fashion. During the ensuing general persecution of the Jamsh�d� tribe Mihd� 
Qul� Kh�n’s son Yalangt�sh II fled to Maimana.275  
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Yalangt�sh II’s subsequent career exemplifies the unpredictable nature of Am�r �Abd al-Ra�m�n Kh�n’s 
policies. Until 1883, the newly crowned king extended his patronage to the �ym�q of Herat and awarded an 
annual subsidy of 60,000 rupees to their chiefs.276 In exchange for his assistance in the conquest of Herat in 
1881, Yalangt�sh II was confirmed as the leader of the Jamsh�d�s and received the title of “Am�n al-
Daula”.277 Yalangt�sh Kh�n’s appointment to the government of Panjdih in 1884 represented the high point 
of his career but also precipitated his downfall. After the Russian occupation of Panjdih in March 1885, �Abd 
al-Ra�m�n Kh�n charged him with treason and ordered him and his brother Am�null�h Kh�n, who had 
served as governor of B�l� Murgh�b, to be executed in late 1886. Their fellow tribesmen initially migrated to 
Kushk but were deported to Herat in 1889. Those who were allowed to return to Kushk a few years later 
found themselves reduced to tenants of Afghan officials, who had taken over their lands in the meantime.278 
Yalangt�sh II’s sons and nephews remained in prison until 1903. Their flight to Russian territory in 1908 
once again exposed the Jamsh�d�s to persecutions by the Afghan government, and 3,000 families escaped to 
the Russian districts of Chaman-i B�d and Qal�a-yi M�r located on the lower course of the Kushk R�d.279  

Like the Sunn� Haz�ras, a number of Jamsh�d�s relocated to Q�j�r Khur�s�n. These migrations occurred 
from the middle of the nineteenth century on and were occasioned by Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai’s 
oppressive policies in 1842, the Iranian siege of 1856, and Mu�ammad Ay�b Kh�n’s defeat and flight to Iran 
in 1881.280 In 1857, 
us�m al-Sal�ana settled 2,000 Jamsh�d� families on the Sar-i J�m plain southeast of 
Mashhad in an apparent attempt to secure the eastern border of Khur�s�n. Battered by Turkmen raids, some 
of these Jamsh�d�s returned to Herat, while others moved to Kana G�sha and Qara Buqa near Mashhad. In 
the following decades, this group of “Iranian” Jamsh�d�s dwindled further. The famine of 1870–1872 
reduced their number to 150 families. After a temporary relocation to Pas Kamar near Pul-i Kh�t�n on the 
Russian border between 1885 and 1889, they were estimated to number eighty families. This group of 
Jamsh�d�s furnished a border guard of fifty cavalry to the provincial government in Mashhad until the end of 
the nineteenth century.281  

 

THE F#R�ZK�H#S 

Like the Jamsh�d�s, the F�r�zk�h�s essentially viewed themselves as Persians and linked their migration to 
the Herat region to T�m�r’s conquest. An important aspect of their ethnogenesis is the heterogeneous 
background of the constituent groups. While there are indications that the F�r�zk�h�s may have been 
associated with the ancient Ghurid capital of F�r�zk�h, popular accounts trace their origin to the more distant 
town of F�r�zk�h in M�zandar�n, where a number of tribes are said to have assembled before being deported 
to Herat: 

[T]heir forefathers fought Timurlang [T�m�r Lang] bravely when that conqueror subjugated their country. After they were driven 
by him into the mountains south of Mazandaran, they defended themselves most desperately, but were eventually defeated and 
carried by him into Herat, where their descendants exist at the present time. Although this body of men belonged to several 
distant tribes, from their being involved in one common misfortune, they were all included in the name of Firozkohi, from the 
village in the neighbourhood of which they were surrounded and captured.282 

This process of tribal agglomeration seems to have continued in later times as well, and there is evidence that 
the F�r�zk�h� functioned as a military formation. One of the leading families traces its descent to a certain 
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Durr�n� leader by the name of Khv�ja Ma�m�d, who was a descendant of an Achakzai leader by the name of 

ak�m Kh�n. Khv�ja Ma�m�d was appointed to the command over the western F�r�zk�h�s by the military 
governor of Herat in the early eighteenth century.283 From the middle of the eighteenth century on, two main 
branches can be identified among the F�r�zk�h�s. Khv�ja Ma�m�d’s descendants and their followers were 
known as Ma�m�d� and were based in Q�dis and K�cha. The second branch was designated as Darzai 
(Darazi) and was centered in Gharjist�n and Chaghchar�n.284 The political allegiances of the F�r�zk�h�s were 
split on the basis of clan ties and geographical factors. In the early 1840s, the Ma�m�d�s under Fat�ull�h B"g 
tendered allegiance to Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai. The Darzai section of Gharjist�n, by contrast, sought 
an alliance with Maimana. The Darzais of Chaghchar�n were far enough removed from both centers of 
power to restrict themselves to mere tokens of loyalty to the powers in presence.285 

One important member of the Ma�m�d� branch was Bahr�m Kh�n F�r�zk�h�, who entered an alliance 
with Buny�d b. Mu�ammad Sh�h Kh�n Haz�ra in 1817.286 For most of the nineteenth century, however, the 
Ma�m�d� F�r�zk�h�s were locked into struggles with Haz�ras of Qal�a-yi Nau, whose grazing grounds 
adjoined their territories on the west. In the 1830s, the Haz�ras seem to have had the upper hand, as they 
forced the Ma�m�d� F�r�zk�h� chief Maud�d Qul� Kh�n out of Q�dis.287 Maud�d Qul� Kh�n, on his part, 
supported the Iranian siege of Herat in 1837–38 and received Qal�a-yi Nau as tuy�l from Mu�ammad Sh�h 
Q�j�r.288 While this assignment apparently was as short-lived as the Iranian presence before Herat, the 
F�r�zk�h�s made substantial territorial gains when Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai turned against the 
Haz�ras in the late 1840s. There is evidence that the F�r�zk�h�s were again placed in possession of Qal�a-yi 
Nau during this period.289  

From the 1840s on, Fat�ull�h B"g b. Mu�ammad �A��m Kh�n At�l�q is mentioned as the most influential 
leader of the Ma�m�d� section. He consistently sided with Am�r Sh�r �Al� Kh�n during the power struggle 
for the possession of K�bul in the 1860s.290 From 1870 to 1880, Fat�ull�h B"g was locked into a conflict 
with a rival faction under the leadership of Bahr�m b. Maud�d Qul� Kh�n, who gained possession of Q�dis 
with the support of the Haz�ra chief Mu�ammad Kh�n Ni��m al-Daula in 1878. Fat�ull�h B"g was evicted 
and fled to Maimana.291 Later on, Niy�z b. Fat�ull�h B"g F�r�zk�h� obtained Am�r �Abd al-Ra�m�n Kh�n’s 
permission to occupy Tag�u �Alam on the upper course of the Murgh�b river. In the 1880s, both sections 
suffered from Am�r �Abd al-Ra�m�n’s reprisals. In 1884–85, the F�r�zk�h� chiefs of Q�dis and K�cha were 
taken to K�bul and killed. By the early years of the twentieth century, their F�r�zk�h� followers, as well as 
the Haz�ras of Qal�a-yi Nau, were reported to have given up all hostilities among one another: “They are 
now absolutely broken and under the thumb of the central Government.”292 Located at a geater distance from 
Herat, the Darzai section of Chaghchar�n, on the other hand, continued to evade Mu�ammadzai authority. 
Throughout the 1880s, the local leadership resisted the efforts of the Herat government to control the 
selection of leaders and to ensure a smooth flow of revenues.293  
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THE T	YMAN#S 

The leading lineage of the T�yman�s traced its origin to the eponymous ancestor T�yman, a K�kar Pasht�n 
who reportedly settled in Darra Kharg�sh294 in 973/1565–66 and displaced the local Qipch�q population. At 
the time, the T�yman�s enjoyed the support of the Khv�jas of Chisht, and T�yman himself is said to have 
acted as their agent in Chaghchar�n, Gharjist�n and Chah�r �ada. In the late seventeenth century, the 
T�yman� leader M�r Mu�ammad Sul��n conquered Gh�r, which henceforth was considered as T�yman� 
homeland.295   

During the nineteenth century, the T�yman�s were said to number 12,000 families, 2,000 of which 
belonged to the kh�n kh�l originated by T�yman.296 British observers noted that the T�yman� country seemed 
somewhat less inviting than other �ym�q settings: “The Taimani hills are totally different from the grassy 
uplands and tremendous ravines of the Firozkohi country, or from the magnificent rolling downy pastures of 
Badghis. They are bare and stony, though not often actually rocky.” Within this “maze of brown, treeless and 
barren hills,”297 the narrow valleys along the streams draining the region in a southwesterly direction formed 
fertile islands yielding wheat and barley, vegetables, melons, rice, cotton and tobacco.298 

The “national hero” of the T�yman�s, in the words of a British observer, was Dil�var Kh�n, who used the 
breakdown of Safavid authority around 1717 to expand the T�yman� sphere of influence towards the 
southwest. When the Abd�l� Afgh�ns asserted their authority over Herat, Dil�var Kh�n conquered Far�h and 
expelled the Sh�ml� governor from Isfiz�r.299 This expansion of power enabled Dil�var Kh�n to offer 
spirited resistance to N�dir Sh�h from 1731 on, as has been discussed in Chapter 2. After Dil�var Kh�n’s 
death the T�yman� country was divided among two of his sons and his paternal uncle Sh�h Karam Sul��n. 
Sh�h Karam Sul��n was placed in possession of Taiv�ra in the T�yman� heartland of Gh�r. Dil�var Kh�n’s 
son 	q� M�rz� received the southwestern regions of Isfiz�r and F�rs�. The other son,�Un�b Kh�n, was placed 
in control of the northern regions of Tag�u Ishl�n, T�lak, Shahrak and Chaghchar�n. �Un�b Kh�n joined 
A�mad Sh�h’s service in 1754 and played an important role in his Indian campaigns. In 1761–62, he sided 
with the military governor of Herat, Anzala Kh�n F�falzai Durr�n�, in his conflict with the Haz�ra 
b�glerb�g� Darv�sh �Al� Kh�n Haz�ra.300  

In the eighteenth century, the T�yman� chiefs were expected to furnish 2,000–3,000 soldiers to the 
Sad�zai rulers and to present a yearly “present” (p�shkash) to the court. While no longer in charge of Far�h 
and Isfiz�r, they played an important role in the administration of the eastern Herat valley. Thus, Khusrau 
Kh�n b. 	q� M�rz� was appointed governor of Sh�fil�n and Auba by A�mad Sh�h.301 In the course of the 
nineteenth century, the T�yman� possessions shrank further. Chaghchar�n was lost to the F�r�zk�h�s, and 
from the early 1840s on, the region of Gh�r faced increasing pressure from Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai. 
However, the local chief, Sh�h Karam Sul��n’s great-grandson Ibr�h�m Kh�n T�yman� b. Mu�ammad Kh�n 
(d. 1855–56), enjoyed a measure of support from the Qandah�r Sard�rs. Ibr�h�m Kh�n T�yman�’s conflict 
with Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n was apparently triggered by his steadfast loyalty to K�mr�n Sad�zai: After 
K�mr�n’s assassination in 1257/1842, he had given shelter to two of his sons and other Sad�zai exiles from 
Herat. In 1844, Ibr�h�m Kh�n T�yman� was displaced from Taiv�ra by Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n, and 3,000 
T�yman� families were deported to the Herat valley. Subsequently, Ibr�h�m Kh�n T�yman� returned with the 
active help of the Pusht-i K�h Haz�ras and the encouragement of the Qandah�r Sard�rs.302  
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Ibr�h�m Kh�n T�yman�’s sons �Abd al-Ghaf�r Kh�n (d. 1879) and Anbiy� Kh�n (d. 1886) enjoyed a 
powerful position in Gh�r. �Abd al-Ghaf�r Kh�n is mainly known for the fact that he provoked a 
confrontation between the Mu�ammadzai overlords of Qandah�r and Far�h and Sul��n A�mad Kh�n of 
Herat, which eventually led to the Mu�ammadzai conquest of Herat. Subsequent to these events, �Abd al-
Ghaf�r relinquished his claim to the government of Gh�r but resurfaced during the power struggle of the late 
1860s as a proponent of Am�r Sh�r �Al� Kh�n’s cause. Later on, he was closely associated with Sard�r 
Mu�ammad Ya�q�b Kh�n.303 

In the early 1860s, �Abd al-Ghaf�r’s brother Anbiy� Kh�n assumed the leadership of the T�yman�s of 
Gh�r. In exchange for his pledge to submit revenues to the Mu�ammadzai administration he was formally 
installed as the governor of Gh�r. The Second Anglo-Afghan War of 1878–1880 brought about a rift among 
the various T�yman� sections. Anbiy� Kh�n of Taiv�ra and Sard�r Sul��n Mu�ammad Kh�n of F�rsi (a 
descendant of 	q� M�rz� Kh�n) showed pro-British sentiments. The chiefs of T�lak and Tag�u Ishl�n and 
the Ghurid sub-chiefs of S�khar and Sang�n, by contrast, decided to side with Mu�ammad Ay�b Kh�n. The 
chief of Sang�n and the son of the chief of S�khar actively participated in the battle of Maivand. The leaders 
of T�lak and Tag�u Ishl�n proved their loyalty to Mu�ammad Ay�b Kh�n by apprehending Kh�n 	q� 
Jamsh�d� and delivering him to Herat in December 1880. As Am�r �Abd al-Ra�m�n Kh�n consolidated his 
hold over Herat in 1881, the pro-Ay�b forces suffered correspondingly. The northern T�yman� chiefships of 
T�lak and Tag�u Ishl�n were incorporated into the provincial administration, and only Shahrak evaded 
sustained government intervention. Anbiy� Kh�n, on his part, successfully held on to his old prerogatives. 
He continued to be in charge of the assessment and collection of the government revenue of Gh�r and 
received an annual subsidy of 15,000 qir�n. Furthermore, he evicted the chief of Sang�n with government 
backing and thus enhanced his sphere of influence. The privileges of the T�yman� chiefs of Gh�r lasted until 
1894. The chief of F�rsi was not quite as fortunate. While enjoying liberal grants and a marriage alliance 
with the governor of Herat, Mu�ammad Sarvar Kh�n (1882–1887), he was deprived of the right to assess and 
collect the local revenues.304 

HERAT AND ITS HINTERLAND IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY 

Persian accounts of the Herat oasis are unanimous in their praise of its delightful climate, its abundant and 
fine agricultural produce, and its well fortified and prosperous city. Passing through the region in the early 
nineteenth century, Zain al-�	bid�n Sh�rv�n� recorded his impressions as follows: “[Herat’s] climate is 
pleasant, its water tasty… It contains charming districts, pleasing villages, and flourishing paradise-like 
gardens…The entire valley is inhabited and cultivated. Seven irrigation channels are in use. Its fruit and 
grain are for the most part excellent, its grapes and melons outstanding.”305 

The Central Asian traveller Boukhary, who described Herat around 1233/1818,306 roughly at the same 
time as Sh�rv�n�, noted that the local monuments had suffered due to the vicissitudes of time. Even so, he 
was of the opinion that the Mu�all� in the bul�k Khiy�b�n and the Pul-i M�l�n south of Herat had retained 
much of their erstwhile splendor. To Boukhary, the Mu�all� complex represented the finest architecture in 
Herat and surpassed all the buildings he had seen in Transoxiana, Iran and Anatolia: 

The descendants of Ching�z Kh�n, T�m�r-i G�rg�n and the Uzbek kings erected buildings in Herat. When [the city] fell to the 
[Safavid] Iranians (�ajam), they destroyed these splendid edifices on purpose. As soon as the Iranians had erected new buildings, 
this country was once again conquered by the Uzbeks, and they destroyed whatever the Iranians had built. But a few monuments 
remain. The Mu�all�, the madrasa and nine minarets built by Sul��n 
usain M�rz� B�yqar� in the name of Im�m Ri�� were 
spared by the Iranians. The Mu�all� remains unharmed. Its cupola equals the �Uthm�n�ya mosque [in Istanbul] in size and height. 
But its vault is gilded, covered with arabesques of gold and lapis lazuli, and ornamented with inscriptions and glazed tiles. They 
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have truly constructed a fine edifice. In each of its four corners is a tiled minaret. There is no building like this in Transoxiana, 
Khur�s�n, or Iran. Such delicate ornaments in gold and lapis lazuli are not to be found in Istanbul either.307 

Boukhary was also deeply impressed with the most famous bridge spanning the Har� R�d, the Pul-i M�l�n: 
There is also the Pul-i M�l�n across the river of Herat located one farsakh (four miles) towards the south along the road to 
Qandah�r. It was built by a lady called B�b� N�r. It has twenty-seven arches, each of them high enough that an elephant, its driver 
and its litter can pass underneath. It is beautifully ornamented and is twenty paces wide. In springtime, when the water of the 
river swells and swirls around, it is a most wonderful spectacle to behold.308 

Subsequent European visitors mostly noted signs of decline in and around Herat. This state of dilapidation 
was brought about by three major military campaigns, viz. the Iranian sieges of 1837–1838 and 1856 and the 
Mu�ammadzai conquest of 1863, which took their toll of the population and altered the urban fabric. In the 
following, I will first reproduce a few eyewitness accounts which capture the prevailing mood in the city. In 
the second part of this section I will revisit some of the landmarks known since Timurid times. The final part 
will capture some impressions from the “counties” (vil�y�t) of Herat. 

In 1839, D’Arcy Todd, the British envoy to Herat, painted a gloomy picture of the circumstances in Herat 
subsequent to the first Iranian siege: 

Herat was formerly celebrated for its manufacture of carpets, swords and matchlock rifles; but there is now scarcely a single 
artificer or workman in the place: the whole of these people, with the exception of one or two whom Lieutenant Pottinger has 
induced to remain by lending them small sums of money, and occasionally employing them, having either died or emigrated with 
their families to Mushed [Mashhad], and other places beyond the Herat frontier. Of the forty-five thousand inhabitants of Herat, 
which, at the lowest calculation, the town contained eight or nine years ago, there do not remain at present more than eight 
thousand persons. Not more than one tenth of the houses of the city are inhabited, the remainder are deserted and ruined; the 
bazaar consists of about one hundred shops, chiefly of the necessaries of life, beyond which there is scarcely anything procurable 
in the place… Most of the mosques and public edifices are in ruin. The city water-courses are choked up or destroyed. In fact, 
everything about the place denotes desertion, desolation and ruin.309 

When Ferrier visited the city six years later, he estimated the population at 6,000–7,000 persons and noted 
that the impact of the war was still clearly visible: 

Though the population of Herat has continually increased during the last three years, it will be a long time before the ruins are all 
cleared away, for only one house in five at the utmost is inhabited, or in a condition to be so. Buildings of all kinds, 
caravansarais, bazaars, baths, & c. were nearly all destroyed by the Persian shells or fell to the earth from being abandoned by 
their owners. The besieged also pulled down many of those nearest to the walls to repair the breaches made by the enemies’ guns. 
Nothing can be imagined more desolate than the appearance of the city in 1845; the traces of the wanton destruction of gardens 
and houses in the environs, originally so picturesque and fertile, was still apparent; villages and handsome esplanades, shaded by 
beautiful trees, have completely disappeared. The Persian troops during the ten months’ siege… made greater havoc and 
devastation than if the country had been a prey to civil wars for a hundred years. Not one of the splendid trees which were the 
pride of the inhabitants and ornament of the suburbs was spared, everything was levelled to the ground by these Vandals, and on 
their departure the town and country round was one scene of desolation and ruin. [new paragraph] The greater number of the 
bazaars at the period of my visit were in a dilapidated state; a portion of those in the Char Sook [Chah�r S�], the four streets, 
were the only ones in good repair. The houses in these four streets are built of burnt bricks, and vaulted, there are shops on either 
side, and the four extremities of the streets unite at one end in a circular building, from the top of the cupola of which there is a 
panoramic view of the whole city.310 

After the Mu�ammadzai conquest of Herat in May 1863, the city was given up to plundering by 4,000 
Afghan soldiers.311 When Vámbéry arrived there almost half a year later, he was dismayed at the general 
level of destruction:   

We entered by the gate Dervaze Arak [Darv�za-yi Arg]. The houses which we passed, the advanced works, the very gate, looked 
like a heap of rubbish. Near the latter, in the inside of the city, is the Ark (citadel) having, from its elevation, served as a mark for 
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the Afghan artillery; it lies there blasted and half demolished. The doors and windows have been stripped of their woodwork, for 
during the siege the inhabitants suffered most from the scarcity of fuel. In the bare openings of the walls are perched here and 
there a few wretched-looking Afghans or Hindoos—worthy guards of such a ruin... [new paragraph] The bazaar itself, dating 
from Herat’s epoch of splendour, the reign of the Sultan Husein Mirza [Sul��n 
usain B�yqar�], and consequently about four 
hundred years old, deserved still, even in its ruins, the epithet beautiful. It is said, in earlier times, to have formed an entire street, 
from the Dervaze Arak to the Dervaze Kandahar [Darv�za-yi Qandah�r].312 

In the 1870s, the population of Herat rebounded. However, Grodekoffs statement that the city contained 
50,000 persons in 1878 is not borne out by other sources.313 In 1884, Stewart ventured the opinion that the 
city population hovered between 12,000 and 15,000 people.314 

In spite of the decay that the city suffered during the nineteenth century, most of the characteristic 
features of Timurid Herat survived into the nineteenth century. A look at the Persian chronicles of that time 
shows that certain places had assumed new names in the meantime. While the western and eastern city gates 
continued to be designated as �Ir�q and Khush/Khushk,315 the name of the southern F�r�z�b�d Gate had 
changed to Qandah�r Gate.316 Leading to the citadel, the northwestern Malik Gate was also designated as 
“Darv�za-yi Arg”.317 In the nineteenth century, the Qipch�q Gate was referred to as Qu�b(-i) Ch�q.318 Among 
the four bastions of the city walls, only the southwestern tower retained its historical name of Burj-i 
Kh�kistar.319 The former Burj-i Sham��niy�n in the northwest was called Burj-i F�lkh�na (P�lakh�na), the 
former Burj-i �Al� Asad in the northeast was known as Burj-i Sh�h-i Karam, and the former Burj-i Kh-R-Q 
in the southeast was now referred to as Burj-i (Khv�ja) �Abd al-Mi�r.320 

European and British Indian visitors described the Chah�r S� and the Qal�a-yi Ikhtiy�r al-D�n as the most 
prominent features of Herat city. Even after a prolonged period of peace, Yate noted that the trade going on 
in the Chah�r S� was but a mere shadow of its former potential:  

All the trade of the city is comprised in these four streets and with the exception of a few fruit-stalls, &c., there are no shops 
worth speaking of anywhere else. All these four streets are roofed with wooden beams, either boarded over or covered with 
matting and bushes during almost their entire length from the gateways to the Chaharsu; the central portion immediately 
adjoining the Chaharsu alone being roofed with regular brick domes. At present hardly half of the shops are occupied, and it is 
only in the immediate neighbourhood of the Chaharsu that there is any display of wares…321 

In 1833, the British Indian traveller Mohan Lal described the Qal�a-yi Ikhtiy�r al-D�n as “one of the most 
solid and ancient buildings in Herat.” Yet he reached the conclusion that it “has so little of the character of a 
regal residence, that the gaols in British India are much superior to the palace of Kamran, not only in 
architectural beauty, but even in cleanliness.”322 At the time of Charles E. Yate’s visit, the citadel was known 
as arg-i kuhna to distinguish it from the arg-i nau, an open enclosure on the northern wall which had been 
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erected to fortify the northern line of defence and served as a parade ground for the troops in garrison. Yate’s 
portrayal of the citadel is somewhat more sober than that of Isfiz�r� in the late fifteenth century but still 
reflects its imposing dimensions:  

This building, which is altogether some 250 yards in length, now stands not in the centre of the town, but slightly back from the 
main northern wall. The ditches… are now mostly choked up and full of reeds, though efforts are being made to clear them out. 
The entrance is over a bridge across the ditch and through a gateway at the south-east angle, facing the main street down to the 
Chahar Su… This Citadel is at present occupied by the Sipah Salar and his brother and their wives and families with a guard of 
some 50 men…The entire inhabited portion or Citadel proper is a lofty building of burnt brick, with four bastions on its southern 
face, some 110 yards in length and 60 in breadth.323 

Another building which continued to impress visitors to the region was the cistern (Hau�-i Ch�rs�) erected 
by the Safavid governor 
asan Kh�n Sh�ml� in the seventeenth century. Mohan Lal even characterized it as 
the “most beautiful and beneficial edifice” in Herat. He described it as nearly sixty feet square and thirty feet 
deep, containing “clear and shining” water. Lamps placed in its arches served to bring out its fine 
architectural features.324 In 1845, Ferrier praised this “vast reservoir” and its dome of “bold and excellent 
proportions” as a chef d’oeuvre of its kind.325 

In the districts around Herat, the available nineteenth-century accounts focus on the Pul-i M�l�n in the 
bul�k of Guz�ra, the G�zarg�h in the bul�k of Parv�na-Hav�dashtak and the Mu�all� in the bul�k Inj�l. 
Contrary to Boukhary, European and British Indian observers were less than enthusiastic about the state of 
the Pul-i M�l�n and mostly noted signs of deterioration. Because of the crumbling of its arches and the 
changing course of the Har� R�d, the bridge only afforded a partial passage across the river. The other 
branches of the river could only be forded during the dry season. At the time of the spring and autumn 
floods, trade with Qandah�r entirely ground to a halt.326 In 1833, Mohan Lal reported that the spring floods 
had swept away three of its arches and cut off the intercourse between Herat and the outside world for two 
months.327 The decay of the Pul-i M�l�n in the nineteenth century is confirmed by a British agent in 1840:  

An old irregular bridge having numerous arches of unequal size formerly spanned the river at this point; three of its arches have 
entirely failed, and the whole structure is in a state of great dilapidation; the river has also partially deserted the bed in which it 
formerly ran, a branch now flowing round either end of the bridge.328  

In the summer of 1845, Ferrier noted the Pul-i M�l�n among other vestiges bearing witness to a more 
glorious past:  

At one hour’s distance from the town we crossed the Heri-rood [Har� R�d] by a bridge of twenty-six arches, called Pûl Malan; it 
is built of burnt brick, and has been recently restored by Yar Mohamed [Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai]. In Europe it would 
have been an ordinary work; but at Herat it was an object of general admiration. At this place the bed of the river is hollowed out 
of the sand, and the waters flow through fifteen canals, twelve feet wide and very deep, enclosed between two embankments, 
formed of the earth taken out of the excavations. They have been made as a precautionary measure against the overflowing of the 
river, from which the country had often suffered… The rise of the Heri-rood in the spring is considerable; but such is the number 
of outlets cut from it to carry on the irrigation of the country between Obeh [Auba] and Herat, that it was nearly dry when we 
crossed it at Pûl Malan. The cultivation extends for two miles south of Herat, and scattered in various directions are the remains 
of houses, aqueducts, and other monuments of antiquity, which even now give an idea of what the environs were in former 
times.329 

Forty years later, Yate reported that the Pul-i M�l�n was reduced to 25 arches: 
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Of the old bridge only half of it now remains, and though the main channel of the river is turned under the present remnant of the 
bridge every year at the conclusion of the spring floods, still while the floods last, say during April, May and June, there is 
always a wide stretch of water to be forded, though the flood, I am told, is seldom so high as to render the river impassable for 
very many days together at a time. Some 25 arches, all told, of the old bridge are now standing, but some of these are broken 
through and are decidedly precarious, though still passable, except towards the northern end, where the deepest channel of the 
river has cut away a couple of arches. Only three or four small blocks of masonry sticking up in the middle of the bed of the river 
to the south of the bridge, show where it formerly extended to.330 

Other focal points of British interest were the Mu�all� and the G�zarg�h containing Khv�ja �Abdull�h 
An��r�’s grave. Both locations reportedly suffered acts of Sh��� vandalism during the frequent Q�j�r 
campaigns in the region in the early nineteenth century and the sieges of 1837–38 and 1856.331 In 1830, 
Conolly reported that the Iranian troops had vented their anti-Sunn� sentiments on An��r�’s grave by cracking 
the pillar of white marble adorning it. Even so, he came away with the impression that the shrine and its 
attendants still prospered:  

The shrine is well endowed, a Motwullee [mutavall�] and thirty attendants being retained to perform the duties of reading the 
Korân and keeping the garden in order; and they, and numberless cats, lounge about and sleep, and profit by the visiters (sic). 
Khojeh Abdoollah Ansarree extended his philantropy to the brute species, and was very fond of cats, of which I should think not 
fewer than a hundred are kept in honour of his memory; not that the shrine is put to much expense, for the townspeople 
continually make picnic parties, to enjoy the sail (prospect) from these hills, and what they do not eat they leave for the cats and 
beggars.332 

In 1885, Yate noted that although the buildings of the shrine complex had lost much of their former splendor, 
the G�zarg�h was still “well worth a visit”: 

Passing first through a large walled garden of pine and mulberry trees, the visitor comes to an octagonal domed building full of 
little rooms and three-cornered recesses, two stories in height and all opening inwards, built apparently as a cool, breezy place in 
which to pass the heat of the summer days. Beyond this again is the main enclosure of the Ziarat, now a deserted and dilapidated-
looking place; everything bears a look of decay; the unkept court-yard, the broken tile work on the archway and entrance to the 
shrine, and general want of repair visible everywhere, betoken a great falling off from former prosperity… The entrance of the 
shrine lies at the eastern end of the main court yard through a doorway under a high arched vestibule and across a covered 
corridor, paved with slabs of white marble, worn and polished into a most dangerous state of slipperiness by, presumably, the feet 
of countless pilgrims. Round about this door sit Mullas, beggars and pilgrims of all sorts, in addition to the numerous blind Hafiz 
or reciters of the Koran who here seem to act as the general showmen of the place… Passing through the entrance one emerges 
into a square court-yard, surrounded by high walls and little rooms with a lofty half domed portico at the eastern end, the tile 
work on which is very much out of repair… The great feature of the Shrine is the headstone of white marble to the grave of the 
Saint which stands some 14 or 15 feet in height and is most exquisitely carved throughout. This stone is a beautiful piece of 
work, as not only is the carving of the texts and inscription well executed, but the whole proportions of the stone are beautiful.333 

Yate goes on to describe a number of the 20–30 tombs inside the portico, most of which belonged to nobles 
related to Sh�h Rukh or Chingiz Kh�n. The covered water reservoir in the enclosure had originally been built 
by Sh�h Rukh and was subsequently restored “by some lady of royal descent” in 1100/1688–89. A more 
recent addition was the grave of the Mu�ammadzai ruler D�st Mu�ammad Kh�n, who died barely two weeks 
after conquering Herat in May 1863: 

The Amir Dost Mu�ammad’s tombstone is a plain simple but handsome block of pure white marble, some 8 feet in length by 
about 1 ½ or 2 feet in height and breadth, finely carved and surrounded by a marble balustrade. It lies just to the north of the 
Saint’s tomb in the open enclosure. At the head and foot of the grave stand small blocks of white marble carved in imitation, but 
a very bad imitation, of the head and foot stones of the Khwajah’s tomb. They are dwarfed and quite lost in comparison with the 
original monuments.334 

Ironically, British presence in Herat caused further damage to the local monuments. After the fall of Panjdih 
in March 1885, the British feared further Russian encroachment on Afghanistan and proceeded to strengthen 
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the fortifications of Herat. Part of their efforts to ward off a possible Russian bombardment focused on the 
citadel and the city gates, which were equipped with heavy artillery. Of graver consequences was the British 
decision to clear the outskirts of Herat of all elevations that might provide cover for an approaching Russian 
army. This undertaking entailed the destruction of the Mu�all�, as the Herati historian Riy��� bitterly 
remarks:  

After the Russian conquest [of Panjdih] the British officials endeavored to strengthen the army and fortifications of Herat. A 
number of entrenchments were erected outside of Herat. Among others, they built mighty entrenchments at Tall-i Bangiy�n north 
of Herat. In addition, they cleared the environs of the city to a distance of 600 paces of walls and trees. They dismantled the 
mosque and the �v�n of the famous Mu�all� of Herat by means of mining, gunpowder and manpower. They transported the bricks 
[of these buildings] to Herat and used them to build a large storage facility to provide the army with grain. They installed a firm 
entrenchment outside of the �Ir�q Gate next to the moat, in which they placed six cannons. They also used the bricks of the 
Mu�all� to erect an entrenchment underneath the Burj-i Kh�kbasar by the moat, in which they installed a battery of artillery. In 
like manner they erected entrenchments outside all of the gates and placed several cannons on them. The Mu�all� of Herat, which 
was destroyed with the approval of the British functionaries, was the most excellent building in the eastern territories and [its 
beauty] was beyond imagination. Its chambers (ghurf�t) and the vault (�v�n-i maq��ra) were ornamented with blue and green tile 
work in a [style] that is far removed from the technical skills and artistic concepts of present-day craftsmen.335 

Yate, who witnessed the demolition of the Mu�all� complex and furnished a last report concerning its 
constituent parts in November 1885, agreed with Riy��� that it was the “grandest building anywhere in this 
part of the world”: 

The so-called Musalla in reality consists of the remains of three separate buildings, running north-east and south-west and 
covering a total space of nearly 600 yards from end to end. The Madrassah on the north-east lies some 1,350 yards, the domed 
building in the centre, known as the tomb of Shah Rukh, about 1,200 and the Musalla some 1,000 yards to the north of the walls 
of the new citadel. Of the Madrassah or college nothing but two high arches and four minarets remain. The arches must be at 
least some 60 feet in height and are covered with the remains of fine tile work of beautiful and artistic designs. The tile work on 
the minarets seems to have been mostly worn off by stress of weather, while inside the arches the tiles in some places are still 
perfect. The minarets of the Madrassah appear taller than those of the Musalla and must be between 120 and 150 feet in height… 
The domed building called the tomb of Shah Rukh stands between the Madrassah and the Musallah. It is faced on the east by an 
archway and by one solitary minaret, still covered with tilework. The dome, too, was once covered with blue tiles, but is now 
sadly out of repair… The Musallah was a huge, massive building of burnt brick and mortar throughout, almost entirely faced 
with beautiful tile or rather mosaic work as the various patterns were all formed of small pieces of enamelled tile compactly fitted 
together in fine gypsum plaster… The main building of the Musallah consisted of a fine, lofty dome some 75 feet in diameter 
with a smaller domed building behind it and many rooms around. The entrance to this was from the east through a lofty archway 
some 80 feet in height, the outer face of which was one great sheet of mosaic work, mingled with large inscriptions in gilt. Above 
the archway was a square-topped mass of masonry containing rooms and passages of sorts, adding greatly to the height of the 
building. Beyond again or to the east of this archway was an enclosed courtyard some 60 to 80 yards square surrounded with 
corridors and rooms several stories in height, all faced with enamelled tile and mosaic work… The main entrance to the building 
lay through another massive archway, also some 80 feet in height… Four minarets some 120 feet in height form the four corners 
of the building and are still for the most part covered with tiles, though a good deal has been worn off by the weather, especially 
on the north by east, the side of the prevailing wind.336 

In sum, the above descriptions of the great sites of Herat convey a sense of forlornness. They capture 
individual monuments without offering the corresponding sense of coherence these buildings were endowed 
with in Timurid times. Rather than vibrant institutions, the reader comes upon scattered architectural shells 
bereft of their former embeddedness in a corresponding social and political context. While these accounts 
bear witness to the longevity of the Timurid buildings and eagerly trace signs of former grandeur, they also 
document an ongoing process of deterioration. 

As far as the vil�y�t of Herat are concerned, the European observers note regional differences. While the 
western lands adjoining Iranian territory bore the mark of repeated military altercations, the eastern and 
southeastern regions reportedly flourished. Towards the north, B�dgh�s still lived up to its reputation as 
pasture ground and thus figured largely in British strategic considerations. 
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KURUKH 

Despite its proximity to the city, Kurukh was not directly affected by the Iranian siege of Herat in 1837–
1838. Nevertheless, the local governor sought to ingratiate himself with Mu�ammad Sh�h Q�j�r by sending 
loads of snow to the Q�j�r camp at the height of summer in 1838.337 A year later, British observers reported 
Kurukh to be in a “comparatively flourishing condition” and to yield sufficient revenue for the upkeep of 
four hundred cavalry and four hundred infantry by the local governor.338 In 1858, the products of horticulture 
and wool sold in Herat are mentioned as major sources of income.339 

GH�RIY	N 

In the early nineteenth century, Gh�riy�n assumed a central position in the altercations between the Q�j�r 
government and the princes of Herat concerning their respective spheres of influence in eastern Khur�s�n. In 
1839, D’Arcy Todd summed up the shifting configurations of power as follows: 

Ghorian has been considered as one of the four velayuts [vil�yat], or counties of Herat, since the time of Ahmad Shah [A�mad 
Sh�h], but it has often changed masters, and was for many years, about the beginning of this century, held as an independent 
possession of Eesa Khan, Karaee [Is��q Kh�n Qar�
�, d. 1816], the celebrated chief of Toorbut [Turbat-i 
aidar�ya]. On Eesa 
Khan’s death, Ghorian was taken by Bunyad [Buny�d] Beg, Hazara, who kept it for about a year; after which it fell to Hajee 
Feerooz [F�r�z al-D�n Sad�zai], the Governor of Herat [1801–1818], who retained it for about a year.340 On Hajee Feerooz being 
driven out of Herat by his brother Shah Mahmood [Sh�h Ma�m�d], Ghorian was taken by the Persians, assisted by the 
Tymoorees [T�m�r�s] under Ghillich Kh�n [Qilich Kh�n, d. 1822], by which chief Ghorian was held for about two years. It then 
fell into the hands of Mahomed Khan, Karaee [Mu�ammad Kh�n Qar�
�], son of Eesa Khan above mentioned, who retained 
possession of it for four or five years, independent of either Persians or Afghans. On Mahomed Khan being seized by the Persian 
Governor of Khorasan [in 1833], Ghorian was attacked and taken by the rulers of Herat, in whose possession it remained until 
taken, in November 1837 by the Persians… The fortifications of Ghorian are of no great strength, but its position renders it of 
extreme importance to Herat. It is situated about forty miles to the west of the city, and commands the only road practicable for 
artillery, by which Herat can be approached from the west… The possession of Ghorian by the Persians is at present productive 
of great evil to the inhabitants of Herat, as it entirely prevents the importation of grain from the west and south-west, whence 
supplies might be obtained in considerable quantities.341 

During the same period, the Russian lieutenant Blaramberg reported that the fort of Gh�riy�n was square-
shaped; each of its walls measured 400 feet and was equipped with towers and a double moat.342 In 1844, 
Vaz�r Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai destroyed the fort in order to secure the favor of Mu�ammad Sh�h 
Q�j�r.343 When Khanikoff visited the region in September 1858, a new fort was under construction to the 
northeast of Gh�riy�n.344 

K�S�YA (KUHS	N) 

By the middle of the nineteenth century, K�s�ya was “one vast ruin” containing only four hundred inhabited 
houses. Passing through in June 1845, Ferrier observed that the local citadel apparently dated back to a much 
earlier period:  

The wall of the enceinte is open at several points, and its desolate appearance agrees with the tradition that the town has been 
rebuilt and destroyed many times; certain it is that the materials of which the citadel was constructed are very ancient—the burnt 
bricks, of a fine grain, being as hard as stone. The ditch that surrounds it is wide, deep and in good repair, and always full of 
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water; the foundations and a large proportion of the gates are of hewn stone, and were apparently constructed two or three 
thousand years ago.345  

In Ferrier’s opinion, the picturesque environs made up for the “melancholy and desolate appearance” of the 
town:  

[T]he banks of the Heri-rood [Har� R�d] are admirably wooded for a distance of twelve parasangs [48 miles], both with copse 
and trees of large growth… The tamarisk rises above every other tree, and is the kind generally met with in Central Asia, more 
especially by the side of a river. That part of the forest which extends in a radius of two parasangs [eight miles] round Kussan 
[Kuhs�n] has been preserved as the hunting-ground of the chiefs of Herat, and the game is collected here in prodigious quantities. 
Pheasants, black-cock, hares, grey partridges, and the very small kind called in Persian tuyou, are in abundance; also boars, deer, 
and the wild ass; carnivorous animals are also in great numbers, who here find ample rations.346  

In September 1858, Khanikoff also mentioned the rich vegetation of large tamarisk, yew and plane trees 
around K�s�ya on the right bank of the Har� R�d. He observed that the Har� R�d carried very little water in 
this region and often disappeared altogether under sandbanks.347 

B	DGH#S 

Nineteenth-century accounts of B�dgh�s identify Kurukh and Qal�a-yi Nau as the constituent parts of 
B�dgh�s. They further include Panjdih at the confluence of the Kushk R�d and Murgh�b river as part of 
B�dgh�s, despite the fact that this region had formed part of the province of Murgh�b in Timurid times. In 
1885, Lumsden assigned a vast territory to B�dgh�s and described it as comprising: 

the lands watered by the Murghab river, including the Kushk and all other tributaries, together with grazing lands extending from 
the Heri-rud [Har� R�d] river on the west, to a day’s journey for flocks to the east of the Murghab. In earlier times it included 
Yulatan [Yolotan], but since the time of Khivan supremacy… the tract of cultivation between Penjdeh [Panjdih] and Yulatan has 
remained fallow, and beyond the traces of early canals presents no vestige of former occupation, and has become desert. Penjdeh 
is the principal valley of Badghis, and may be described as that portion of it watered by an extensive system of canals, which 
formerly issued from the dam known as Band-i-Nadir [Band-i N�dir], some eight miles north of Maruchak [M�r�ch�q] on the 
Murghab river.348 

Another British report from this period found that the pasture grounds of B�dgh�s were on a par with those of 
England and might serve the needs of the British cavalry as well. Yet at the time, there was hardly a trace left 
of the copious wood supply mentioned by Isfiz�r�: 

Badghis is a country of beautiful grassy downs, sloping gently to the northward. The soil of the valleys, and also of the high 
ground when near the hills, is exceedingly fertile and produces excellent crops of wheat and barley without irrigation. The grass 
in spring and early summer is magnificent, standing several feet high in the bottoms, sweet and good as English meadow grass 
and, like it, filled with wild flowers. The horses of the Afghan cavalry, and most of the horses in the Herat valley, are picketed 
out for several weeks in spring, during which they live on the grass, and nothing else. During April, May, and June all the cavalry 
would find grass in abundance in Badghis. After that the hot sun dries it up, but if cut in time and made into hay; a very large 
number of horses might be fed on it throughout the year. There are also places in the hills where there is good grass throughout 
the summer and well on into autumn. The rolling downs are perfectly bare of trees and even bushes. Only in eastern Badghis, 
where the country gets more hilly and broken, is wood found, and there, both in the Kushk and Kala Nao [Qal�a-yi Nau] districts 
there are tracts covered with the pistachio tree (pistacia vera)… Juniper grows on the Band-i-Baba [Band-i B�ba], and is 
excellent firewood, but is too far off to be readily available as such. It is used for building, but pista (pistachio) is made use of as 
well in conjunction with the tamarisk and willow which occasionally grow along the larger streams.349 
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ISFIZ	R (SABZAV	R-I HAR	T) 

Nineteenth-century accounts generally portray Isfiz�r as a flourishing region but also note signs of decline. 
In the summer of 1833, Lal repeated a local saying, according to which Isfiz�r consisted of 300 walled 
villages, each of which was watered by 300 k�r�z. Nonetheless, he concluded that the place was “not worth 
seeing”: 

Sabzawar, the residence of Shahzadah Jalaluddin [Jal�l al-D�n b. K�mr�n Sad�zai], is a very small place, fortified; there is a high 
structure, repaired by the prince for his family, and houses of the chiefs and common people numbered nearly sixty. The 
buildings are destroyed by the rain and snow, and have a very dismal appearance. The market is on Friday, when all bargains are 
managed by twenty Hindu merchants. 10,000 kharvars of corn is produce of the whole country of Sabzawar.350 

Twelve years later, Ferrier attributed the “present wretched condition” of Isfiz�r to the fact that it had been 
the bone of contention between the principalities of Herat and Qandah�r in the recent past.351 In early 1859, 
Khanikoff reported that the town was situated in an elliptic plain extending from east to west which was 
bounded by the river Adraskan on the east, north and west, while mountain ridges rising beyond the river in 
the north, east and south provided additional barriers. The entire plain was irrigated by canals drawn from the 
Adraskan river and presented an “uninterrupted succession of rich pastures and cultivated fields” allowing a 
plentiful production of grain. The surrounding wall of the town was of a nearly square shape, with the 
northern and eastern wall measuring 260 and 211 paces respectively. One gate on the southern wall gave 
access to the town and the citadel located in its center. Consisting of a poor northern and a more densely 
populated southern quarter, Isfiz�r contained about four hundred houses. Khanikoff noted that the town was 
more or less deserted in the summer when its overwhelmingly nomadic population of Durr�n� Afgh�ns, Z�r� 
and T�m�r� �ym�q left for the mountains by force of habit rather than necessity. According to Khanikoff, the 
climate was generally considered salubrious and the summer heat never became intense.352 

In the early twentieth century, Hamilton described Sabzav�r-i Har�t as a bustling trade mart, containing 
nearly 800 shops. He attempts the following estimate of the population:  

The town is only a gathering place for the district which supports a number of villages and, together with the enveloping 
pasturage and a wide belt of cultivation, is inhabited by Nurzai Duranis [N�rzai Durr�n�s]. Each village is a small fort in itself 
and is surrounded by a high mud wall erected for purposes of security… in all there may be some 5000 households in the district, 
which may be apportioned into 4500 in the villages, 400 in the town, 100 in the fort, with a combined population of 12,000 
souls.353 

FAR	H 

In Lal’s opinion, Far�h was a forelorn and decrepit place in 1833. Located at the outer periphery of K�mr�n 
Sad�zai’s sphere of power, this region was only loosely incorporated into the principality. At the same time, 
he notes a flourishing trade with Herat: 

Farah is said to be the oldest place in Afghanistan, and to have been built by Faredun, an ancient king, mentioned in the Shah-
namah. It is surrounded by a high wall, and small ditch. There are three gates; one of them is blocked up with mud. The houses 
are very poor and dirty. The people looked harassed, and were vagabonds. Great part of the town was in ruins, and abounded 
with large tanks of dirty water. In a word, it is not worthy of notice… The inhabitants are all Afghans, and are never obedient to 
their governors… They pay annually some thing to their masters, according to their own will; for if they are required to obey 
order, they resist with swords in their hands. Farah is very hot in the summer, when the people are often attacked by fever, and 
die very soon. The winter is not cold. Snow seldom falls here, and when it does, it melts directly. The soil is very rich: wheat and 
other necessaries of life are exported to Herat, and sold at a great profit. Nadir Shah wrote to the king of Constantinople, that he 
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had recently possessed himself of a country, the earth of which killed his enemies, and was sold at a high price; that is, saltpetre, 
which is produced in considerable quantity in Farah, and makes a strong gunpowder; it is exported to Herat and other places.354 

As with Isfiz�r, Ferrier held the rivalry between Herat and Qandah�r responsible for the decline of Far�h. In 
particular, he quotes the deportation of the entire population of 6,000 persons to Qandah�r during the Q�j�r 
siege of Herat in 1837–38, by means of which Mu�ammad Sh�h Q�j�r’s ally Sard�r Kuhandil Kh�n sought 
to create a diversion in aid of the Iranian army.355 

ADMINISTRATIVE DIVISIONS AND BORDERS 

In the early nineteenth century, the administrative divisions of Herat continued to reflect Timurid 
arrangements. The principality was still conceived of as the core oasis consisting of “districts” (bul�k) 
irrigated by the Har� R�d and adjoining “counties” (vil�y�t). From the accounts of the time, Herat emerges as 
a miniature version of the former Timurid province. In the early 1820s, Zain al-�	bid�n Sh�rv�n� reported 
that seven irrigation channels were in use in the oasis proper.356 A decade later, British-Indian travellers to 
the region mention eight bul�k and four vil�y�t but differ on the exact composition of the latter category. 
Conolly, who visited the region in 1830, mentions the vil�y�t of Auba (formerly Har�t-R�d), Kurukh, 
Sh�fil�n, and Gh�riy�n.357 Lal, who passed through Herat in 1832, lists Auba, Kurukh, Isfiz�r, and Gh�riy�n 
as the four constituent parts of the principality.358 Conolly assigns a different status to Isfiz�r, Far�h, and 
Gh�r than the vil�y�t. Held as tuy�l by members of K�mr�n Sad�zai’s immediate family, they yielded no 
taxes to the administration. 

The bul�k listed by Conolly from west to east were Alanj�n, Inj�l, Khiy�b�n, Sabqar, and Gh�rv�n-
P�sht�n north of the Har� R�d, and Udv�n-T�z�n, Guz�ra and Kambur�q south of the Har� R�d. Despite the 
shrinkage of cultivable areas, the oasis of Herat was still famed for its fertility. Conolly provides the 
following statistics concerning the production of grain in the eight bul�k: 

[I]n these districts are four hundred and forty-six villages, eight large canals, which feed innumerable smaller ones, one hundred 
and twenty-three canauts [qan�t], and two thousand two hundred and eighty-eight ploughs. The gross produce of wheat and 
barley in the eight belooks, by the above calculation, amounts to more than sixty eight thousand six hundred [Tabr�z] khurwars… 
[O]f these, twenty-eight thousand are assigned to the crown, and the rest to the cultivators, except a tithe, which is set apart for 
seed.359 

Conolly estimated that the vil�y�t yielded another 30,000 Tabr�z kharv�r. Yet from Gh�riy�n, only 500 out 
of a total estimated harvest of 10,000 Tabr�z kharv�r were at the disposal of the administration of Herat. 
Conolly attributed the reduced flow of revenues to the independent status of the local governor, Y�r 
Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai’s half brother Sh�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai. Moreover, he indicated that the 
state of unrest prevailing in the region had a negative impact on the proceeds from trade:   

Formerly the country of Ghourian sent in much money and grain, but of late years it has suffered from the inroads of the 
Toorkmuns [Turkmens], and there has been a great falling off in the duties which were once levied upon the passing trade. When 
we were at Heraut, the government of Ghourian was held by a brother of sirdar Yar Mohummud Khan, protected by whom, it 
was said, he generally gave a very Flemish account of his receipts.360 

During the 1830s, the eastern subdivisions of the province were assigned to close relations of K�mr�n 
Sad�zai. At the time of Conolly’s visit to the region, K�mr�n’s brother-in-law Shams al-D�n Kh�n held 
Far�h as a service grant in exchange for furnishing 3,000 cavalry to Herat.361 In 1833, he governed An�r 
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Darra. At that time, the Sad�zai princes Jah�ng�r, Saif al-Mul�k and Jal�l al-D�n b. K�mr�n were in charge 
of Far�h, Gh�r and Isfiz�r.362 Within a decade, however, the real authority in the eastern regions shifted to 
relations or dependents of Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai. Furthermore, the Vaz�r’s relatives controlled the 
western subdivisions directly. His younger brother Sh�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai governed Gh�riy�n. His 
paternal cousin D�n Mu�ammad Alak�zai b. �A�� Mu�ammad Kh�n was in charge of Kurukh and used the 
local revenues to keep up a body of 400 cavalry.363  

From the enumeration of the regions subservient to Herat, the borders of the principality can be deduced. 
On the road to Mashhad, the village of R�zanak north of Gh�riy�n was considered the western outpost of the 
principality. Towards the east, K�mr�n Sad�zai’s authority extended 224 miles on the road to Qandah�r.364 
Far�h constituted the easternmost possession of Herat, and nineteenth-century sources describe the Kh�sh 
R�d as the border between the provinces of Qandah�r and Herat. On the north, Herat was bounded by the 
possessions of Sh�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Haz�ra.365 In the south, L�sh-Juvain was beyond the purview of the 
Herat government. S�st�n formally acknowledged the supremacy of Herat in 1818 but broke away under the 
leadership of the Sarband� and Shahrak� tribes in 1834.  

After the Iranian siege of 1837–38, it took a while until Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai regained the 
territories lost to the Q�j�rs. On 31 March 1841, the Iranian government gave in to British pressure and 
evacuated Gh�riy�n.366 In 1845, Ferrier listed six provinces that could furnish a total of 45,000 troops: 
Gh�riy�n, Kurukh, Auba, Isfiz�r, Far�h, and Bakv�.367 In the following years, Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n was 
able to extend his sphere of influence considerably. In the course of his campaigns against the Haz�ras of 
Qal�a-yi Nau and the T�yman�s, he successfully expanded the Herat territory northwards to include the lands 
on the left bank of the middle course of the Murgh�b river.368 Activities in a westerly direction soon 
followed. 
asan Kh�n S�l�r’s occupation of Mashhad from fall 1848 to March 1850 provided an opportunity 
for Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n to insert himself into the affairs of Q�j�r Khur�s�n. Apart from rendering active 
assistance to the ousted Q�j�r governor 
amza M�rz�, he occupied Khv�f and Turbat-i Shaikh J�m in an 
alleged attempt to displace the rebels from these areas. In January 1850, he requested that the Q�j�r 
government recompense him for his efforts by either paying 60,000 t�m�n or awarding Khv�f and Turbat-i 
Shaikh J�m to him. Apparently, neither proposition was taken up by the Q�j�rs.369 During the last year of his 
life, Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai attempted to bring the southern territory of L�sh-Juvain into the fold of 
his government. Governed by Is��qzai Durr�n� kh�ns, this region was also claimed by the Qandah�r Sard�rs, 
who made their presence felt there with Iranian backing in 1267/1850–51. 370  Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n 
accomplished his goal of conquering L�sh but subsequently died on his way back to Herat in June 1851.371 
Immediately after Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n’s death, an Iranian envoy listed a number of governors in the 
western border region of Herat, all of whom were relatives of the deceased ruler: Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n’s 
cousin by his paternal aunt (�ammaz�da) D�d� Kh�n was in charge of K�hist�n-i Herat near R�zanak; his 
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grandnephew by his sister, Ghul�m Q�dir Kh�n b. Am�r Kh�n governed Shak�b�n (Shak�v�n); Ghul�m Q�dir 
Kh�n’s brother Ghul�m Jabb�r Kh�n Qullar�q�s� held Gh�riy�n.372 

The Q�j�r campaign against Herat from April to October 1856 brought about territorial losses and 
prepared the ground for the Mu�ammadzai takeover of Herat in 1863. Concurrent with the occupation of 
Herat, the Q�j�r army conquered L�sh-Juvain but was compelled by the British to evacuate it on 29 March 
1858.373 Already in 1856, the Mu�ammadzais of K�bul began to make inroads in the territory of Herat. On 
30 October 1856, five days after the fall of Herat to the Persians, D�st Mu�ammad Kh�n’s son Ghul�m 

aidar Kh�n gained control of Far�h. From 1860 on, Mu�ammadzai pressure on Herat increased. Am�r D�st 
Mu�ammad Kh�n demanded a share of the taxes of An�r Darra and Qal�a-yi K�h located northwest of 
Isfiz�r.374 In 1861, �Abd al-Ghaf�r Kh�n T�yman�’s intervention with the affairs of Far�h caused the newly 
appointed Mu�ammadzai governor of Far�h, Pusht-i R�d and Girishk, Mu�ammad Shar�f b. Am�r D�st 
Mu�ammad Kh�n, to engage in military activities against Gh�r. In an effort to retain control over the region, 
the Herati ruler Sul��n A�mad Kh�n sent his wife (a sister of Sard�r Mu�ammad Shar�f Kh�n) and his son to 
negotiate for the possession of Taiv�ra and S�khar. Nevertheless, Sard�r Mu�ammad Shar�f continued with 
his military campaign to Gh�r and displaced �Abd al-Ghaf�r from Taiv�ra.375 At that point, one of the 
recently unseated Qandah�r Sard�rs, M�r Af�al Kh�n Mu�ammadzai, convinced Sul��n A�mad Kh�n to 
conquer Far�h while Sard�r Mu�ammad Shar�f Kh�n was busy in Gh�r. The occupation of Far�h by Herati 
troops in March 1862 triggered D�st Mu�ammad Kh�n’s campaign against Herat and its conquest on 27 
May 1863.376  

With its incorporation into the Mu�ammadzai state, Herat became one of the four provinces (vil�y�t) in 
Am�r Sh�r �Al� Kh�n’s realm. The other three provinces were K�bul, Qandah�r, and Afghan Turkist�n.377 
During Am�r Sh�r �Al� Kh�n’s reign, Herat was governed by a number of members of the ruling 
Mu�ammadzai family. As mentioned above, his son Mu�ammad Ya�q�b Kh�n served as governor in 1863–
1868 and 1871–1874. From 1869 to 1871, Sh�r �Al� Kh�n’s nephew Sard�r Fat� Mu�ammad Kh�n b. 
Mu�ammad Akbar Kh�n was in charge of the administration of Herat. After Mu�ammad Ay�b Kh�n’s 
rebellion in December 1874, the Am�r’s troops took possession of Herat on 19. January 1875.378 Until 
1293/1876, Ish�k 	q�s� Sh�rdil Kh�n B�rakzai (d. 1878) and Mustauf� M�rz� 
ab�bull�h Kh�n Vardak 
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served as governors of Herat.379 In 1876, Mu�ammad �Umar b. Mu�ammad �A��m Kh�n, the brother of the 
former Herati ruler Sul��n A�mad Kh�n, was appointed to the government of Herat and held the post until 
1879.380 Under Am�r �Abd al-Ra�m�n Kh�n, Herat was governed by the Mu�ammadzai Sard�r �Abd al-
Qudd�s b. Sul��n Mu�ammad Kh�n (1881–1882),381 Mu�ammad Sarvar Kh�n (1882–1887),382 and Q��� 
Sa�d al-D�n Kh�n Vak�l al-Daula (1887–1904).383 

From the 1860s on, Kuhs�n (K�s�ya) northwest of Gh�riy�n was considered the last Afghan duty station 
on the way to Iran. All the available reports indicate that the Afghan border was separated from the Iranian 
territory by a stretch of no man’s land. In 1863, Vámbéry gave the following description of Afghanistan’s 
western frontier:  

From this point [Kuhs�n] to the Persian frontier, which commences at Kahriz [K�r�z] and Taybad [T�yb�d], lies a district without 
claimant or owner, over which from north to south as far as Khaf [Khv�f] , Kaïn [Q�yin], and even Bihrdjan [B�rjand], the Tekke 
[Teke], Salor, and Sarik [Sarïq] send forth their Alamans: these, consisting of hundreds of riders, fall unawares upon villages and 
hurry off with them into captivity, inhabitants and herds of cattle.384 

While the exact demarcation of the border between Afghanistan and Iran was still pending, no major changes 
occurred in its broad outlines after 1863. The description given by Napier in 1874 shows that there was a 
general understanding of the division of the territories. North of Kuhs�n, the border was thought to coincide 
with the lower course of the Har� R�d along a stretch of roughly one hundred miles that was devoid of 
bridges. Towards the south, the border ran,  

undefined and unguarded, into the great expanse of desert, stretching from Subzwar to the borders of Ghain [Q�yin]… till the 
border of Lash Jouven [L�sh-Juvain] is reached… This part of the frontier line being so well protected by nature, it is perhaps 
unnecessary that it should be watched.385 

The demarcation of the border between Afghanistan and Iran was forced by the temporary Iranian 
occupation of the Dasht-i Hasht�d�n in 1885.386 In December 1889, the region was divided through the 
arbitration of C. S. MacLean, who then served as British consul general for Khur�s�n and S�st�n. 387 
MacLean’s settlement concerning Hasht�d�n highlighted the difficulty of creating sharply defined 
boundaries in a setting characterized by marginal government presence and loose allegiances. Thus, neither 
the Iranian nor the Afghan government were able to provide MacLean with documentary proof that they 
were entitled to the lands at stake. 388  In the following two years, the 66-km stretch in question was 
demarcated by 39 boundary posts. The 400 km-long southern stretch of the border extending between 
Hasht�d�n and S�st�n remained undefined until the twentieth century. It was delimited by a Turkish 
commission in 1934–1935 by the erection of a total of 48 boundary posts. The role of the lower course of the 
Har� R�d as boundary between Afghanistan and Iran was apparently never called into question.389 

Towards the north, the extent of the Mu�ammadzai possessions was more vaguely defined. As mentioned 
above, the lands up to the confluence of the Murgh�b river and the Kushk R�d had been incorporated into 
the principality of Herat in the late 1840s. The regions further north along the lower course of the Murgh�b, 
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by contrast, formed a “terrain vague” of shifting Turkmen configurations. The northern stretch of the border 
was defined and demarcated between 1884 and 1888 by a joint Russian-British delegation to become known 
as the Afghan Boundary Commission (ABC). Early on into the proceedings, Peter S. Lumsden, the head of 
the British mission, noted that defining a border in the region north of Herat posed conceptual problems. 
Although there were sufficient historical precedents to prove that the lands occupied by the �ym�q belonged 
to Afghanistan, he observed that it was difficult to delineate a border in a setting where proprietary rights did 
not necessarily translate into corresponding notions of space. Lumsden’s account of the circumstances in 
B�dgh�s highlights the tenuous nature of sovereignty and local allegiance. The �ym�q had traditionally 
acknowledged the sovereignty of Herat, he noted, except in times of crisis. Furthermore, he adverted that 
Herat’s hold over the region  

has principally been a feudal one, consequently, it is not to be expected that an exact boundary of state jurisdiction should be 
found, especially when it is considered that the population is a nomad one, and that, save in the case of the Kushk and Murghab 
valleys, the whole of the ground has been used for pasturing only.390 

The Tsarist government, on its part, assumed a more activist stance in the creation of boundaries. Before the 
Afghan Boundary Commission settled down to business, Russian troops occupied a number of strategic 
regions, thus strengthening Russian positions in the subsequent negotiations. As a result, Pul-i Kh�t�n and 
Panjdih passed to Russian control. After prolonged negotiations, the demarcation began near the Dahana-yi 
Dh� al-Faq�r and then proceeded to Khamy�b on the 	m� Dary�. The process of delineation, in the course 
of which a total of 79 boundary posts were set up, lasted from November 1885 to January 1888.391  

STAKING CLAIMS: THE PORTRAYAL OF AFGH	N-Q	J	R ENCOUNTERS IN PERSIAN 
HISTORIOGRAPHY 

So far, this chapter has been concerned with the practical implications of the delineations of the Iranian and 
Afghan spheres of influence around Herat. In the following, I will attempt to gauge the extent to which the 
political developments were taken up in the Persian sources of the time. The production of Iranian 
historiography reached its high point in the mid-1850s, coinciding with N��ir al-D�n Sh�h’s final attempt to 
incorporate Herat into the Q�j�r state. Seen in this light, it is perhaps not surprising that many authors focus 
on ancient Iranian rights to far-flung lands and seem somewhat reluctant to take ongoing territorial losses 
into account. However, the persistent notion of extensive Iranian possessions in the east is no less remarkable 
given the notable inability of Q�j�r rulers to extend their military and administrative presence beyond the 
core regions of the province in a significant manner. What is more, one identifies a gap between formal 
notions of entitlement and concrete knowledge about the regions claimed. The lack of information about the 
areas targeted was acutely felt by the Q�j�r rulers during the campaigns to Herat in 1837–38 and 1856. On 
the eve of the first expedition to Herat, Mu�ammad Sh�h Q�j�r, for example, attempted to make up for this 
shortfall by charging his envoy to Qandah�r, Qanbar �Al� Kh�n, with the task of gathering detailed 
intelligence concerning the regions beyond Kirm�n.392  

One good example for the reiteration of an inclusive sense of Iranian territorial entitlement is M�rz� 
Fa�lull�h Sh�r�z�, who undertook to describe the territory of Iran around 1250/1834–35. In the introduction 
to his Dh� al-qarnain, he portrays this “extensive country” (mamlakat-i vas�� al-mis��at) to have 
traditionally stretched from the Caucasus, including the furthest limits of D�ghist�n and Georgia in the north, 
to Kirm�n and the Indian Ocean in the south. The eastern and western reaches of this territory are defined by 
the Oxus and the Tigris. Among the sixteen provinces of Iran, Sh�r�z� identifies Ghazn�n and Khur�s�n as the 
easternmost possessions and delineates the extent of each province by enumerating the principal constituent 
cities, each of which was replete with historical associations. The ensuing lists of provinces and towns 
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creates a sense of timeless territorial integrity. He states that Ghazn�n comprises the towns of Far�h, Sabz�ra 
[Isfiz�r], Qandah�r, Balkh, and Ghazn�n. The list of towns making up Khur�s�n is even more impressive: 
“Herat, Marv-i Sh�h�j�n, ��s, that is, holy Mashhad, Turbat-i 
aidar�ya, Tursh�z, Q�ch�n (known as 
Khab�sh�n), Buz�njird [Bujn�rd], Kal�t, Darra Jazain [Darra Gaz], T�n, �abas, B�rjand, N�sh�p�r, 
Sabzav�r, Bis��m, J�jarm, Juvain, D�mgh�n, Simn�n, and Maz�n�n.”393 

Yet there also were differing voices. M�rz� Zain al-�	bid�n Sh�rv�n� makes a clear distinction between 
the ancient province of Khur�s�n, extending a month’s journey from east to west, and the actual scope of 
Q�j�r control. He agrees that the first Safavid ruler Sh�h Ism���l I (r. 1501–1524) freed Khur�s�n from the 
control of strangers, i.e., the Uzbeks. Yet he also points out that this formerly vast expanse had disintegrated 
into a number of independent realms in the second half of the eighteenth century:  

From the time of the decline of the Nadirid kingdom until now (1237/1827), the princes of that territory have built up tribal 
kingdoms (mul�k al-�av�yif) and no one bows his head in obedience to the other. Early on, the Q�j�rs established control over 
[the region between] Bis��m and Mashhad; beyond, the Afgh�ns rule over Herat and its dependencies. [This also holds true for] 
the Uzbeks in Balkh and its districts, the Afsh�rs in Andkh�d and Shibargh�n, the Jal�yir tribe in Kal�t, the ruler of Bukh�r� in 
Marv and its dependencies, the Turkmens in Sarakhs and B�dgh�s, the Arabs in Q�yin, the Kayanids in S�st�n, the Haz�ras in 
B�kharz, the Kurdish tribes in Khab�sh�n, the Qar�
� in Turbat [Turbat-i 
aidar�ya], the Khuzaima tribes in �abas, the Ghurid 
Maliks in Gharjist�n, the group of Mask [?] in Khulm, another tribe (qaum) of Haz�ras in the mountains of Herat, and another 
group of Turkmens in Nas� and Ab�vard. There are many others in various nooks and corners who do not submit to anybody.394 

The Q�j�r preoccupation with the need to reclaim Iranian territories raises the question of how the changing 
political realities in Herat entered the historical discourse. Early chronicles like Dh� al-qarnain loosely refer 
to the eastern territories of Khur�s�n as the “Afgh�n region” (diy�r-i afgh�n) 395 , the “Afgh�n 
region/province” (vil�yat-i afgh�n),396 or the “Afgh�n kingdom” (sal�anat-i afgh�n).397 From the 1850s on, 
however, the concept of “Afgh�nist�n” emerges in the official historiography. Writing in 1273/1856–57, the 
Iranian official I�ti��d al-Sal�ana was the first author to include the name of Afghanistan in the title of his 
work. The definition he furnishes in the introduction to his T�r�kh-i vaq�yi� va sav�ni�-i Afgh�nist�n 
essentially confirms the sentiments most commonly expressed with regard to this territorial and political 
entity. From the Iranian point of view, Afghanistan occupied the distant eastern margins of the historically 
grown empire but was by no means entitled to a separate political identity. By including Kashm�r and 
Pish�var in the Afghan dominions, the author apparently refers not so much to the contemporary Afghan 
state but to the scope formerly under Sad�zai control:  

Afgh�nist�n is an extensive country. According to the delimitation of the European [authors], it measures 1,000 miles from east 
to west and 700 miles from north to south. This country extends from Kashm�r to the plain of Herat, and the Europeans call it 
‘Eastern Iran’, as it has continuously formed a part of Iran and has been subordinate to its rulers. Its major cities are Herat, K�bul, 
Pish�var, Qandah�r, Kashm�r, Balkh and Ghazn�.398 

Hid�yat’s T�r�kh-i rau�at al-�af�-yi n��ir� epitomizes the incipient incorporation of Aghanistan into the 
historical narrative. In the context of the Q�j�r conquest of Herat in 1856, the author offers an overview of 
the history of the region drawing on the works of I�ti��d al-Sal�ana and Lis�n al-Mulk. Hid�yat introduces 
the lengthy chapter by pointing out that “the account of the events in eastern Khur�s�n calls for the 
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description of the origin and branches of the Afgh�ns and of the country of Afgh�nist�n.”399 Yet in the 
subsequent historical outline he shows a clear preference for the historical geographical expression of 
“Z�bulist�n” as the designation of the Afgh�n homeland.400 

The changing profile of territorial concepts can best be traced on the basis of a number of historical 
junctures exemplifying competing notions of political authority. These crucial moments in history were 	q� 
Mu�ammad Kh�n Q�j�r’s conquest of Mashhad in 1210/1796, Fat� �Al� Sh�h’s campaign in Khur�s�n in 
1214–15/1800 and N�
ib al-Sal�ana’s preparation for a campaign against Herat in 1248/1832–33. All the 
available historical accounts employ a specific dramaturgy to highlight the critical nature of these 
encounters, which are portrayed as written and verbal interchanges between Iranian and Afghan rulers 
concerning their respective spheres of influence. These dialogues mark the corner stones of the historical 
narrative and endow it with a specific rhythm. Recounted and embellished by the Iranian historians, they 
form the set pieces of the evolving Persian historiography of the mid-nineteenth century. They reflect the 
Q�j�r endeavor to root territorial claims in the past and illustrate that the sense of ownership over the entire 
historical province of Khur�s�n remained alive well into the nineteenth century. As will be seen below, the 
notion of Afghanistan gradually enters the accounts of these historical snapshots. 

PRELUDE: 	Q	 MU
AMMAD ENTERS KHUR	S	N 

One example of the evolving historical script is furnished by 	q� Mu�ammad Kh�n’s assertion of his 
territorial claims against his Mangh�t and Sad�zai antagonists, and the renderings it receives in the chronicles 
of the mid-nineteenth century. While earlier historians remain silent on the repercussions of 	q� Mu�ammad 
Kh�n’s conquest of Mashhad in 1210/1796, both Hid�yat and Lis�n al-Mulk frame this event as a revival of 
Safavid grandeur. According to these accounts, 	q� Mu�ammad was not content with conquering Mashhad; 
he also reclaimed the ancient Iranian possessions of Balkh, Herat and Marv. Lis�n al-Mulk does not 
comment on the immediate outcome of 	q� Mu�ammad’s initiative; he merely states that: 

He sent Mu�ammad 
asan Kh�n Qar�guzl� as a messenger to Sh�h Zam�n, the successor of T�m�r Sh�h Afgh�n, who held the 
government of K�bul and Afgh�nist�n at the time, and entrusted a kind letter to him. [In this letter] he conveyed the happy news 
of his conquest of Khur�s�n and requested that he [Sh�h Zam�n] withdraw his officials from Balkh, which constitutes part of the 
Iranian territories [ki juzv-i mam�lik-i �r�n ast], and submit it to the representatives of His Majesty.401  

Hid�yat compares 	q� Mu�ammad Kh�n’s success in ordering the affairs of these provinces with the most 
brilliant phases of Safavid administration, thus establishing a linkage between the Q�j�r efforts at state 
building and well-known historical precedents. Interestingly, Hid�yat endows 	q� Mu�ammad Kh�n with 
the right to a wide range of territories which not even his most illustrious forebears ever controlled in their 
entirety. In a letter to the Bukharan Am�r Sh�h Mur�d (r. 1785–1800), 	q� Mu�ammad Kh�n protested 
recent Uzbek interference with the affairs of Marv and Balkh and took the opportunity to stake out his 
territorial claims:  

It is not necessary to recount the history of the previous Safavid rulers from Sh�h Ism���l I and the contemporaries of Mu�ammad 
Kh�n Sh�b�n� Uzbek down to N�dir Sh�h and the Uzbek Ab� al-Khair Kh�n [Ab� al-Fai� Kh�n?]. I know and you know what 
has happened. It is evident that Balkh-i B�m�, Marv-i Sh�h�j�n, Zam�nd�var, S�st�n, Qandah�r, and K�bul have [always] 
belonged to the realm of the Iranian kings [mulk-i p�dsh�h�n-i �r�n]. 

According to Hid�yat’s version of events, 	q� Mu�ammad Kh�n exhorted Sh�h Mur�d to content himself 
with his historical possessions. On his part, the Q�j�r leader graciously undertook to honor the long-standing 
borders (�ud�d, sun�r, thugh�r) of Iran and not to venture beyond the Oxus (�b-i Jai��n).402 

                      
399  Ch�n dar bay�n-i vaq�yi�-i Khur�s�n-i mashriq� az dhikr-i a�l u far�-i af�ghina va tashr��-i bil�d afgh�nist�n guz�r� n�st �nak 

mujmal� marq�m m�gardad (TRSN X: 652). 
400  TRSN X: 654–5. 
401  NT 81.  
402  TRSN IX: 283. 
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Hid�yat also recounts the mission of Mu�ammad Kh�n Qar�guzl� to the court of Sh�h Zam�n. He reports 
that Sh�h Zam�n immediately complied with 	q� Mu�ammad Kh�n’s territorial demands and confirmed the 
cessation of Balkh to the Q�j�rs. What is more, his brother Ma�m�d M�rz�, the governor of Herat, readily 
acknowledged the fact that his province had been a dependency (�am�ma) of Iran for many years during the 
Safavid period and asserted his readiness to be counted among the governors and appointees of the [present] 
Iranian king. Yet 	q� Mu�ammad Sh�h’s plan to emulate the Safavid mode of administration by appointing 
his own governors to Balkh-i B�m�, Marv-i Sh�h�j�n and Herat was cut short by the need to protect 
Azerbaijan from Russian intervention.403 

THE DRAMA UNFOLDS: FAT
 �AL# SH	H’S CAMPAIGN TO KHUR	S	N IN 1214–15/1800 

The ensuing exchanges between Sh�h Zam�n Sad�zai and Fat� �Al� Sh�h Q�j�r over the possession of 
Khur�s�n likewise present a crucial moment in Persian historiography and bring the evolving notions of 
territoriality into focus. The available accounts of two Afghan missions to the Q�j�r court prior and during 
Fat� �Al� Sh�h’s second campaign to Khur�s�n provide insights into different historiographic styles. They 
also bear witness to the fact that the term “Afgh�nist�n” as a political entity entered the discourse relatively 
late. Writing in 1236/1821, Dunbul� gives a terse report of the message Sh�h Zam�n’s envoy �urra B�z Kh�n 
P�palzai submitted to the court on the occasion of his first visit: 

The substance of his message and the gist of his undeveloped thought was as follows: Neither should Sh�h Zam�n leave the path 
of obedience, nor should the world-conquering emperor mount his steed and set his boundless army into motion toward 
Khur�s�n. This request covered the king’s sun-like soul with the dust of indignation. The royal countenance turned away from 
accepting this petition and the resolve to move against Khur�s�n was carried out.404  

When �urra B�z Kh�n rejoined the royal camp near Sabzav�r, he bore a more submissive message on behalf 
of the Sad�zai ruler. Sh�h Zam�n readily acknowledged Q�j�r supremacy and offered to induce the 
rebellious leadership of Sabzav�r and N�sh�p�r to give up their resistance: 

A handful of base people and a few low persons, who, fearing [royal] retribution for their treason, are hiding behind the walls of 
Khur�s�n, are neither fit to combat the king, powerful as heaven, nor able to resist his boundless army. If the compassionate 
sovereign should accept the mediation of this well-wisher…, [he] will, when the victorious reins have been turned towards the 
capital, send them to the heaven-like court, soothed by royal favors and without resistance.405 

In the 1830s, Fa�lull�h Sh�r�z� highlights the differing views on Khur�s�n by introducing the conceptual 
contradistinction between the “regions [properly] belonging to Iran” (vil�y�t-i muta�alliqa ba-daulat-i �r�n) 
and those “occupied by the Afgh�ns” (vil�y�t-i muta�arrif�-yi afgh�n). According to his account, Sh�h 
Zam�n aspired to a separate but clearly subordinate position as the “younger brother” of the Q�j�r king: 

At the behest of Sh�h Zam�n and dispatched by his Prime Minister Vaf�d�r Kh�n, �urra B�z Kh�n Afgh�n arrived in the capital 
for a meeting with 
�jj� Ibr�h�m Kh�n I�tim�d al-Daula… In short, his message was as follows: ‘The domain (mamlakat) of 
Khur�s�n, because of its neighborship with the regions occupied by the Afgh�ns, should suitably remain in the possession of 
Sh�h Zam�n, while the other provinces (mam�lik) of Iran shall belong to the King of kings, powerful as heaven. Because Sh�h 
Zam�n does not [wish to] interfere with the other provinces of Iran, His Majesty shall also refrain from moving against Khur�s�n. 
[The King] shall consider Sh�h Zam�n his younger brother and leave the entire domain of Khur�s�n to him.’… He received the 
following answer: ‘The goal of the departure of the victorious standards for Khur�s�n is not only to [restore] order in Khur�s�n; 

                      
403  TRSN IX: 284–5. 
404  Dunbul� 60. See also Brydges 1973: 106.  
405  [M]usht� fur�m�yag�n va lakht� b�p�yag�n-r� ki az b�m-i j�n va muj�z�t-i khiy�nat har�s�n va dar pusht-i div�rh�-yi Khur�s�n 

pinh�n-and na liy�qat-i sit�z-i shahry�r-i gard�n-tav�n ast va na ��qat u tav�n dar p�sh dar p�-yi lashkar-i b�-kar�n. Agar 
khad�v-i mar�amat-k�sh shaf��at-i �n khairand�sh-r� qab�l farm�yad… �n n�kkhv�h ba�d az in�i��f-i �in�n-i �afar ba-j�nib-i 
takhtg�h �sh�n-r� ba-�l��f-i sh�h�na dil-�s� va b�-ikr�h rav�na-yi darg�h-i gard�n-ishtib�h khv�had s�kht (Dunbul� 63). See 
also Brydges 1973: 120. 
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its general aim is to free all the regions belonging to Iran from foreign occupation. Now the campaign to Jar�d [?], Qandah�r and 
K�bul has been determined and the decision of this conversation can only be settled by brandishing the fire-like sword.406 

Sh�r�z� further agrees with Dunbul� that Sh�h Zam�n assumed a more compliant tone in his second message 
to Fat� �Al� Sh�h. On this occasion, the Sad�zai king readily conceded the Q�j�r entitlement to Khur�s�n by 
heritage and by merit. Furthermore, he accepted the subordinate position of his own, acquired regions, 
referring to them as a worthless backyard of the Q�j�r domain.407  

In Hid�yat’s version of events, Sh�h Zam�n’s purported endeavor to hold on to the divisions of power 
prevalent during the Zand/Sad�zai period likewise met with an indignant reaction. The author adds a slightly 
different emphasis to the verbal exchange by focusing on the importance of the Safavid legacy. Furthermore, 
he introduces an emotional note by portraying the region as Fat� �Al� Sh�h’s ancestral resting place:  

We will now reconquer Herat, Marv, Balkh, K�bul, Qandah�r, Bust, Qa�d�r,408 S�st�n and Zam�nd�var, which were dependencies 
(i��f�t va mul�aq�t) of the exalted government of Iran under Safavid rule, from their [present] usurpers. Khur�s�n itself is the 
ancient home of our fathers and forefathers.409 If Khur�s�n were not part of Iran, how could it be that the grave of our great 
ancestor is located near ��s, a fact that is well known in Turkey and Russia alike? 410  

Writing in the 1880s, 
asan 
usain� Fas�
� closely follows Sh�r�z�’s portrayal of the exchanges between the 
Q�j�r court and Sh�h Zam�n but unhesitatingly identifies the domain of the Sad�zai king as 
“Afgh�nist�n”.411 The Iranian historiography thus largely agrees on the reasoning behind Fat� �Al� Sh�h’s 
second campaign to Khur�s�n and the sequence of events. All of the aforementioned sources display a 
striking contrast between the inclusive territorial claims put forward and actual military scope. With the 
exception of Hid�yat, the authors attribute Fat� �Al� Sh�h’s decision to break his camp before Sabzav�r and 
to call off the siege of N�sh�p�r to the formal Sad�zai submission conveyed by �urra B�z Kh�n during his 
second visit. Yet the ready acceptance of Sh�h Zam�n’s proffered role as a mediator suggests that Q�j�r 
claims to authority in Khur�s�n were not as absolute as the verbal statements imputed to Fat� �Al� Sh�h seem 
to purport.  

From the perspective of the Afghan author Sul��n Mu�ammad B�rakzai, the message submitted by �urra 
B�z Kh�n takes on a different meaning. In this account, “Afgh�nist�n” emerges as the overarching territorial 
unit which includes the region of Khur�s�n. Moreover, Sh�h Zam�n assumes a position of equality with the 
Q�j�r ruler. Accordingly, his message to Fat� �Al� Sh�h reads more like a challenge than the baseless and ill-

                      
406  	urra B�z Kh�n-i afgh�n ba-ish�ra-yi Sh�h Zam�n az j�nib-i Vaf�d�r Kh�n vaz�r-i a��am ba-�azm-i mul�q�t-i jin�b-i ��jj� 

Ibr�h�m Kh�n I�tim�d al-Daula v�rid-i takhtg�h shud…khul�sa-yi paigh�m �nki: Mamlakat-i Khur�s�n ba-sabab-i hamjav�riyat 
ba vil�y�t-i muta�arrif�-yi afgh�n ansab chin�n ast ki dar ta�arruf-i Sh�h Zam�n, va s�yir-i mam�lik-i �r�n dar ta�t-i ikhtiy�r-i 
sh�hansh�h-i gard�n-tav�n b�shad. Chin�nki Sh�h Zam�n-r� dar b�b-i s�yir-i mam�lik-i �r�n �arf� n�st, az �n �araf-i qar�n al-
sharaf n�z dar �arakat ba-j�nib-i Khur�s�n �az�mat� v�qi� nagardad, �-r� bar�dar� kihtar az khud shum�rand va mulk-i 
Khur�s�n-r� dar-basta ba-Sh�h Zam�n gudh�rand… �-r� chin�n jav�b guftand:… Man��r az �arakat-i r�y�t-i �afar-�y�t na 
tanh� na�m-i mamlakat-i Khur�s�n ast balki maq��d-i kull� intiz��-i jam��-i vil�y�t-i muta�alliqa ba-daulat-i �r�n az ta�arruf-i 
b�g�nag�n [m�b�shad]. �nak �az�mat-i Jar�d [?] va Qandah�r va K�bul mu�ammam va qa�� u fa�l-i rishta-yi �n guftug� mauq�f 
ba-burish-i �us�m-i �dhar-shiyam ast (Dh� al-qarnain 132–3). 

407  Mamlakat-i Khur�s�n bi-al-irth va bi al-isti�q�q muta�alliq ba-k�rguz�r�n-i �n daulat-i �al�ya ast balki vil�y�t-i muta�arrif�-yi 
�n niy�zmand n�z ma�bakh� az �n d�dm�n-i san�ya (Dh� al-qarnain 136). 

408  A region in Sind (Dihkhud� XI: 15527). 
409  Kh�na-yi qad�m-i �b� va ajd�d-i m�. 
410  TRSN IX: 361.  
411  “The spring of that year saw the arrival of �urra B�z Kh�n Afgh�n in the name of Vaf�d�r Kh�n, the Prime Minister of Sh�h 

Zam�n, for a meeting with 
�jj� Ibr�h�m Kh�n I�tim�d al-Daula. He submitted the following message of the vizier of 
Afgh�nist�n: ‘The domain (mulk) of Khur�s�n, because of its close neighborship, should suitably remain in the possession of 
Sh�h Zam�n, while the other provinces (mam�lik) of �r�n shall belong to the victorious King of kings. Because Sh�h Zam�n does 
not [wish to] interfere with the other provinces of �r�n, His Majesty shall also refrain from moving against Khur�s�n from the 
opposite side. [The King] shall consider Sh�h Zam�n his younger brother and leave the entire domain of Khur�s�n to him.’ After 
deliberating the 
�jj� answered as follows: ‘The intention of His noble Majesty’s proceeding to Khur�s�n is the occupation of all 
the countries which belong to �r�n: Nish�pur, Sabzav�r, K�bul, and Qandah�r. At this very moment, he is preparing the conquest 
of Afgh�nist�n’”(FN 677). The above translation is a modified version of the one given by Busse (1972: 92–3). 
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timed request it is portrayed as in the Iranian sources. The Sad�zai ruler confidently informs his Q�j�r 
counterpart that he will refrain from extending his authority beyond Khur�s�n, provided that Fat� �Al� Sh�h 
gives up his plan to attack the possessions of Afghanistan (aml�k-i Afgh�nist�n). As 50,000 Q�j�r cavalry set 
out for Sabzav�r and N�sh�p�r, Sh�h Zam�n issues a further warning to Fat� �Al� Sh�h not to meddle with 
Khur�s�n, which forms part of Afghanistan.412 

The modern Afghan historian F�falz�
� likewise endows Sh�h Zam�n with a position of strength vis-à-vis 
the Q�j�r ruler. Interestingly, he lets the protagonists speak for themselves, adducing their purported 
correspondence of 1214–1215/1799–1800. While the authenticity of these letters remains to be verified, the 
style adopted fits the circumstances and the period.413 In keeping with the late eighteenth-century setting, the 
concept of “Afgh�nist�n” is not framed as a political concept yet. Rather, the written dispute focuses on the 
validity of the respective claims advanced by the Durr�n� and Q�j�r rulers to Khur�s�n. On his part, Fat� �Al� 
Sh�h takes exception to the incursions by Abd�l� Afgh�ns into the ancient dependencies of his hereditary 
kingdom, which he stakes out as comprising Marv, Balkh, Andkh�d, Shibargh�n, Badakhsh�n, Maimana, 
Herat, Sabzav�r, Bust, N�sh�p�r, �abas, Qandah�r, B�miy�n, and Bal�chist�n.414 While acknowledging the 
territorial precedents set by the Safavids, Sh�h Zam�n asserts his right to Khur�s�n, which, deriving from the 
degree of power currently exercised by the Durr�n� dynasty, is more tangible and more justified than the 
vague historical claim advanced by the Q�j�rs: 

It is evident that this is your inherited and protected country as much as it is mine (mulk-i ma�r�s va maur�th-i man u tu-st). If 
the quality of your swords and spears justifies your [claims to] dignity, it will be yours. If it befits my Alexander-like standing, it 
will be mine, bound to the essence of my perseverance and resolve. You try to enter and establish your ownership by means of 
fraud and meanness. I have occupied [this region] by merit of military strength and intrepidity. It was my blessed forefathers who 
obtained this realm by means of the sword.415 

In keeping with his insistence on the force of more recently established precedents, Sh�h Zam�n advises Fat� 
�Al� Sh�h to stick to the agreements concluded between the Durr�n�s and Kar�m Kh�n Zand and to respect 
“the limits of the guarded domains of the Durr�n�s” (�ud�d-i mam�lik-i ma�r�sa-yi durr�n�ya), or else he 
will face military confrontation.416 Finally, he roundly rejects Fat� �Al� Sh�h’s claim to ownership over 
Khur�s�n on the basis that his ancestor Navv�b Mu�ammad 
asan Kh�n Q�j�r is buried there.417 Referring 
to 	q� Mu�ammad Sh�h’s desecration of N�dir Sh�h’s tomb in 1796, he states:  

[Merely] referring to your ancestor’s grave is not enough to place the guarded domain of Khur�s�n (mulk-i ma�r�sa-yi 
Khur�s�n) in your jurisdiction. If the graves of the great ancestors and kings were an indication for actual possession and were 
honored as such by the great Q�j�r commander, the deceased king 	q� Mu�ammad Sh�h would never have upturned the grave of 
the Iran-ornamenting king N�dir Sh�h, resting in Paradise, by the strikes of the spear and would not have acted in utter disrespect 
to his bones.418 

                      
412  T Su 170, 175–6. 
413  The correspondence quoted by F�falz�
� consists of a letter by Fat� �Al� Sh�h and a response by Sh�h Zam�n written on 18 

Jum�d� II 1215/6 November 1800. According to F�falz�
�, these letters were copied by his ancestor Sard�r �Alam Kh�n Vak�l al-
Daula, who served as Sh�h Zam�n’s vaz�r-i d�v�n-i a�l� (F�falz�
� 1958: 144, 243). 

414  F�falz�
� 1958: 138–9. 
415  F�falz�
� 1958: 143. 
416  F�falz�
� 1958: 142. 
417  F�falz�
� 1958: 139. It is not clear who is intended here. Fat� �Al� Sh�h’s grandfather Mu�ammad 
asan Kh�n Quy�nl� was 

killed near Ashraf in Jum�d� II 1172/January–February 1759. His head was sent to Kar�m Kh�n Zand in Tehran, who buried it in 
the nearby shrine of �Abd al-�A��m (B�md�d 1992 III: 365–72). To the best of my knowledge, Fat� �Al� Sh�h’s only ancestor to 
die in Khur�s�n was his great grandfather Fat� �Al� Kh�n Quy�nl�, who was assassinated in Khv�ja Rab�� near Mashhad in �afar 
1139/October 1726 (Lockhart 1938: 24–6). In connection with Sh�h Rukh Afsh�r’s deposal in January 1750, there is mention of 
Mu�ammad 
asan Kh�n Q�j�r Ish�k 	q�s�b�sh� (TA Hum�y�n 75–6).  

418  F�falz�
� 1958: 143. 
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CONCLUDING ACT: �ABB	S M#RZ	 N	
IB AL-SAL�ANA BEFORE THE GATES OF HERAT  

Q�j�r territorial claims are also brought into relief by the available accounts of N�
ib al-Sal�ana’s endeavor 
to regain control of Herat in 1248/1832–33. Again, a stylized verbal exchange serves to illustrate notions of 
Q�j�r ownership. Addressing Vaz�r Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n Alak�zai of Herat, N�
ib al-Sal�ana employs a 
summary historical overview to underline his right to Herat as part of the Iranian legacy. According to the 
version given by Dh� al-qarnain, N�
ib al-Sal�ana informs Y�r Mu�ammad Kh�n that the “provinces 
occupied by the Afgh�ns” (vil�y�t-i muta�arraf�-yi af�ghina) of Herat, Qandah�r and K�bul have since time 
immemorial accepted their subservience to the Iranian kings. From N�
ib al-Sal�ana’s perspective, 
competing Sad�zai claims to this region merely form an aberration in an otherwise unbroken chain of Iranian 
sovereignty. A�mad Kh�n Sad�zai, the founder of the Durr�n� dynasty, is portrayed as a rebel, who has upset 
the time-honored order of things. His speech culminates in the peremptory order that K�mr�n Sad�zai, the 
ruler of Herat, should either assume the same duties as the other governors within the Q�j�r realm or give up 
his dominion: 

In bygone times, the provinces occupied by the Afgh�ns were continuously in the possession of the powerful Iranian kings and 
were controlled by their governors. The Afgh�n tribes (�av�yif-i af�ghina) belonging to the tribes of Hind�st�n, and those of them 
who have resided in the provinces of Herat, Qandah�r, K�bul, etc. have submitted taxes (khar�j-gudh�r va b�j-dih) to the kings 
of Iran [throughout time]. After the assassination of N�dir Sh�h Afsh�r, A�mad Kh�n Abd�l� has established control over those 
provinces contrary to law and order and by means of imposture, and, assuming the title of sh�h, has galloped down the valley of 
obstinacy. Lacking the wherewithal to conquer Herat and the other regions mentioned…, the Zand am�rs postponed this issue. 
The martyred king [	q� Mu�ammad] would have had the power to accomplish all these matters had fate not plucked him from 
this transitory world. The present king of auspicious conjunction [Fat� �Al� Sh�h] has devoted his ever-lasting reign to the jihad 
against the Russian unbelievers so that he could not take any royal steps in this direction. Now, by the abundance of divine grace 
and high royal fortune, all worldly and religious matters have been resolved and the enmity between the realms of Islam and 
unbelief has dissolved. I, the lowest servant of the exalted court, have girded the loins of high ambition to reclaim the hereditary 
possessions (mulk-i maur�th)… In short, K�mr�n M�rz� and his entire entourage should embark on the royal highway to the 
heaven-embracing court and vacate the province of Herat and the other regions; or else he should accept the same duties as the 
other local rulers and governors of the guarded domains (mam�lik-i ma�r�sa-yi sul��n�), submit the taxes and proceeds of the 
occupied regions, and perform sikka and khu�ba in the name of his Muslim-sheltering royal majesty.419  

N�
ib al-Sal�ana’s statement as recounted in Dh� al-qarnain is closely mirrored, at once in content and 
wording, in Hid�yat’s version, with the difference that N�
ib al-Sal�ana avows his readiness to extend his 
military campaign as far as Balkh.420 Both Fa�lull�h Sh�r�z� and Hid�yat refer to the Afghan dominions as 
“provinces occupied by the Afgh�ns”. Writing roughly at the same time as Hid�yat, Lis�n al-Mulk, by 
contrast, gives a more summary account of N�
ib al-Sal�ana’s speech, and employs the term Afgh�nist�n as 
territorial designation for the debated region in eastern Khur�s�n.421 

As viewed through the lens of Persian historiography, the early debates between the Q�j�r and Sad�zai 
rulers revolved around an abstract and extensive notion of Khur�s�n, which was conjured up and reinforced 
by the formulaic repetition of the component districts constituting the historical province. The above quotes 
illustrate the fact that regional identifications were endowed with different meanings according to context. In 
sketching the contested terrain, both the Afghan and Iranian chroniclers conceptualized the terrain as nested 
entities reflecting increasing degrees of inclusiveness. Yet, while the Afghan commentators perceived 
Afghanistan to contain Khur�s�n, the opposite was true from the Iranian perspective. If using the term 
Afgh�nist�n at all, the Iranian authors make it clear that it is to them no more than a subordinate region 
located on the eastern fringes of the Iranian legacy. Yet, for all its geographical and political marginality, this 
eastern region remained central to prevalent Iranian conceptions of space.  

                      
419  Dh� al-qarnain 838–9.  
420  TRSN X: 30–31. 
421  NT 487–8. While omitting the Iranian bias concerning the illegitimacy of A�mad Sh�h’s gaining possession of Afgh�nist�n, the 

early twentieth-century Afghan chronicle Siraj al-tav�r�kh closely follows Lis�n al-Mulk’s version (ST 117; 
McChesney/Khorrami 2013 I: 193–4). 
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As the nineteenth century wore on, the concept of Afghanistan gradually gained currency. This process 
coincided with a reduction of the regions within the political and military reach of the Iranian government. 
As a result, the conflict with the Afghans increasingly narrowed down on Herat as the crucial possession in 
eastern Khur�s�n.422 Henceforth, Herat and Marv formed vital coordinates on the mental map of the Q�j�rs. 
While located on the margin, and increasingly beyond, the scope of Q�j�r military control, both cities 
continued to hold the Iranian imagination as places of great strategic importance and inherent strength. Thus 
Lis�n al-Mulk described Herat as the regional center of “eastern Khur�s�n” and Afgh�nist�n in the 1850s.423 
Hid�yat extolled Marv as the key to Khv�razm and praised Herat as the key to all of Khur�s�n and 
Turkist�n.424 The continued prestige of Herat is also reflected by the reasoning the Iranian Prime Minister 
M�rz� 	q� Kh�n N�r� I�tim�d al-Daula adopted to explain the difficulties besetting the Q�j�r siege of Herat 
in the summer of 1856:  

The conquest of Herat, which constitutes the center of Khur�s�n, is no easy matter. The firmness and impenetrability of its 
fortifications is legendary, from ancient times until today. No king of old that we have read or heard about was ever able to gain 
control of Herat unless the inhabitants of that city found it advisable to submit on their own accord… [Even] N�dir Sh�h Afsh�r, 
who conquered half of the world, was unable to take Herat by force.425  

CONCLUSION 

The aftermath of the short-lived Iranian occupation of Herat in 1856 bears witness to Khur�s�n’s transition 
from a far-flung territory embracing the ancient centers of Iranian civilization to a closed space defined by 
linear borders. Owing to British pressure, Herat was removed from the orbit of Q�j�r control, and the sense 
of Khur�s�n as a vast eastern expanse gave way to more concrete notions of boundedness. As the Afghan 
ruler Am�r D�st Mu�ammad Kh�n Mu�ammadzai prepared to conquer Herat in 1862, a small Persian force 
occupied the village of K�s�ya to afford protection to the province of Khur�s�n.426 Rather than the Oxus, a 
village on the right bank of the Har� R�d located seventy miles west of Herat had come to symbolize the 
eastern border of the Iranian state. 

A similar process took place in Afghanistan, albeit with the difference that, in this case, a dramatic 
territorial shrinkage had already taken place with the downfall of the Sad�zai dynasty in the early nineteenth 
century. Operating from a narrow base of power, the first Mu�ammadzai kings employed the limited 
resources at their disposal to expand from K�bul into the space delimited by British and Russian interests. 
While the exact course of the border between Afghanistan and Iran was not settled until the 1930s, the fact 
remains that the Afghan kingdom assumed the identity of a territorially bounded entity. This process found 
its visual expression in a map Am�r �Abd al-Ra�m�n Kh�n (r. 1880–1901) published in 1898. Contrary to the 
western cartographic conventions the Am�r had undoubtedly become acquainted with in the course of his 
boundary negotiations with the British, this map does not attempt to reproduce a bird’s eye view of the 
Afghan territory and its geographical features. Rather, it depicts the Afghan state as a multi-tiered, 
hierarchical edifice surrounded by similar structures representing the governments of Iran, Russian 
Turkistan, China and British India. Placed in the center of the map, the realm occupied by Afghanistan is set 
apart form the neighboring states by a dotted line suggesting a clearly identified and self-contained territorial 
unit.427 

The borders sketched in this map may be seen as a delimitation against outsiders. Afghanistan’s position 
as a buffer state between British and Russian interests, and the fixed borders it implied, freed the hands of the 
Mu�ammadzai am�rs to impose order internally. �Abd al-Ra�m�n Kh�n reportedly compared his country to a 
                      
422  This phenomenon is also discussed by Kashani-Sabet 1997: 218. 
423  NT 1192. 
424  Sif�ratn�ma Persian text 112. 
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426  Wynne 1870a: 53. 
427  The text accompanying this map was originally published in Curzon 1988: 55–8. For a detailed discussion of its context and 

content, see Edwards 1996: 78–88.  
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building requiring constant and vigilant maintenance in order to keep both external and internal enemies at 
bay: 

It is easy to understand that before furnishing a house one must think of making or finding a house to furnish; and in case of 
building a house it must be surrounded by walls to keep the goods safe which are put in it; and if the house is full of holes, 
ditches, snakes, scorpions, etc., it is necessary to get rid of these before any one can live in it. In the same way, it was of the first 
and greatest importance to mark out a boundary line all around Afghanistan, so that we should first know what provinces really 
belonged to Afghanistan before thinking of introducing any reforms and improvements therein. Fortunately, I have succeeded in 
defining the boundaries of Afghanistan with the neighbouring powers, and putting an end to their gradual moving forward… 
Taking into consideration that the boundary lines made a strong wall around the country, shaping it, as it were, into a house, it 
was necessary to clear that house of all the injurious scorpions existing in it, scorpions that formed a great obstacle in the way of 
peace and progress. To explain myself: I mean that I had to put in order all those hundreds of petty chiefs, plunderers, robbers, 
and cut-throats, who were the cause of everlasting trouble in Afghanistan. This necessitated breaking down the feudal and tribal 
system, and substituting one grand community under one law and under one rule.428  

The above utterance was imputed to �Abd al-Ra�m�n Kh�n by his Punjabi biographer Sul��n Mu�ammad 
Kh�n, who, in fact, produced the sections concerning the Am�r’s effort at state building and the nature of his 
administration without any direct input or control on the part of the king. The statement is also interesting in 
that it endows �Abd al-Ra�m�n Kh�n with an active role in the delineation of Afghanistan’s borders, 
obscuring the fact that they were largely defined at the instance of Great Britain and Russia. The notion that 
Afghanistan’s boundaries were created on the Am�r’s initiative is also shared by Afghan historians of the 
time.429  

While the above statement may not have been coined by the Am�r himself, it reflects a profound 
conceptual change which signifies the adoption of modern notions of territoriality. The emergence of fixed 
borders in the late nineteenth century caused traditional conceptions of political authority to be charged with 
entirely new perceptions of space. As part of this process, the early modern dynastic idea of a ruling “house” 
and its net of allegiances with other influential families was substituted by a notion of the state as a clearly 
bounded edifice. In keeping with this image, the walls of the house symbolized the linearity and seeming 
immutability of national borders, which in turn called for a more efficient and profound administrative 
penetration of the state sphere thus defined. The construction of the modern state as a confined but inviolable 
space continued to carry the seeds of territorial conflict with next-door neighbors and endowed lingering 
territorial claims with a new degree of urgency. This inherent tension was highlighted during the first British 
attempt at dividing S�st�n between Iranian and Afghan interests in 1872. The boundary line created in this 
process left both parties involved discontent. Even so, it formalized the distinction of Iran and Afghanistan as 
separate and clearly delimited political entities.  

The creation of modern boundaries engendered the necessity of redesigning the relationship between the 
central government and its subject territories. Both in Afghanistan and Iran, the state faced the challenge of 
penetrating a more narrowly defined space from within. The transformation of the tribal leadership from 
important allies into “scorpions” in the perception of the state reflects the effort to substitute the traditional 
methods of maintaining a web of personal allegiances with centralized control. It was this aspect of 
modernity that both the Q�j�r and the Mu�ammadzai governments found it difficult to implement 
conceptually and practically. While the outward borders were in place, the internal balance was slow to shift.  
On the Afghan side, the relative weakness of early Mu�ammadzai rulers was offset by �Abd al-Ra�m�n 
Kh�n’s sustained effort at sweeping out the feudal and tribal elements from his vision of a centralized state 
by means of countless rounds of execution, imprisonment and exile. In Q�j�r Khur�s�n, intermittent attempts 
at curbing the influence of the tribal leadership were followed by periods of entrenchment. While individual 
leaders were subject to execution and deportation, the local nobility retained, and at times even enhanced its 
influential position in the provincial administration. In the following chapter, I will attempt to shed light on 
the regional relationships of power by exploring the demographic makeup of Iranian Khur�s�n and the 
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interaction between Q�j�r administrators and the local forces. The prominent tribal leaders of Khur�s�n 
enjoyed a great degree of stability both in terms of their territorial possessions and their relationship with the 
government. The circumstances in the eastern and northeastern reaches of Khur�s�n, by contrast, were 
characterized by a high volatility until the late nineteenth century. As will be seen below, this environment of 
fluctuating allegiances and changing patterns of settlement only gained a measure of solidity with its 
incorporation into modern political entities and the resulting freezing of local conditions.  




