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THE GREAT GAME  
IN INNER ASIA  

OVER TWO CENTURIES 
 

“International law does not apply to savages.” 
Nikolai Mikhailovich Przhevalsky (1839-1888), Russian explorer1 

Introduction 
Around 1800, three great powers faced each other in Inner Asia: Britain, Russia, and 
the Manchu empire. The West referred to the latter as China, given that China since 
the seventeenth century formed the economically most important part of the Manchu 
empire. The Manchus were in decline, but they remained sufficiently strong to 
control the entire eastern half of Inner Asia: Muslim East Turkestan, Tibet, and 
Mongolia. Manchu armies had conquered East Turkestan as late as 1757, when they 
crushed the last great independent Mongolian dominion, consisting of the Oirat 
Mongol tribes of Altai, the Tien-shan region, and Ili, known as the Dzungar empire 
(Dzüngaar; “left hand,” meaning left or east wing, in this case of the Oirats).2 

Britain and Russia, however, were grojwing and vigorous empires. The rivalry 
between them resulted in a struggle for Inner Asia, which came to dominate regional 
politics during the entire nineteenth and – with partly new actors – the greater part of 
the twentieth century. The Great Game, the name under which the struggle became 
known, still continues. The American war in Afghanistan was only the latest 
development in the persistent struggle for territory and resources in Inner Asia. 

Muslim Central Asia, i.e., what currently constitutes the Muslim former Soviet 
republics east of the Caspian, Afghanistan, and East Turkestan (Chinese Xinjiang), 
was only a part of a greater geographical area, Inner Asia, which additionally 
consisted of the Caucasus, parts of Persia, northern India, and Tibet. Despite 
differences in culture between these territories, the various components of Inner Asia 
always had at least as much interaction with each other as they had with the coastal 
regions of Asia. 

Around 1800, the Russian and British empires in Inner Asia were 
separated by more than three thousand kilometres of unexplored wilderness. 
By 1876, this distance had been cut in half, and around 1900 the distance between the 
two empires was usually only a few hundred kilometres. At certain locations in the 
Pamir, the British and Russian lines were separated by less than thirty kilometres, 
i.e., only a little more than a day’s march. 

Britain and Russia saw the purpose of their rivalry differently. Russia wanted to 
expand, needing new territories to reach new markets and – not least important – 
make room for the growing Russian population. Britain, on the other hand, had from 
the mid-nineteenth century been on the defensive. Britain had already acquired the 
jewel in the crown, India, which was the richest and most important of the many 
                                                
1 Karl E. Meyer and Shareen Blair Brysac, Tournament of Shadows: The Great Game and the 
Race for Empire in Central Asia (Washington, DC: Counterpoint, 1999), 239. 
2 When no other source is given, this section is based on H. W. C. Davis, The Great Game in 
Asia (1800-1844) (London: Oxford University Press for the British Academy, The Raleigh 
Lecture on History, 10 November 1926; reprinted in 1996 by Pallas Armata, Tonbridge, 
Kent); Peter Hopkirk, The Great Game: The Struggle for Empire in Central Asia (New York: 
Kodansha International, 1992); Meyer and Brysac, Tournament of Shadows. 
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British colonies. While Russia needed new land, Britain generally only desired to 
retain what it had already managed to gain – and no less important, to protect the 
approaches to India. 

In addition, both empires at home had a reasonably widespread interest in 
civilising the poor, backward peoples of Asia and lifting them up to a truly Christian 
level of development. Nobody asked what the Asians themselves thought about this, 
least of all their own authoritarian rulers, who generally were a bunch of singularly 
brutal despots. To maintain their grip on power, most had to rely exclusively on a 
combination of military strength and the support of the local Muslim or Buddhist 
clergy, which almost invariably displayed an extraordinary conservatism and hatred 
of change. Most despots regarded relatives and local upstarts as a far greater threat to 
their power than the mighty Russian and British armies. 

The Players of the Game 
The more interesting characters in the Great Game were not, accordingly, found on 
the level of princes and rulers, in Europe or Inner Asia. Instead, they could be found 
among those who actually fought out the struggle between empires that already 
during the nineteenth century became known as the Great Game. Inner Asia became 
a gigantic chessboard for the young soldiers, agents, adventurers, and other riff-raff, 
among them many orientalists and archaeologists, who with or without weapons in 
hand fought for the success of their respective principals. There were also native 
players in the Great Game, taking part on both sides. A limited few even attempted to 
promote the interests of their own people – but those seemed to have been in a 
minority. Because of the great distances, most actors operated independently, often 
even against given orders. They were individualists, not administrators, and the 
majority had chosen to participate out of their own free will, despite the fact that it 
usually was economically more profitable and favourable to one’s career to remain at 
home within the ordinary machinery of government. Many never returned home, but 
several found time to write their memoirs before they died of disease or were 
murdered by hostile tribesmen. The main developments in the Great Game are 
therefore fairly well documented for posterity.3 

To find out more about what they were fighting about, the participating countries, 
at first Britain and Russia, found it necessary first to explore and map Inner Asia. 
Britons and Russians as well as other merchants and commercial envoys had of 
course in previous centuries often travelled through the region. However, these had 
seldom bothered to gather geographical and military information on the region. From 
the beginning of the nineteenth century, both Russia and Britain began accordingly to 
dispatch officers and officials to gather information in a more systematic manner. 
Both sides also used native agents. From at least the 1840s, the British trained 
Indians, often from Kashmir (so-called pundits, “learned men” in Sanskrit) who, 
disguised as Muslim clerics or Buddhist pilgrims, crossed Inner Asia to measure 
distances and make geographical observations. The Russians used native agents from 
at least 1820, if not before. From at least 1869, they also began to send Mongols 
(Buriats and Kalmucks) on similar missions. 

The use of native agents did not mean that advanced equipment was lacking. 
Two British officers, first Edmund Smyth (born c.1824 and still alive in 1909) and 
then Thomas George Montgomerie (1830-1878), started from 1863 to supply their 
agents with special equipment which corresponded to their cover as Buddhist 
pilgrims. Each agent was given a special rosary consisting of a hundred – instead of 
the more usual 108 – beads. The special rosary was used to measure distances. The 
                                                
3 When no other source is given, this section is based on Davis, Great Game; Hopkirk, Great 
Game; Meyer and Brysac, Tournament of Shadows. 
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agent had before setting out measured the number of steps he needed to cover a 
particular distance, on flat ground as well as uphill and downhill. During his mission, 
he used the beads of the rosary to mark every stretch of a hundred steps. In this way, 
he could carry out proper measurements of the roads along which he was travelling. 
But this was not all. An ordinary prilgim would also carry a prayer-wheel and a 
copper cylinder with hand-written prayers. The British agent carried the same 
equipment, but instead of prayers he carried special writing paper on which he jotted 
down his observations. The agent also carried a compass, hidden in the lid of the 
prayer-wheel, a thermometer for measuring the altitude hidden in his pilgrim’s stave, 
and other necessary equipment such as a sextant. 

Pundits of this kind remained an important part of the British intelligence 
establishment for at least thirty years. The two last known agents of this kind were 
sent out as late as in 1893. 

The participants in the Great Game were hardly unaware of the risks they faced, 
or unwilling to face them. The term Great Game itself was, as far as is known, first 
used by the British officer Arthur Conolly (1807-1842) in his book “Narrative of an 
Overland Journey to the North of India” (1838). Conolly participated in the game 
until 1842, when the Emir of Bukhara had him executed.4 

Russia’s Game Opening  
Russia had at least since 1552 gradually expanded its dominion and colonised large 
territories to the east (primarily in Siberia and present-day Kazakstan). These 
territories had been only sparsely populated and usually by peoples organised in 
tribes rather than as states, however loosely. Around 1800, however, Russia was 
confronted with three new Turkic states that had been founded in Central Asia 
towards the end of the eighteenth century: Bukhara, Khiva, and Khokand in the 
Ferghana Valley. Around 1800, the ruler of Bukhara assumed the title of Emir to 
distinguish himself from the khans who were his competitors. Compared to Siberia, 
these parts of Inner Asia were comparatively densely populated, and the cities in the 
region had existed for centuries, if not millennia. Beyond them was the richest booty 
of all: British India.5 

After the conquest of the Crimea in 1783, Catherine the Great (1729-1796, r. 
1762-1796) started to consider sending an army to invade India but was eventually 
persuaded to concentrate on more urgent problems. Her son, Paul I (1754-1801, r. 
1796-1801), had other priorities. In 1801, he dispatched the Cossack general Matvey 
Ivanovich Platov (1751-1818) with a force of 22,000 Cossacks with explicit orders to 
conquer India. Platov was recalled following the murder of the Tsar soon thereafter – 
which no doubt saved his poorly prepared forces from perishing in the unexplored 
wilderness that separated Russia from Persia, Afghanistan, and India. However, Paul 
had already sent a proposal to Napoleon Bonaparte (1769-1821), suggesting that a 
French army and a Russian Cossack army jointly march towards India. The plan was 
that the two armies would meet in present-day Turkmenistan, since the Russians 
expected to recruit Turkmens as irregular cavalry for the campaign. The two armies 
would then march through Persia and Afghanistan towards what they believed was a 
defenceless India. 

                                                
4 See, e.g., anon., “The Bokhara Victims,” Edinburgh Review, 1845 (Pallas Armata reprint, 
1998). 
5 When no other source is given, this section is based on Edward Allworth (ed.), Central Asia: 
130 Years of Russian Dominance, A Historical Overview (Durham, North Carolina: Duke 
University Press, 1994); Hopkirk, Great Game; Meyer and Brysac, Tournament of Shadows. 
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Hardly anyone had taken Paul’s invasion plans seriously. Napoleon was 
different. He had in fact annoyed the British by entering into an agreement with the 
Shah of Persia in 1807. Later the same year, British agents reported that Napoleon 
had suggested to the new Russian Tsar, Alexander I (1777-1825, r. 1801-1825), that 
the two realise the plan first suggested by Paul. Neither Napoleon nor Alexander was 
known for modest intentions, and they reportedly agreed to share the world between 
the two of them. France would assume control over the West, while Russia would 
take the entire East including India. As the first step in this grandiose plan, they 
resumed planning for the invasion of British India. A joint force consisting of a 
French army and a Russian Cossack army would march towards India. It was agreed 
that the two armies would meet at, and take, Constantinople, after which they would 
march through Turkey, Persia, and Afghanistan towards their ultimate target. With 
the benefit of hindsight, it seems clear that the plan could hardly have been possible 
to realise. The distances were too great for the armies of the time to maintain supply 
lines, even if they succeeded in defeating all hostile forces along the planned route. 
Neither Napoleon nor Alexander had the slightest idea of the problems that would 
face a marching army along the planned route. If they had been more knowledgeable, 
the plans would have been cancelled immediately. However, the British were not 
much more aware of the obstacles in the way of such an invasion and were duly 
worried. British concerns were not allayed with time. Although the French threat 
disappeared within a few years, Russia embarked upon the bloody conquest of the 
Caucasus. Many British observers were convinced that when Russia finally held the 
Caucasus, the armies of the Tsar would surely march against the Central Asian states. 
And when these had fallen as well, then the road to India would lay open.6 

Moorcroft 
Since both British and Russian agents had begun to take an interest in Inner Asia, it 
was inevitable that they would sooner or later run into each other. The first known 
contact in Inner Asia between Russians and Britons involved in Great Game 
activities took place in July 1812 in Daba, a Tibetan-controlled border station in 
western Tibet. The contact took the form of a chance meeting between a British horse 
trader, William Moorcroft (died 1825), and two Russian dogs. The dogs, a pug and a 
terrier, had been trained in performing tricks by someone whom the horse trader 
presumed was a Russian officer. The Tibetans confirmed for him that the dogs had 
indeed arrived with a party of Russians. Russian traders by this time visited Tibet and 
Kashmir regularly, Moorcroft learned. Not all of them were ethnic Russians, of 
course. One Russian agent was Mekhti Rafailov (died 1821), who was probably born 
in Kashmir or possibly Yarkand in East Turkestan. He most probably received his 
Russian name while in the Russian service.7 

Although William Moorcroft had an official brief to purchase horses, and for this 
purpose received a salary from the Military Department within the British Indian 
government, his chief task was to gather intelligence on the still relatively unknown 
countries beyond the borders of British India. Moorcroft’s reports were accordingly 
dispatched directly to the Political and Secret Department. However, he never 
received any documents to prove his status as an official British representative and 
that he was more than a mere horse trader. Had he carried such documents, his 
superiors would not have been able to deny all knowledge about his activities, in case 
he should get into difficulties with local rulers: a policy which during the twentieth-
                                                
6 F. Trench, “The Central Asian Question,” Journal of the United Service Institution, 1873 
(Pallas Armata reprint, 1997), 185-7. 
7 When no other source is given, this section is based on Davis, Great Game; Hopkirk, Great 
Game; Meyer and Brysac, Tournament of Shadows. 
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century Cold War was known as “plausible deniability,” the ability to deny in a 
credible manner interference in the internal affairs of foreign states. 

In 1819, Moorcroft embarked upon his third and final journey beyond the borders 
of India. His goal was to reach Bukhara. In the same year, a Russian agent, Nikolai 
Muraviev (born 1795), went on a similar mission but with Khiva as his destination. 
Neither was granted official diplomatic status. Both attempted to open Inner Asia for 
trade, and to prevent the other party from doing so. When Moorcroft in 1825 finally 
succeeded in reaching Bukhara, he learnt that Russian traders had already arrived 
there in late 1820. Moorcroft died on his return journey. 

Russia and Persia: A Buffer State Changes Allegiance 
The 1828 Treaty of Turkmanchai between Russia and Persia (after the Russo-Persian 
war of 1826-1828) had severe implications for the relations between them and 
Britain, which hitherto had enjoyed considerable influence in Persia. Britain, which 
despite the existence of earlier treaties with Persia had declined to help the Persians 
against Russia, had to accept the fact that Russia had become the dominant power in 
Persia. Persia became virtually a Russian protectorate, with Russian consuls and with 
Russian merchants operating in Persia being granted privileged positions.8 

Neither Britain nor Russia desired to assume direct colonial control over Persia, 
which they instead regarded as a buffer state between British and Russian dominions 
and spheres of influence. A buffer state served both powers, but in particular the one 
dominating the buffer state (first Britain, then Russia). In a geopolitical contest, a 
buffer state is of great use against a high-intensity threat not only through its ability 
to contribute its own interposed forces but also through its capacity to absorb the 
threat. The buffer state provides geographic depth, which allows time for additional 
forces to be moved to the theatre of war. It also discourages aggression, since the 
great power against which the buffer is aimed must consider whether a buffer state is 
worth absorbing at the risk of war with the rival power. 

The newly established Russian influence over Persia worried the British and 
became a decisive factor that from the 1830s onwards led to the intensification of the 
Great Game. Russian presence in Persia convinced both British and Russians that 
Afghanistan henceforth was the key to control over Central Asia and the land route to 
India. 

Britain and Afghanistan 
The Afghan kingdom (1709-1826) arose in the eighteenth century at the intersection 
of three rival Muslim empires, each of which was in decline: the Uzbeks under the 
Astrakhanid (or Janid) dynasty, the Persians under the Safavid dynasty, and the 
Indians under the Moghul dynasty. For centuries, these three had divided the territory 
of modern Afghanistan among themselves. However, in the event, the Afghan 
kingdom was soon torn apart by civil war. During the 1830s, there were two principal 
contenders for the Afghan throne. Afghanistan was controlled by Dost Muhammad 
(1791-1863, r. 1826-1838 and 1842-1863), who had driven his predecessor Shah 
Shujah (1780-1842, r. 1803-1810 and 1839-1842) into exile. Now wiser from 
experiences in the Indian principalities, Britain decided to interfere in the Afghan 
succession.9 
                                                
8 When no other source is given, this section is based on Hopkirk, Great Game; Meyer and 
Brysac, Tournament of Shadows. 
9 When no other source is given, this section is based on Davis, Great Game; Hopkirk, Great 
Game; Meyer and Brysac, Tournament of Shadows. 
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A key operative in the struggle for Afghanistan turned out to be a young British 
officer, Alexander Burnes (1805-1841). Burnes began his diplomatic career in 1831, 
when he was sent on a formal mission to Ranjit Singh (1780-1839), ruler of the 
powerful Sikh state in the Punjab. Officially, the mission consisted of the delivery of 
a luxurious and rather bulky gift to Ranjit Singh. However, the chief goal was to 
explore his country, and determine its military potential and military topography, in 
the event that an invading British army needed to cross the terrain.  

It so happened that the Afghan ruler Dost Muhammad was one of Ranjit Singh’s 
chief rivals. Having returned to India, Burnes accordingly suggested that he should 
embark upon a similar mission to Afghanistan and yet more ambitiously, Bukhara, 
which Moorcroft had reached a few years earlier. The proposal was duly authorised, 
and in 1832, Burnes set out with a small group of assistants. The entire party was 
dressed as Afghans to avoid being robbed and murdered along the way. Burnes 
successfully reached Kabul, where he quickly established good relations with Dost 
Muhammad. In 1833, Burnes returned to India, having also managed to visit Bukhara 
while fulfilling his other duties. 

The published geographical discoveries of Burnes were important, but far more 
decisive were his secret military and political reports. For instance, Burnes concluded 
that a modern Russian army could set out from Orenburg (or from a port on the 
eastern shore of the Caspian Sea), march through the mountain passes in the Hindu 
Kush to Kabul, defeat the Afghans, and from Kabul continue towards British India. 
Burnes probably overestimated the ability of the Russians to reach Kabul. However, 
since he had personally surveyed the terrain in question, his conclusions had a great 
impact on the British leadership. The British became increasingly worried about 
Russian intentions in Central Asia and India. 

The Caucasus 
Meanwhile, the Great Game had spread to the Caucasus. Russian reports to St 
Petersburg increasingly noted that British agents were active among the Circassians 
(Cherkess) in north-western Caucasus. British agents reportedly assisted the local 
tribes there against Russian forces through arms deliveries and other support.10 

There was some truth in these reports, even though they were probably 
exaggerated. Among the British agents was a young Scotsman, David Urquhart 
(1805-1877). Filled with a burning desire to fight for freedom and justice, he had 
already in 1827 travelled to Greece to assist the Greeks against the Turks in the 
Greek War of Independence in 1821-1830. However, the behaviour of the Greeks 
during the war caused him gradually to shed his illusions about the rights and wrongs 
of the struggle. Urquhart soon found himself siding with the Turks in the war instead. 
Since Russia was traditionally hostile towards the Turks, he eventually began to work 
actively against the former on behalf of the latter. Urquhart was on several occasions 
employed by the British government for missions in the Near East. During one of 
these, when he was in Constantinople, he became involved in the struggle of the 
Circassians against Russia, establishing contacts with a number of Circassian leaders 
in 1834. Subsequently, he returned home to argue the importance of the Ottoman 
Sultanate as a buffer state against Russia, the value of the North Caucasian mountain 
peoples, and the moral duty of Britain to assist the North Caucasians in retaining their 
traditional independence. In 1836, Urquhart was appointed First Secretary of the 
British embassy at Constantinople. He continued supporting the Circassians from this 
position. Russian reports about British agents operating among the Circassians and 
the smuggling of British weapons to them appeared more and more frequently. 
Following a particularly serious incident in which a British blockade-runner was 
                                                
10 When no other source is given, this section is based on Hopkirk, Great Game. 
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seized by Russian forces, Urquhart was finally recalled to London. However, he 
continued for a number of years to voice his support for the Circassians, including the 
championing of arms shipments to them.11 

Meanwhile, another war against Russia raged in the eastern Caucasus. This was 
the ghazawat (holy war) of 1830-1859, in which the Daghestani religious leaders 
Ghazi Muhammad (died 1832) and Shamil (c. 1797-1871) united the mountain tribes 
of the eastern parts of the North Caucasus (a territory centred on Daghestan with 
some Chechen and Ingush groups) into a religious state, an Imamate. Shamil 
successfully resisted the Russian troops for three decades, at roughly the same period 
when the Circassians in the western parts of the North Caucasus fought Russia in 
their own war. Divided by Christian Ossetia and with little in common, the two North 
Caucasian resistance fronts never managed to co-operate effectively against the 
Russians. Shamil surrendered in 1859, and resistance in Circassia, never a unified 
state, ended in 1864.12 

Russian occupation and the policy to settle large numbers of ethnic Russians in 
the conquered territories led to a large exodus of Circassians, Chechens, Ingush, and 
Daghestanis to the Ottoman Empire, where their descendants remain today in 
scattered communities. Unrest continued among those who stayed on, however, and a 
major uprising took place in 1877-1878, simultaneous and in conjunction with the 
Russo-Turkish War. 

Russia Develops an Interest in Afghanistan - and Britain Reacts 
Despite the ongoing war in the Caucasus, Russia soon developed an interest in 
Afghanistan. In autumn 1837, the British learnt that a Russian officer of Lithuanian 
origin, Yan (Ivan Viktorovich) Vitkevich (died 1838), accompanied by a troop of 
Cossacks, was on his way to Afghanistan to establish relations with Dost 
Muhammad. This caused considerable anxiety within the British leadership, 
especially when it became known that it was in fact Dost Muhammad, and not the 
Russians, who had made the first overtures as early as in October 1835. In addition, 
he had neglected to inform the British of his dealings. Vitkevich arrived in Kabul in 
December 1837.13 

The British already had a trusted man in Kabul. The previous year (1836), 
George Eden, Lord Auckland (1784-1849, governor-general 1835-1842), the newly 
appointed governor-general of India, had ordered Alexander Burnes on a new 
mission to Kabul, but this time in an official capacity. Burnes had reached Kabul on 
20 September 1837, i.e., before the arrival of Vitkevich. 

Distances were long, however, and communication lines slow. When Lord 
Auckland eventually learned that a Russian delegation was on its way to Kabul, but 
without realising that Vitkevich had already arrived, he wrote two letters (in January 
and again in March 1838) to Dost Muhammad, declaring (in the second letter, which 
can only be described as an ultimatum), that Britain under no condition could accept 
                                                
11 For a biography of Urquhart, see Gertrude Robinson, David Urquart: Some Chapters in the 
Life of a Victorian Knight Errant of Justice and Liberty (New York: Augustus M. Kelley, 1970), 
first published by Basil Blackwell, Oxford, in 1920. 
12 August von Haxthausen, The Tribes of the Caucasus: With an Account of Schamyl and the 
Murids (London: Chapman and Hall, 1855; Pallas Armata reprint, 2002); John F. Baddeley, 
The Russian Conquest of the Caucasus (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1908; Pallas 
Armata reprint, 1999); Moshe Gammer, Muslim Resistance to the Tsar: Shamil and the 
Conquest of Chechnia and Daghestan (Frank Cass, 1994). 
13 When no other source is given, this section is based on Davis, Great Game; Hopkirk, Great 
Game; Meyer and Brysac, Tournament of Shadows. 
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an alliance between Afghanistan and Russia or any other power (such as Persia), or 
tolerate Afghanistan maintaining any diplomatic correspondence with such powers. If 
Dost Muhammad persisted, the British would remove him from his throne by force of 
arms. The question was further complicated by the fact that Dost Muhammad 
claimed Peshawar, which had been conquered by the Sikhs under Ranjit Singh, and 
that Lord Auckland had insisted that the Afghans renounced this claim. 

Lord Auckland’s letter stirred up strong anti-British feelings in Kabul. On 21 
April 1838, Dost Muhammad, after long deliberation, chose to receive Vitkevich 
after all – and with full rituals of friendship. Burnes, having failed to prevent the 
reception, responded by leaving Kabul six days later. 

Vitkevich had successfully accomplished his mission, but for Russia, his journey 
proved to have been in vain. In 1837, with support from Russian officers and French 
engineers, Persian forces attacked Herat in western Afghanistan. On the side of the 
defenders was a young British officer, Eldred Pottinger (1811-1843). Pottinger had 
gone there on his own initiative, under the cover of being a horse trader. Very much 
dueto him, the city successfully defended itself for ten months, until British forces 
landed on 19 June 1838 on the island of Kharg in the Persian Gulf. The Shah of 
Persia had to accept British demands and withdrew his forces. The withdrawal 
destroyed any Russian hope of gaining control in Afghanistan without involving 
substantial amounts of its own forces – despite the fact that Dost Muhammad had 
received a Russian emissary. For Vitkevich the end was tragic; he committed suicide 
not long after his return to Russia. 

Despite Russian inability to gain any practical benefits from the situation, the 
British developed a new scheme to reassure themselves that power over Afghanistan 
would remain in their hands. A plan was hatched to replace Dost Muhammad with 
Shah Shujah, who was still living in exile. 

The First Afghan War, 1839-1842 
The plan was to use an invasion army consisting of Shah Shujah’s remaining men (a 
few Afghans but mainly British-trained Indians) and Ranjit Singh’s powerful Sikh 
army. The war plan was based on four assumptions: (1) Ranjit Singh’s Sikhs would 
take care of most of the military operations; (2) Herat was on the verge of falling to 
the Persians; (3) Dost Muhammad was hardly more than a Russian puppet; and (4) 
the Afghans would accept or even welcome an invasion in which the British replaced 
Dost Muhammad with another puppet. All four assumptions were found to be wrong 
long before any British troops crossed the border into Afghanistan. And yet, despite 
the fact that the Russian presence was no longer a threat to British India, the British 
leaders decided to launch the invasion, since the plans had already been made and the 
troops were in position. The sheer lunacy of this decision soon became obvious.14 

During the spring of 1839, the invading forces moved into Afghanistan by way of 
Quetta in present Pakistan. Largely thanks to generous bribes to local leaders, 
resistance was minimal. When the British army reached Kabul in early July 1839, 
Dost Muhammad had already fled. Kabul surrendered without a fight, and Shah 
Shujah was installed on the abandoned Afghan throne. 

As it turned out, the Afghans were dissatisfied with Shah Shujah and they hated 
the British, who in addition to being foreigners were non-Muslims. This antipathy 
grew further when it became clear that some Afghan women preferred British 
officers to their own countrymen. However, the situation remained comparatively 
calm and major components of the British army had by the end of 1839 returned to 
India. A division in Kandahar and two brigades in Kabul remained. The latter 
                                                
14 When no other source is given, this section is based on Davis, Great Game; Hopkirk, Great 
Game; Meyer and Brysac, Tournament of Shadows. 
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neglected to move into the fort of Kabul, which would have been the militarily wise 
thing to do, since Shah Shujah stubbornly insisted on keeping the fort for his personal 
uses (not least as a safe place to keep his harem). Instead the British built a poorly 
fortified camp in a tactically impossible location north of Kabul. The fact that the 
camp was fundamentally indefensible in case of attack did not disturb the British 
military command. In addition, the British leaders in 1841 took the ill-advised 
decision to cut in half financial subsidies to the tribes who controlled the strategically 
important road from Kabul to Jalalabad. 

In November 1841, the careless British grip on Afghanistan collapsed overnight. 
Burnes, who lived inside Kabul, found himself surrounded and besieged by an angry 
mob that soon stormed his residence, killing him and several Britons and Indians. A 
mere half-hour’s march away, the British army of 4,500 men waited in vain for its 
commander, the indecisive Major-General William Elphinstone (1872-1842), to 
intervene. However, despite much argument back and forth, Elphinstone never 
managed to make up his mind whether to restore order or not.15 

The murder of Burnes was only the beginning of what soon developed into a 
protracted massacre of Britons and Indians in Kabul, who soon commenced the 
retreat towards India. Thanks to the incompetence of the British military command 
and the harsh conditions of winter, this retreat soon turned into a disaster. Only a 
handful of the thousands of men, women, and children (4,500 soldiers and 12,000 
civilians, the vast majority Indians) ever reached India. Only one man, Dr William 
Brydon (1811-1873), survived the actual retreat and successfully reached British 
lines. Shah Shujah was killed as well, but this was hardly noticed in the general 
confusion. (The parallel between Shah Shujah and later Afghan rulers installed by 
foreign armies, such as Najibullah (1947-1996) and perhaps Hamid Karzai, is 
striking). 

British agents had been trying to check the rebellion by the traditional methods of 
the region – bribes and rewards for the heads of enemy leaders. The plan was that the 
Afghans would be persuaded to renew their internal wars instead of uniting against 
the British. However, the only result of the reward offer was that two enemy leaders 
were killed by their rivals. This was far from enough to stem the revolt. 

Nevertheless, following the British disaster, the situation rapidly returned to 
normal. The Afghan leaders resumed their internal quarrels, resulting in a brutal 
struggle for power, while other British units marched towards Kabul. As the British 
realised the size of Elphinstone’s losses, they inflicted a violent revenge on all the 
Afghans who attempted to stop them. After having reached Kabul and taken their 
revenge, the British then left Afghanistan, permitting Dost Muhammad to resume his 
throne. Nothing concrete was achieved on either side. In the final analysis, thousands 
of people died on both sides only to restore the status ante bellum. 

Khiva and the Russian Slaves in Central Asia 
It was not only the British who suffered reverses in Central Asia. By the end of 1839, 
the Russian General V. A. Perovsky (fl. 1834-1846) led an expedition towards Khiva. 
One of the objectives of the expedition was to liberate the many Russian slaves who 
were known to be held in captivity in Khiva. The expedition turned into a disaster 
and gained nothing whatsoever. Thanks to the harsh winter climate and a lack of 
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supplies, more than a thousand of the 5,200 men in the expedition perished. Perovsky 
never reached Khiva and in 1840 found himself forced to return home.16 

Meanwhile, two British officers managed to reach Khiva. The second of them, 
the young Richmond Shakespear, arrived in Khiva in 1840 and, fantastically, 
persuaded the Khan of Khiva to release all Russian slaves in the city. These were 
several hundred in number. Shakespear led them back to Russia, where he was 
received as a hero at the same time as many Russian officers quietly cursed the fact 
that Shakespear in this way had removed Russia’s chief argument to annex Khiva. 
The most compelling argument in the eyes of the Khan was that if he freed the 
Russians, Russia would no longer have an excuse to dispatch another expedition into 
his domain. Shakespear too realised that in addition to the humanitarian aspect of the 
affair, aiding in the freeing of the slaves would rob Russia of its chief cause to 
occupy Khiva, was a geopolitically astute move on behalf of Britain. Humanitarian 
assistance and great power politics thus came to compliment each other.17 

The Crimean War and the Indian Mutiny: Britain Abandons the Forward 
Doctrine 
The British policy in Inner Asia was changed following the great losses in 
Afghanistan. The earlier “forward” doctrine was replaced by what became known as 
“close borders” or, in the words of the opponents of the new policy, “masterly 
inactivity.”18 

Beside the losses in the First Afghan War, another important factor for the 
adoption of the new doctrine was the Crimean War of 1853-1856. For a variety of 
reasons, war broke out between the Ottoman Sultanate, Britain, and France on one 
side and Russia on the other. The war went badly for the Russians. In the 1856 Treaty 
of Paris, Britain and France pushed through an agreement that guaranteed the 
independence of the Ottoman state and the demilitarisation of the Black Sea. The 
agreement held for a number of years and a new Russian Black Sea Fleet would not 
be built for another fifteen years. Russian losses in the war convinced many in Britain 
that Russia was no longer a direct threat to India. 

What finally clinched the adoption of the new doctrine, however, was the Indian 
Mutiny of 1857-1858, which clearly demonstrated the weakness of the British 
dominion in India. All resources were therefore devoted to the consolidation and 
defence of existing British possessions. To win new territories was regarded as too 
risky. 

Russia and Central Asia 
Even though the new British doctrine was understandable in light of the losses 
suffered, it was a geopolitical mistake. Russia, unlike Britain, had no plans to remain 
passive in Asia. The rivalry between the two great powers henceforth also came to 
affect the Manchu empire. By skilfully playing off the Manchus against the British 
and French, a young Russian count, Nikolai Pavlovich Ignatiev (1832-1908) – who 
earlier had distinguished himself on missions to Khiva and Bukhara – managed to 
persuade the Manchus to sign the two Treaties of Aigun and Peking. As a result, 
                                                
16 Anon., A Narrative of the Russian Military Expedition to Khiva, under General Perofski, in 
1839 (Calcutta: Office of Superintendent Government Printing, 1867; Pallas Armata, 1997). 
See also Hopkirk, Great Game; Meyer and Brysac, Tournament of Shadows. 
17 On the journey of the two British officers, see also Sir Frederick J. Goldsmid, “On Journeys 
Between Herat and Khiva,” Journal of the United Service Institution, 1875 (Pallas Armata 
reprint, 1997). 
18 When no other source is given, this section is based on Hopkirk, Great Game; Meyer and 
Brysac, Tournament of Shadows. 
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Russia acquired large territories along the Pacific Ocean north of the Amur and in the 
Ussuri region in 1858. It was also permitted to open consulates in Kashgar, East 
Turkestan, and Urga, Mongolia. Both these territories were accordingly opened for 
Russian trade.19 

Russia soon came furthermore to acquire new territories in Central Asia. While 
Britain concentrated on its defences, Russia was in need of new markets for its trade. 
This was partly to sell its own goods, which in Europe was regarded as of low quality 
and had little success, but also to replace the imports of raw cotton lost due to the 
American Civil War of 1861-1865. The shortage of raw cotton caused by the war 
affected all of Europe, but for Russia, the shortage was a disaster. The United States 
had been Russia’s chief supplier of raw cotton. The Russians had, however, already 
earlier noticed that Khokand and especially the Ferghana valley had the potential to 
replace the American imports. But first the region had to be occupied – and then 
cultivated. 

In addition to new markets and cotton, Russia was in dire need of new land for its 
Slavic farmers. This was intensified following the abolition of serfdom in 1861. By 
then, only Central Asia – Bukhara, Khiva and Khokand – remained within reach, and 
even then primarily the parts of the steppes suitable for agriculture. There were other 
reasons for Russian interest in this region. Russian merchants had often had problems 
trading there. The presence of Christian Russian slaves was disturbing, and, as noted, 
Russia suffered a shortage of cotton. 

There was thus a variety of reasons for Russia to assume control over Central 
Asia. In addition, the Russian military aggressively supported new conquests, and the 
Tsar accepted initiatives of conquest even if they were contrary to given orders – as 
long as the campaign succeeded. 

Thanks to Count Ignatiev’s negative experiences with regard totreaties with 
Khiva and Bukhara – the princes of which were rightly regarded as despotic and 
completely untrustworthy as treaty partners – it was decided by the end of 1863 that 
the necessary territories would be taken by force. During the summer of 1864, Russia 
consolidated its existing border with the Central Asian states by assuming control 
over a part of the northern domain of the Khan of Khokand (the cities of Turkestan 
and Chimkent). The Khan of Khokand begged Britain for assistance. However, 
“masterly inactivity” was still the order of the day, and so Britain politely declined to 
get involved. 

The Russian conquest of Central Asia was a gradual process, as had the conquest 
of Siberia been earlier. It is often regarded to have begun with the occupation of 
Tashkent in 1865, which was undertaken (against given orders) by Major-General 
Mikhail Grigorievich Chernyayev (1828-1898). Tashkent was an important centre of 
trade, and the city’s merchants generally favoured the Russian presence. The city was 
furthermore not directly ruled by any local khan or emir, even though it was formally 
under the Khokand khanate. Tashkent accordingly turned into Russia’s (and later the 
Soviet Union’s) most important centre in Central Asia. It became the military and 
administrative headquarters as well as official residence for the governor generalship 
(guberniya) of Turkestan. As first governor general was appointed General 
Konstantin Petrovich von Kaufman (1818-1882), a veteran from the wars in the 
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Caucasus. Appointed to the post in 1867, he remained until his death fifteen years 
later. 

The next victim of the Russian policy was the Emirate of Bukhara, ruled by a 
despotic emir from the old city which also was known as “Holy Bukhara” (Bukhara 
Sharif). The Emirate, which suffered from internal strife, was defeated in 1868. The 
Emir was persuaded to seek protection from his local enemies within the safe haven 
of the Russian headquarters, and the Bukhara emirate became a state under Russian 
suzerainty. (The Bukhara emirate remained formally independent as a Russian 
protectorate until the Red Army incorporated it into the Soviet Union in 1920).20 

By the beginning of the 1870s, the turn had come to the Khiva khanate (old 
Khwarezm). Russian forces had already in 1869 in great secrecy built a Caspian port 
and a fort in Krasnovodsk in present Turkmenistan. Khiva, which formerly had been 
protected from Russian armies by its inaccessible geographical position, fell in 1873 
to Russian forces from Tashkent. Khiva, like Bukhara, remained a Russian 
protectorate until the 1917 revolution. The Turkmen tribes, which had only nominally 
accepted Khivan overlordship, were not defeated until after several years of intensive 
and bloody warfare, beginning in 1879. The Turkmen tribes surrendered in 1881-
1884.21 

Finally, there remained the khanate of Khokand (the territory of which also 
encompassed the densely populated Ferghana valley). This also proved vulnerable to 
Russian forces, now based in the already occupied Central Asian territories. In 1876, 
it was defeated and abolished, and the Ferghana valley was occupied. 

Having conquered Central Asia, Russia rightly treated it as two separate 
economic regions; northern Central Asia, or the Kazak steppe, and southern Central 
Asia, or Turkestan. Russia did not seek to assimilate the newly conquered peoples. 
They were not Russian subjects, and as aliens (inorodtsy), were exempt from military 
service. Legislation and administration on the local level remained in local hands. In 
Turkestan, Kaufman advocated that Islam and Muslim society should be ignored, not 
attacked. The aim was to manage the population without interfering in its affairs, thus 
rendering the machinery of colonial administration lighter and less costly. 

Despite an immediate series of violent revolts in the annexed territories 
beginning in the mid-1880s, the Russian empire retained control without any serious 
problems, and did so until its successor, the Soviet Union, dissolved in 1991. The 
first revolt, led by Darwis Khan Tore, broke out in 1885 in the Ferghana valley, but 
was rapidly put down. In the following years, peasants rose up sporadically and at 
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times such as in Namangan in 1891, such uprisings bordered on full-scale rebellion. 
The most important revolt, however, was the urban cholera riots in Tashkent in 1892, 
caused by Russian attempts to curb a cholera epidemic. The modern means to do this, 
including the medical examination of women, ran counter to traditional Islamic 
customs.22 In 1898, peasant unrest in Andijan was used by local religious and secular 
groups to challenge local administrators as much as Russian control.23 

The Pamir, Kashmir, and East Turkestan 
Around 1870, the British realised that Russian forces could threaten India not only 
from Afghanistan through the Khyber and Bolan passes but also further to the north, 
in the Pamir and Karakoram mountains north of Kashmir. This was an unexplored 
region, in which not only three empires met (the British, Russian, and Manchu) but 
also the four highest mountain chains in Asia: the Himalayas, Hindu Kush, 
Karakorams, and Pamirs.24 

To gather information on this region necessitated contacts with Manchu territory. 
Both Britons and Russians accordingly acquired an interest in the Manchu dominion 
of East Turkestan. 

The early 1860s saw a violent Muslim revolt against Manchu rule in East 
Turkestan, beginning in the east and then rapidly spreading westwards until it 
engulfed all of East Turkestan. Yakub Beg (1820-1877), a Muslim soldier with 
experience from a number of engagements against the Russians and an adventurer 
who claimed direct descent from Tamerlane, was in the service of Kashgar’s former 
Muslim ruler, then living in exile in Khokand. The latter hoped to drive out the 
Manchus and reclaim his throne. Yakub Beg led a small force to Kashgar in January 
1865. Within two years, he took control of Kashgar and Yarkand, pushed aside his 
patron, and made Kashgar his capital, declaring himself ruler of Kashgaria. Before 
long, his rule extended to Urumchi, Turfan, and Hami.25 Yakub Beg was only 
defeated by the Manchus in 1877, after which he died in Kashgar.26 
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23 Neil J. Melvin, Uzbekistan: Transition to Authoritarianism on the Silk Road (Amsterdam: 
Harwood, 2000), 12; Allworth, Central Asia, 167-70. 
24 When no other source is given, this section is based on Hopkirk, Great Game; Meyer and 
Brysac, Tournament of Shadows. See also R. A. Shafto Adair, “The Communications, 
Commercial and Military, between the Steppes of Central Asia and Hindustan,” Journal of the 
Royal United Services Institution, 1867 (Pallas Armata reprint, 2000); Trench, “Central Asian 
Question;” R. Murdoch Smith, “The Strategy of Russia in Central Asia, From A Persian Point 
of View,” Journal of the United Service Institution, 1873 (Pallas Armata reprint, 1997); 
Valentine Baker, “The Military Geography of Central Asia,” Journal of the United Service 
Institution, 1874 (Pallas Armata reprint, 1997); anon., “England and Russia in the East,” 
Edinburgh Review, 1875 (Pallas Armata reprint, nd); Valentine Baker, Clouds in the East: 
Travels and Adventures on the Perso-Turkoman Frontier (London: Chatto and Windus, 1876; 
Pallas Armata reprint, 1997), in particular his “Political and Strategical Report of Central 
Asia” on 329-76; Frederick Burnaby, A Ride to Khiva: Travels and Adventures in Central 
Asia (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997; first published in 1876), in particular Appendix 
A. 
25 Aleksei N. Kuropatkin, Kashgaria (Eastern or Chinese Turkistan): Historical and 
Geographical Sketch of the Country; Its Military Strength, Industries and Trade (Calcutta: 
Thacker, Spink and Co., 1882; Pallas Armata reprint, 1997); Hopkirk, Great Game, 321-3. 
For a British view, see anon., “Eastern Toorkistan,” Edinburgh Review, 1874 (Pallas Armata 
reprint, 1997). 
26 Hopkirk, Great Game, 387-8. 



 
14 

Yakub Beg was courted by both the British and Russians as part of the Great 
Game. His reign was also used as a pretext for all sorts of contacts with the territories 
formerly under Manchu rule. In the summer of 1871, General Kaufman ordered his 
troops to occupy the Muslim Ili region, which commanded important strategic passes 
into southern Siberia and in the recent revolt had shaken off Manchu rule. As a 
pretext, the Russians claimed that Yakub Beg was about to seize Ili. Russian troops 
marched into Ili on 24 June 1871, and within days had annexed Kuldja, the capital.27 
However, after the Manchu defeat of Yakub Beg, the Russians had to withdraw from 
Kuldja in 1881.28 

The British found the Russian contacts with East Turkestan as disturbing as the 
earlier Russian contacts with Afghanistan. During the 1870s, the prevalent 
assessment was that Russian troops could march down to India either from Khokand 
or Kashgar (in East Turkestan) by way of Chitral or Gilgit just north of Kashmir, 
which was ruled by a maharaja allied to Britain. Yet another problem had become 
evident. There was no clearly defined border between Afghanistan and East 
Turkestan. The two did not at all appear to share a boundary – which dashed all 
hopes of using Afghanistan as a buffer state between the British territories in India 
and the Russian ones in Central Asia – which for a long time had been a key 
component of British strategy. East of Afghanistan between the Russian and British 
territories, however, was located an inaccessible valley, about eighty kilometres 
wide, known as the Wakhan corridor. There was a risk that the Russians would annex 
this, the British leaders argued. If that happened, the two dominions would suddenly 
share a common border and the risk of war between the two great powers would no 
longer be merely a strategic threat but a political reality. 

The Muslim unrest in East Turkestan, incidentally, did not end with the 1860s. 
There were also Muslim uprisings in the 1870s.29 

The Crisis of 1877-1878: The Russo-Turkish War 
In 1877-1878, the risk of war between Russia and Britain was imminent. After 
Turkish troops had the previous year massacred Christian Bulgarian insurgents and 
their families in the Balkans – and the news had spread throughout the world by 
means of modern mass media – Russia declared war on Turkey in April 1877. 
Russian troops commenced an offensive through the Balkans towards 
Constantinople. At the same time, Russian forces from the Caucasus entered eastern 
Anatolia. Despite stubborn Turkish resistance – and revolts among the recently 
defeated mountain peoples in the Russian North Caucasus – the Russian forces in 
February 1878 reached the outlying areas of Constantinople. There they met an 
unpleasant surprise: the British Mediterranean fleet awaited them in the Dardanelles. 
British public opinion demanded war with Russia should the Russians attempt to take 
the Ottoman capital.30 

The Russian military command was of course aware of the risk of war. In 
Turkestan, General Kaufman had gathered a force of 30,000 men, with which he 
intended in case of war to strike against India through Afghanistan. British relations 
with Afghanistan had deteriorated as the Russian frontier moved closer to the 
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country, and Kaufman harboured some hope of persuading the Afghans to join an 
alliance against India – the wealth of which both Afghans and Russians coveted. 
Kaufman was also convinced that the Indian masses would rise against the British in 
a new mutiny, in case a major Russo-Afghan army was approaching. Unlike the 
situation with the earlier invasion plans, this time the Russian forces were fully aware 
of the military topography in the planned area of operations. In addition, Russian 
public opinion, at least in the leading quarters, was also demanding war. 

It is a sobering thought that in case Russia and Britain had been two modern 
democracies, war would surely have broken out. However, Russia was ruled by an 
absolute ruler, Tsar Alexander II (1818-1881, r. 1855-1881), who in the last moment 
gave in to British demands. Russia agreed to an armistice with the Ottoman state, 
which in the 1878 Treaty of San Stefano had to cede large territories in eastern 
Anatolia and to acquiesce to Bulgarian independence. 

This did not diminish the rivalry between Britain and Russia. In the following 
Berlin Congress of 1878, an embittered Russia was forced to relinquish the major 
part of the conquests of the war. Even Bulgaria was partitioned. 

The Second Afghan War, 1878-1881: Abdur Rahman and the Creation of 
Modern Afghanistan 
General Kaufman, in the meantime, had reached an agreement with the ruler of 
Afghanistan, Sher Ali Khan (1825-1879), the son of Dost Muhammad and more 
importantly, the victor in the five-year-long civil war which had followed the death 
of Dost Muhammad in 1863. Sher Ali Khan and Kaufman agreed that Afghanistan 
would break all relations with Britain. The diplomatic quarrel led to the Second 
Afghan War of 1878-1881, in which British troops again moved into the country to 
teach Sher Ali Khan a lesson and – more importantly – show the Russians that 
Britain did not tolerate any rivals in Afghanistan. Afghan resistance was stubborn but 
hardly decisive, no Russian forces came to their help, and Sher Ali Khan died, ill and 
abandoned, in February 1879. His son Yakub Khan (1849-1923) soon agreed to 
peace with the British on their terms.31 

However, not long afterwards new problems developed in Kabul. The British 
resident, Sir Pierre Louis Cavagnari (1841-1879), was murdered before the end of the 
year by Afghans stirred up by fanatic mullahs, in the same way that Burnes had died 
during the First Afghan War. British troops under Major-General Sir Frederick 
Roberts (1832-1914) rushed to Kabul. The Emir, who perhaps was not personally 
responsible for the murder but in any case had done nothing to prevent it, was 
dethroned and sent into exile in India. This time as well, the British offered cash 
rewards in exchange for the capture and delivery of those Afghans who had 
participated in the murder. The method produced good results, and a number of 
Afghan leaders were captured and handed over by their rivals. Roberts had 87 
Afghans hanged for participation in the attack. Several of those executed could even 
be proven to have participated in the murder. Some, of course, had merely been 
handed over by their traditional enemies with old scores to settle. 

By the end of 1879, an old mullah began to incite the tribes against the infidel 
Britons. Stirred up by their mullahs, they attempted to storm the British positions in 
Kabul. Roberts, however, was a fighting general vastly different from the feeble 
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Elphinstone forty years earlier. The Afghan attack was repulsed, suffering substantial 
losses. 

It was clear, however, that in the long run, Britain could not stay in Afghanistan 
against the wishes of the Afghans without engaging in continuous warfare. The 
solution was Abdur Rahman Khan (1844-1901, r. 1880-1901), the grand-son of Dost 
Muhammad. Abdur Rahman had lived for twelve years in exile in Samarkand under 
the protection of General Kaufman and the Russian Tsar. Kaufman now encouraged 
Abdur Rahman to return home to snatch power from the British. Kaufman probably 
hoped to make Afghanistan a Russian protectorate should Abdur Rahman succeed,. 
Abdur Rahman accordingly returned in February 1880 together with a small but well-
armed force of retainers. On the way to Kabul, he gathered more supporters from 
among the tribes in the north. The British were in practice already considering 
whether to partition Afghanistan so that Russia or any other potential rival would at 
least not be able to take control of the whole country. When Abdur Rahman entered 
the scene, the British soon realised that the Afghan leader was primarily on his own 
side rather than that of the Russians. In an astute move, and no doubt as a shock to 
Kaufman, Britain accordingly welcomed Abdur Rahman, recognised him 
immediately on his arrival in 1880 as the legitimate ruler of Afghanistan, and entered 
into a treaty with him. The main point of the treaty was that the British would leave 
Afghanistan in exchange for Abdur Rahman severing all contacts with all foreign 
powers except Britain, which thereby assumed responsibility for and control over 
Afghanistan’s foreign policy. In return, Abdur Rahman would receive a generous 
financial subsidy from Britain. 

Abdur Rahman proved a capable ruler. He took control of Kandahar already in 
1881 and Herat seven years later. He terrorised his enemies so effectively that those 
who survived began to refer to him, out of fear, as the “Iron Emir.” With financial 
subsidies and other support from Britain, Abdur Rahman also managed to conquer 
several minority regions which had earlier only occasionally or not at all been under 
the control of Afghan rulers. Among the regions which he first conquered and then 
brutally pacified were Hazarajat and Kafiristan (“land of infidels”), which lost their 
autonomy in 1893 and 1896, respectively. After the conquest, the inhabitants of 
Kafiristan were subjected to forced conversion to Islam, and the region was 
accordingly renamed Nuristan (“land of light”). Hazarajat and Nuristan were the last 
two regions conquered and incorporated into the state of Afghanistan.32 By crushing 
minorities and awarding their lands to Pashtuns who were loyal to the Emir, and 
through a brutal nation-building project centred on the Pashtun ethnic identity, Abdur 
Rahman – unlike his predecessors – during the two last decades of the nineteenth 
century created the state formation which today is referred to as Afghanistan. As a 
national state, therefore, the country in other words is only a little more than a 
hundred years old. 

The Crisis of 1885: The Border between Russia and Afghanistan 
The next problem between Russia and Britain came from the very institution that was 
to have secured the peace between the two great powers: the Joint Afghan Boundary 
Commission, consisting of Russian and British representatives charged with the task 
to meet in Sarakhs on 13 October 1884 to delineate the border between Afghanistan, 
Persia, and the Russian possessions in Central Asia. When the British representatives 
arrived, they found that Russian forces were already in the process of taking control 
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over new territories beyond the previous Russian borders. When the news of this 
reached Britain, public opinion again directed its anger towards Russia.33 

The direct cause of disagreement turned out to be the small oasis of Panjdeh, 
located between Merv and Herat. The British and local Afghan commanders regarded 
the oasis as part of Afghanistan. The Russians claimed that it belonged to Russia 
through the 1884 annexation of Merv. While British and Russian forces prepared for 
war over Panjdeh, Abdur Rahman dispatched Afghan troops to the scene. The 
Russian governor of Merv, a Caucasian Muslim known as Alikhanov (reportedly a 
Lezgin from Daghestan named Ali Khan Avarski,34 although this name suggests an 
Avar origin), attempted in every way to make the Afghans begin hostilities, so that he 
would have a reason to retaliate. The British representatives, however, managed to 
hold back the Afghans. The Russian military commander, Komarov, accordingly 
stormed Panjdeh on 31 March 1885. More than 800 Afghans were killed. 

While Russia and Britain prepared for global war – and such a war would surely 
have led to military operations in the Baltic as well as the Black Sea, the Caucasus, 
and the Far East (in Korea and the Russian possessions along the Pacific) – Abdur 
Rahman took the news of the Afghan defeat without emotion. What Abdur Rahman 
did not want was a war between Britain and Russia fought on his territory. The 
situation calmed down, due largely to Abdur Rahman’s acceptance of the incident as 
a fait accompli. When the boundary commission resumed work, Panjdeh was no 
longer part of the discussion. Russia had conquered the oasis, and Russia kept it. 
However, the British reaction had been strong, and no Russian troops would move 
into Afghanistan again until almost a hundred years later, with the Soviet intervention 
of 1979. 

The Crisis of 1891: The Pamirs and Karakorams 
The border had not yet, however, been demarcated in the Pamir and Karakoram 
mountains, which separated the Russian, British, and Manchu (East Turkestani) 
possessions. The question was further complicated by the fact that both British and 
Russian expeditions were active in this region. Both sides attempted to enter into 
temporary or permanent alliances with local rulers. Among the many participants in 
the Great Game who were active in the region was Francis Edward Younghusband 
(1863-1942), who in 1889 began his career there. While on a mission, he happened to 
meet the Russian officer Gromchevsky, who together with seven Cossacks had come 
to the area with roughly the same intentions as Younghusband. The two men shared a 
meal and exchanged opinions on the plans their respective sides had for the region. 
Younghusband was also shown Gromchevsky’s maps, which clearly indicated the 
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Russian wish to assume control of the mountains in the border area, which could then 
be used as a launching point for an invasion of India.35 

In 1891, Russia dispatched four hundred Cossacks into Pamir to annex the entire 
region, including areas which traditionally belonged to Afghanistan and the Manchu 
empire. The British protested through normal diplomatic channels and in addition 
prepared their forces in Quetta for battle. Again war between the two great powers 
threatened. 

However, Russia was suffering from domestic problems, among them famine, 
political unrest, and economical difficulties. Tsar Alexander III (1845-1894, r. 1881-
1894) backed down and gave Britain the apology that had been demanded. The 
annexation, from which the Russians now withdrew, was blamed on local 
commanders, who – in a diplomatic lie – were said to have exceeded their authority. 

+By the end of 1891, British forces marched into those hitherto independent 
principalities that had been official British allies but that had in fact welcomed the 
Russian presence. In a number of daring operations, the British succeeded in taking 
control of most key positions in the region. Britain thereby added the southern parts 
of the region, the mountain areas north of Kashmir, to British India. However, when 
the border between Russia and Afghanistan was delimited in 1895, the majority of 
Pamir fell into Russian hands and remained there until the dissolution of the Soviet 
Union in 1991.36 

In 1897, an agreement between Russia and Britain subordinated the Wakhan 
corridor to Abdur Rahman. The reason was geopolitical. This adjustment of the 
border ensured that Afghanistan would become true buffer state between the two 
great powers. As long as no land border existed between the two powers, it was 
argued, there was no risk for embarrassing border incidents. Britain rewarded Abdur 
Rahman for his contribution to global peace by increasing his financial subsidy.37 

However, in Russia, Alexander III had been replaced on the throne by Nicholas 
II (1868-1918, r. 1894-1917). The latter was not particularly interested in Pamir or 
Afghanistan. Instead he devoted his energy to the Far East: the Pacific shores, 
Manchuria, Mongolia, and Tibet. Russian interests there were intimately connected to 
the construction of the Trans-Siberian Railway. In 1903, the Minister of War, 
General Aleksei Nikolayevich Kuropatkin (1848-1925), noted that the Tsar had 
grandiose plans for Asia: Nicholas wanted to make Manchuria a part of Russia and 
annex Korea. He also dreamt of assuming control over Tibet, rule over Persia, and 
control both the Bosphorus and the Dardanelles.38 

As a curiosity, one can mention that among the Tsar’s explorers and agents was 
the Finland-Swedish Russian officer Carl Gustaf Mannerheim (1867-1951), who later 
became independent Finland’s commander-in-chief and president. In 1906-1908, he 
led an expedition through Central Asia, Inner Mongolia, and China. His report from 
the expedition shows that it was part of the Great Game, tasked with collecting data 
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and intelligence on ongoing railway construction, military forces, industries, natural 
resources, and the infiltration of Japanese agents.39 

Interlude in Tibet 
European interest in Tibet had intensified during the 1860s. British pundits began to 
explore Tibet from as early as 1863. Russian Buriats and Kalmucks commenced 
similar activities already from 1869. As couriers, emissaries, and agents, one of the 
tasks of the Russian agents was to ascertain Tibet’s relations with British India. Their 
missions were often difficult, partly because of the climate and geographical location 
of Tibet but also because of the Tibetan government’s prohibition on foreigners 
coming into the country or even entering into negotiations with it.40 

Russia enjoyed two unexpected advantages in Tibet. First, it turned out that a 
fairly widespread rumour in Inner Asia conveyed the message that the Russian Tsar, 
the White Tsar, actually was the tsagan, the White Khan, and thereby the heir of 
Genghis Khan. The colour white indicated the direction west in Inner Asian 
cosmology. Russian representatives were careful not to distance themselves from this 
rumour. 

Second, and probably yet more important, was the fact that Agvan Dorzhiev 
(1854-1937), a Buddhist lama and, in his capacity as a Buriat, a Russian subject, 
served as a bridge between Russia and Tibet. Dorzhiev, who at least from 1898 
regarded himself as the Dalai Lama’s emissary to the Russian Tsar, sought to create a 
Tibetan-Mongolian federation in co-operation with Russia. In 1903, Russan 
representatives managed to open an embassy in Tibet (although not in Lhasa).41 

The British Viceroy in India, Lord George Nathaniel Curzon (1859-1925, viceroy 
1898-1905), was however determined not to allow the Russians to gain any further 
influence in Tibet, which he regarded as yet another important buffer state between 
Russia and India. To pre-empt any further Russian moves, he sent the already 
mentioned Francis Younghusband with a strong military force to compel the Tibetans 
to co-operate. The Younghusband expedition marched into Tibet in late 1903. Helped 
by modern rifles and machine guns, the expedition annihilated a number of Tibetan 
military units, which, armed with muskets and swords, attempted to halt the 
overwhelming British force. Younghusband and his men reached Lhasa in August 
1904. 
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Manchuria and the Russo-Japanese War, 1904-1905 
Meanwhile, large Russian forces (170,000 men) had been moved to Manchuria. The 
Russian build-up of forces was a reaction to the Boxer Uprising, which began in 
Shantung in 1899 and had spread to Peking by 1900. The explicit Russian objective 
of the deployment was to protect Russian investments in the form of railways and 
other infrastructure, but equally important was the wish to retain and increase control 
over the Pacific shore. Despite signed agreements, Russia refused to pull back its 
troops, a refusal that in February 1904 resulted in the Russo-Japanese War. The war, 
which lasted into 1905, ended in complete Japanese victory. The Russian dream of a 
greater empire in the east was crushed forever. Instead Japan stepped forward as a 
new great power. Russia weakened further after the attempted revolution of 1905 that 
was was put down by government troops.42 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the positions of the great powers in 
Inner Asia seemed closed. There was no longer any dispute over the border between 
British-dominated Afghanistan and Russian Central Asia. Despite the losses in the 
Russo-Japanese War, Russia had managed to retain control over Mongolia. The 
British on their part had established a modicum of control over Tibet through the 
Younghusband expedition (although this influence was voluntarily relinquished 
within a few years), and the Japanese had begun to establish themselves in 
Manchuria (which they came to dominate from 1931). 

However, Britain no longer regarded Russia as the greater threat. Instead the new 
threat from Germany had begun to dominate British strategy. Russia had also begun 
to feel the pressure from the young German state.43 In view of this, Britain and 
Russia on 31 August 1907 signed the Anglo-Russian Convention, according to which 
the two countries shared between them the Asian territories over which they had 
hitherto quarrelled. Russia acknowledged Afghanistan as part of the British sphere of 
influence. Both parties agreed to deal with Tibet only through the Manchu empire, 
which still retained sovereignty over the Tibetans. Persia was divided into a Russian 
and a British zone of influence, with a neutral zone in between. Russia was awarded 
northern and central Persia (Tehran, Tabriz, and Isfahan) while Britain acquired 
southeastern Persia, which also included the important region around the Persian 
Gulf. 

Germany and the Ottoman Empire in the First World War 
On 28 June 1914, a Serb student murdered Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria 
(1863-1914) and his wife. In revenge, Austria declared war on Serbia. Soon all the 
European great powers were at war with each other. Because of Russian support of 
Serbia, Russia, Britain, France, and Belgium came to stand against Germany and 
Austria. Soon several other countries were drawn into the war as well, among them 
the Ottoman Sultanate, which ended up on the side of Germany. 

This was no coincidence. By the turn of the century, the Ottoman Sultan, Abdül 
Hamid II (1842-1918, r. 1876-1909), because of the brutal methods used by the 
Turks in suppressing revolts among Christian minorities, had almost become a pariah 
in European politics. The Sultan’s relations with Russia were therefore poor. He had 
lost the traditional support from Britain because of the anti-European riots in Egypt in 
1882, which resulted in the occupation of Egypt, hitherto a part of the Ottoman 
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empire, by British troops. The Kaiser of Germany, Wilhelm II (1859-1941; r.1888-
1918), responded by positioning himself as the Sultan’s chief ally and protector. 
From the summer of 1894, the German Foreign Ministry began to realise a strategy 
financially to dominate Ottoman Turkey and the territories to the east of Turkey. This 
was to be done through a series of long-term investments that would make German 
goods dominant in the eastern markets and to enable German companies to make full 
use of the region’s valuable natural resources. The most important step in the strategy 
was the construction of the Baghdad Railway, which, it was planned, would connect 
Berlin with the Persian Gulf – and thence in time continue eastwards towards British 
India. The construction of the railway, everybody understood, would in case of war 
mean that troops and supplies could be sent by rail towards India.44 

The Baghdad Railway was only a part of the German ambition to become a 
global power. In 1897, Germany, for instance, also established a naval base in 
northern China through its take-over of Tsingtao. 

The German strategy culminated in November 1898, when Kaiser Wilhelm 
declared before the Sultan and other Muslim notables that he would personally be 
their friend and thereby protector. Germany, of course, had no colonies of its own 
with Muslim population. Kaiser Wilhelm had thus for a period of years declared 
himself the protector of all Muslims, regardless of which dominion they lived under. 
The British, Russians, and French strongly disapproved of this policy. The Ottoman 
Turks did not. And so when the First World War broke out, Germany and Ottoman 
Turkey were close allies. 

The German Plan for Jihad 
Since he had now stumbled into the First World War, the German Kaiser ordered the 
destruction of the British colonial dominion in Asia by encouraging the Muslims 
there to fight a jihad, holy war, against the British rule. Kaiser Wilhelm saw the 
Muslim populations within the Ottoman state, the Caucasus, Persia, and Afghanistan 
as an excellent opportunity to start a Muslim war against British India. If India fell, 
his experts argued, not only would Britain’s Asian colonial empire collapse, there 
was a chance that Kaiser Wilhelm himself could assume the Indian throne. In 
addition, a jihad might also drive the Russians out of the Caucasus and Central 
Asia.45 
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The man behind the ambitious plan was probably Max von Oppenheim (1860-
1946), a distinguished archaeologist and explorer. A few years earlier, while at the 
German consulate in Cairo, he had written a secret memorandum on how militant 
Islam could be utilised as part of a war effort (noting, rightly, that the mobilisation of 
militant Islam could have “incalculable effects” on the expected war). During the 
war, Oppenheim headed an intelligence centre in the German embassy in 
Constantinople. 

The German and Turkish holy war came to encompass the entire Muslim world 
from Constantinople in the west to Kabul and Kashgar in the east. It spread to Persia, 
the Caucasus, and Russian Central Asia, and in the form of failed revolts, affected 
both British India and Burma. In the latter regions, Muslims (nationalists or religious 
fanatics) as well as nationalist Sikhs and Hindus participated in attempts to topple 
British rule. Large amounts of weapons were purchased in the United States to be 
shipped to India (although few ever reached their destination). 

The fundamental premise was that the German-Turkish alliance would persuade 
the Shah of Persia and the Emir of Afghanistan to declare war on British India. The 
Persian and Afghan armies, led by German and Turkish officers, motivated partly by 
religion and partly by the rich booty that awaited them, would invade India. For 
Germany, the investment was almost exclusively monetary. With the exception of a 
few officers and agents, the Kaiser would only invest weapons, propagandistic 
literature, promises of future support, and subsidies in the form of considerable 
amounts of gold and cash. Germany saw thereby little risk in the venture, even if it 
failed. Even the required gold could to a large extent be acquired by looting first 
British-owned banks in Persia, and then the rich resources of India. Following this 
ambitious plan, a few good men could achieve the same result as several divisions of 
infantry, it was argued. 

The Ottoman Sultan, Muhammad V (Mehmet V, 1844-1918, r. 1909-1918), was 
of course the key in the preliminary stages of the plan. Only he in his capacity as 
Caliph of all Islam had the required authority to declare jihad against the British and 
Russian empires. 

Within three months of the outbreak of the First World War, Ottoman Turkey 
entered the war on the side of Germany and Austria. Within weeks, the Sultan issued 
a fatwa, or rather five connected fatwas, calling upon Muslims everywhere to rise up 
and kill their Christian oppressors “wherever you may find them.” Most important 
were the Muslims in the British and Russian armies (Britain at least relied on large 
numbers of Muslim soldiers), but all Muslims were encompassed by the fatwa. One 
of the many texts that came to be distributed throughout the Muslim world stated: 
“Know ye that the blood of infidels in the Islamic lands may be shed with impunity - 
except those to whom the Muslim power has promised security and are allied with 
it.” Another continued: “Take them and kill them whenever you find them. He who 
kills even one unbeliever among those who rule over us, whether he does it secretly 
or openly, shall be rewarded by God. And let every Muslim, in whatever part of the 
world he may be, swear a solemn oath to kill at least three or four of the infidels who 
rule over him, for they are the enemies of God and of the Faith. A Muslim who does 
this shall be saved from the terrors of the Day of Judgement” (my italics).46 Despite 
the fact that the texts relied on formulas traditional in jihad, the texts clearly 
distinguished between Germans, who were allies, and those infidels who ruled over 

                                                
46 Cited in Hopkirk, On Secret Service, 60-61. For the text of the Ottoman fatwa and some 
related documents, see Rudolph Peters, Islam and Colonialism: The Doctrine of Jihad in 
Modern History (The Hague: Mouton, 1979), 90-94. See also C. H. Becker, “Die 
Kriegsdiskussion über den Heiligen Krieg,” C. H. Becker, Islamstudien: Vom Werden und 
Wesen der islamischen Welt (Hildesheim: Georg Olm, 1967): 281-309. 



 
             23
      
            

Muslims, i.e., Britons and Russians (and, incidentally, the French, who were also at 
war with Germany). Only the latter were eligible targets. This indicates that German 
experts almost certainly were directly involved in the composition of the many texts 
that henceforth would be distributed in the Muslim world. 

The German Agents 
The Germans did not only send out propagandistic literature. They also dispatched 
Muslim preachers, mullahs, and other provocateurs to spread the contents of the 
Sultan’s fatwa. Among these were several German researchers, in particular 
orientalists and archaeologists. The message even reached Egypt, Sudan, and other 
Muslim parts of Africa.47 

Germany had a number of distinguished researchers who were specialists on the 
Islamic world. They knew well how ordinary Muslims could be manipulated. The 
plans, which they had worked out, included the spreading of rumours in mosques and 
bazaars throughout the entire eastern Islamic world. Kaiser Wilhelm, it was said, had 
in secrecy converted to Islam. He had even supposedly gone incognito on pilgrimage 
to Mecca, and now accordingly styled himself Haji Wilhelm Muhammad. In 
addition, his supporters indicated passages of the Koran that, they claimed, proved 
that Wilhelm had received a mission from God to liberate the righteous from the rule 
of the infidels. Later additional rumours were circulated, among them one that 
claimed that the entire German people had followed the Kaiser’s example and 
converted to Islam. These rumours were preceded by the conventional propaganda 
methods of the time, i.e., rumours about glorious German-Turkish victories over the 
enemy. The purpose was of course to legitimate the role of Germany among the 
Muslims. 

According to the plan, small groups of German agents were supposed to move 
east from the German headquarters in the embassy in Constantinople. Travelling 
through neutral Persia, they would incite the population to jihad through bribes, gifts, 
and the distribution of propaganda. Their main task was to reach Afghanistan’s 
capital Kabul. There the Emir would be persuaded to join the German-Turkish 
alliance and attack India. Other German agents would meanwhile make the young 
Shah of Persia join the German cause as well. Finally, yet other agents would 
convince a number of Indian princes, known to be hostile to the British, to join the 
other parties to the alliance against the British with their personal troops. Kaiser 
Wilhelm had written personal letters to all these potentates, in which he promised 
both his personal favour and more concrete rewards for those who joined the German 
cause. The agents in India would furthermore co-operate with young Indian 
nationalists, who also wished to end British rule. The fact that the latter wanted to 
take power for themselves, not to give it to Wilhelm, was regarded as less important 
than the fact that they fought the British. 

German diplomats in the United States from at least 1913 onwards played a key 
role within the nationalist Indian revolutionary movement. Already in 1914-1915, 
thousands of young Indian revolutionaries, the majority of whom were Sikhs, left 
California for India with German help, to create a revolt. However, the plans were 
revealed by a British agent, William Hopkinson, who before he himself was 
discovered and killed by the revolutionaries managed to transmit their plan to the 
Indian security service. Most of the thousands of revolutionaries could accordingly 

                                                
47 When no other source is given, this section is based on Niedermayer, Unter der Glutsonne; 
Niedermayer, Im Weltkrieg; Vogel, Die Persien- und Afghanistanexpedition; Hopkirk, On 
Secret Service. 



 
24 

be arrested one or a few at the time when they arrived in India, or any other British 
port on the way there. A number of Indian soldiers who had planned to participate in 
the revolt were exposed as well, and in February 1915, their mutiny was suppressed 
before it could get going. German agents and Indian nationalists continued their 
attempts to initiate revolts in India throughout the war, but these attempts also largely 
failed. 

The German expedition to Afghanistan came to be commanded by Oskar von 
Niedermayer (1885-1948), who before the war had travelled extensively in Persia, 
Baluchistan, and India, probably with the task of gathering intelligence on the terrain. 
The expedition also needed a diplomat. The first appointment was Wilhelm 
Wassmuss, a former consul in Bushire at the Persian Gulf who had considerable 
experience of southern Persia. All in all, a little less than a hundred men were 
selected to take part in the expedition, which because of the great risks inherent in a 
journey across Persia in times of war, had a more military than diplomatic character. 
In order not to attract unnecessary attention while travelling through neutral 
Romania, the group journeyed to Constantinople disguised as a travelling circus. 

From Constantinople, the expedition continued to Baghdad. The plan was that an 
escort of a thousand Turkish soldiers would join them there, before the expedition 
continued to Kabul. Primarily because of the Turkish losses in the war against 
Russia, among other reasons, the expedition was delayed, and never received any 
Turkish escort. Eventually – in early February 1915 and much delayed – the German 
group decided to set out for Afghanistan without Turkish assistance. However, in 
January 1915, Wassmuss had left the expedition instead to begin a one-man-war 
against the British in southern Persia. He was replaced by Werner Otto von Hentig 
(died 1984), a former diplomat with both military experience and experience of Asia. 

A number of Indian revolutionaries also participated in the expedition: Raja 
Mahendra Pratap, an Indian prince; Muhammad Barakatullah, a Muslim 
revolutionary; and several deserters from the Indian army. 

The expedition entered Persia on 3 April 1915. Because Britain and Russia in 
1907 had divided the country into zones of influence, Persia was not particularly 
friendly to either country. In addition, the six thousand-strong Persian Gendarmerie, 
the officers of which to a large extent were Swedes, was known to harbour 
sympathies for the German cause. On the other hand, there were numerous British 
and Russian troops in Persia, and the closer one approached the Afghan border, the 
harder it became to penetrate the British-Russian lines. 

The British commanders had reason to be worried about the German expedition’s 
movements, knowing that many Afghan leaders would welcome the opportunity to 
make war against India. The Indian army, having already dispatched major 
components for service in Europe and in other theatres of war, was seriously 
weakened. Worried by the threat of an Afghanistan that was friendly to Germany, the 
British Viceroy, Lord Charles Hardinge (1858-1944, viceroy 1910-1916), refused in 
June 1915 to send additional units to other theatres of war. 

Afghanistan was officially a neutral state, despite the fact that the country 
according to an earlier agreement with British India formally had handed over 
responsibility for foreign relations to India. In addition, the Afghan Emir Habibullah 
Khan (1872-1919, r. 1901-1919) lived well on the annual subsidies from Britain. 

Although the threat against British interests was real, Emir Habibullah soon 
proved that he was not very susceptible to German promises. When the German 
expedition after much hardship during the summer of 1915 eventually managed to 
break through the Russian and British lines in Persia and reached Kabul, Hentig to 
his shock noticed that the Emir was not as easy to negotiate with as he had thought. 
However much Habibullah’s subjects were attracted by the thought of looting India 
in a holy war, the Emir immediately realised the weaknesses of the plan. How would 
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he pay his army, if he, through an attack on India, lost the British subsidies? 
Habibullah did not think that his troops could defeat the modern British-Indian army 
without first receiving large quantities of modern arms and money as well as support 
from significant Turkish or German forces. However, the difficulty in bringing such 
support to Afghanistan was obvious from the German expedition’s own difficulties in 
breaking through the lines. 

The Emir also proved himself a more astute negotiator than his German guests. 
Through constant negotiations, he managed not only to retain the interest of the 
Germans but also persuaded the British to raise his financial subsidies. In short, the 
Emir skilfully played Germans and Britons off against one another and judiciously 
avoided taking sides – until he could pick the probable winner in the war. The 
Germans had totally misjudged the Emir; they thought that he would be as easy to 
incite into religious fanaticism as any uneducated village mullah. 

Besides, the war was going badly for the Ottoman forces. A daring invasion of 
Russian Caucasus was beaten back with horrible casualties, long before the Muslim 
mountain peoples of the North Caucasus could be contacted and won over to the own 
cause. In addition, during the first half of 1916, the German presence in Persia 
collapsed, as Britain moved additional troops into the country. 

Niedermayer and Hentig finally realised that the Emir was only playing with 
them. The German expedition to Kabul therefore left the city on 21 May 1916. Its 
members split up so as to increase the chances that at least some of them would be 
able to make it back to their own territory. In Herat, Niedermayer disguised himself 
as a Turkmen, and in September 1916 he managed against all odds to reach Turkish 
territory by way of Russian Central Asia and Persia. He later returned to Berlin. 
Hentig, who had previously been a diplomat in Peking, chose instead to travel 
through Pamir to Chinese East Turkestan in order to raise the Muslims in Yarkand 
against Russian and British interests in the region. He planned later to get in touch 
with the German legation in Peking for further orders. However, he was arrested in 
Kashgar, where he had probably intended to lead an attack on the British consulate. 
He was brought to Peking, from which he was sent home by way of the United States 
and Norway. Arriving home sometime in 1917, he was immediately dispatched back 
to the German embassy in Constantinople. 

Niedermayer remained connected to the military. From 1942 during the Second 
World War, he served as a military commander, eventually of the 162nd Turkic 
Infantry Division, which consisted of foreign soldiers of primarily Turkic origin. This 
division, formed in May 1943, served as the parent unit for a number of Muslim 
legionary battalions: the Turkistan Legion, North Caucasian Legion, Azerbaijan 
Legion, Crimean Tatar Legion, and Volga Tatar Legion. Niedermayer, who by then 
had converted to Islam, commanded the division until he was relieved of his 
command and soon after, in August 1944, imprisoned due to critical comments on 
Hitler’s Ostpolitik. He happened to be held at Torgau when the Americans liberated 
the camp. However, on his way to Regensburg, he was captured in Karlsbad by 
Soviet forces. He was eventually imprisoned by the Soviets at Vladimir, where he 
died on 25 September 1948,48 reportedly in an isolation cell and probably of illness, 
having earlier in the year been condemned to 25 years in a labour camp. 
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Russian Central Asia during the First World War 
A great Central Asian revolt, again partly of a religious character, broke out in 
Khojand on 4 July 1916, the immediate cause of which was the Russian government 
decree of 25 June 1916 to mobilise Central Asians, hitherto exempt from military 
service, into labour battalions. A deeper, underlying cause was the colonisation of 
Central Asia, which among other grievances had led to a lack of pastureland. 
Besides, early in 1916, Turkmen tribes under Muhammad Qurban Junaïd Khan (c. 
1860-1938), who three years earlier had unsuccessfully threatened the Khivan 
capital, had taken advantage of the war in Europe to resume his war, which soon 
resulted in devastating Russian reprisals.49 

It is a paradox of fate that if Niedermayer and Hentig had been aware of what 
was going to happen, they would probably have moved into Russian Central Asia 
instead of giving up the mission and returning home. In Central Asia, they would 
probably have been able to inflame the rebellion further and possibly even organise 
its participants into a fighting force. Instead the Muslim revolt was brutally 
suppressed by Russian troops. However, it remains possible that Kaiser Wilhelm’s 
German and Turkish holy war, announced near and far, despite the absence of 
German agents, was one of the sparks that inspired the rebellion. At least some of the 
carefully produced propaganda pamphlets almost certainly reached Russian Central 
Asia, and such rumours probably increased the local population’s belief in the 
revolt’s righteousness and probability of success. Russian forces found several such 
pamphlets in circulation among local Muslims, and at least one of these texts 
explicitly referred to the Ottoman Caliph and his powerful allies.50 

The Soviet Union Continues the Game 
The rivalry between Imperial Russia and Britain had reached a temporary balance 
during the conflicts before the First World War, but following the Bolshevik 
ascension to power in Russia, the Great Game went into full swing again. 

Those Indians who had earlier relied on Germany for their struggle to take power 
in India, turned instead in 1919 to Bolshevik Russia. The Bolshevik leader, Lenin 
(1870-1924), took good care of them, treating them as important allies in the struggle 
against Britain. In 1920, Lenin concluded: “England is our greatest enemy.”51 Raja 
Mahendra Pratap and Muhammad Barakatullah also joined these Indian 
revolutionaries when they eventually realised that they could not expect any 
assistance from Kabul.52 

The Bolsheviks showed hostility to the foreign powers from the outset. Already 
on 7 December 1917, a month after having assumed power, Lenin publicly exhorted 
the many millions of oppressed Asians to follow the example of the Bolsheviks and 
rise against their oppressors. 

The words of Lenin made many Asians under Russian rule believe that the 
Bolsheviks would give them – or at least accept – their independence. This did not 
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turn out to be the case. The Bolsheviks had no plans to allow any parts of the Russian 
empire escape the dictatorship of the Russian proletariat, even though it was of 
course convenient for the moment to let the Asians believe this. What Lenin really 
meant, was that revolts should be encouraged in the colonies of the other European 
powers. If these could then be made to acknowledge the rule of Lenin, then that was 
so much the better. Widespread revolts in their territories would in any case prevent 
these colonial powers from taking too much notice of what was going in Russia. 

On 2 March 1919, Lenin arranged a meeting to create what would be known as 
the Third Communist International, the Comintern (Kommunisticheskiy 
Internatsional III, Komintern). The purpose of the new organisation was nothing less 
than the overthrow of all existing governments and their replacement with Soviet 
rule. Since the expected revolution in Europe did not happen, Lenin instead decided 
to ignite the global revolution in Asia, or more specifically, British India. Lenin, as 
noted, declared in 1920 that “England is our greatest enemy. It is in India that we 
must strike them hardest.”53 

On 6 July 1919, British intelligence received a report from an agent in Russian 
Central Asia, Lieutenant Colonel Frederick M. Bailey (died 1967) of the Political and 
Secret Department within the Indian government. Bailey reported that a group of 
Indian revolutionaries (among them Raja Mahendra Pratap and Barakatullah) had 
arrived to Tashkent, where they with the support of the Bolsheviks had begun to 
prepare anti-British propaganda in several Asian languages. This confirmed what was 
already known: those Indians, who had previously relied on German support had now 
joined Lenin’s Bolsheviks instead. In addition, Bailey reported, the former Imperial 
Russian consul in India, M. Bravin, had been ordered by the Bolsheviks to co-
ordinate the Indian revolutionaries from his new post as the Soviet Union’s first 
ambassador to Afghanistan. The plan was to spread the revolution to India with the 
help of the Emir of Afghanistan. (Bailey survived the Russian Civil War and died as 
late as in 1967, at 85 years old. Bravin was assassinated within months of entering 
Afghanistan.)54 

The British could use their consulate in Kashgar as headquarters for intelligence 
activities aimed at the Bolsheviks. There were good opportunities, through the British 
Consul-General, to collect intelligence from both the many Indian merchants and 
money-lenders who lived in the cities along the old Silk Road and professional agents 
who operated in Russian Central Asia. The British Consul-General also managed for 
a prolonged period to persuade the Chinese not to allow any Soviet consulates in East 
Turkestan. 

Afghanistan between the World Wars 
The Bolsheviks had in other words taken over the German plan, and they enjoyed a 
considerable comparative advantage over the Germans. Emir Habibullah, who had 
had sufficient diplomatic and foreign political insights to handle the German 
emissaries in a sensible way, had been murdered in February 1919. Many within the 
Afghan elite had wanted nothing more than a chance to embark upon a war against 
the British. They saw Habibullah as weak and far too conciliatory towards the 
British, a fatal judgment for any Afghan leader. And so he was murdered as soon as 
an opportunity arose. Habibullah’s successor – following the customary struggle for 
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power – was his son Amanullah Khan (1892-1960, r. 1919-1929), a completely 
different kind of ruler. While Habibullah regarded the Bolsheviks as infidels and 
refused to have anything to do with them, Amanullah had ambitious plans to 
modernise his country. And what could possibly be more modern than the Bolshevik 
version of Russia?55 

Amanullah immediately declared himself independent with regard to Britain. His 
declaration of independence – and encouragement to holy war against the British – 
was followed by sporadic outbreaks of violence among the Pashtuns on the British 
side of the border and even a minor invasion of British territory. Amanullah had 
probably fallen for the German propaganda and believed that the Indians would in 
fact rise against the British, when and if he were to march into India. He erred on that 
score. In the short Third Afghan War, fought over a few months in 1919, the Afghans 
were rapidly repulsed. Britain can be said to have won the war (with the help of its 
air force, incidentally, thereby becoming the first to bomb Kabul och Jalalabad from 
the air), but in any case Amanullah received the independence he demanded. The war 
therefore marks the beginning of the period of the independent Afghan monarchy, 
1919-1973. 

The Bolsheviks were perhaps not involved in the Third Afghan War, which 
several British intelligence officers thought at the time, but Lenin wrote the same 
year to Amanullah that the Afghans had been selected for “a great and historic task” 
and that they should “unite all the enslaved Muslim peoples” and save them from 
their oppressors.56 There is no doubt that Lenin, like the Germans before him, 
regarded Afghanistan as the key to breaking British control over India. The Soviet 
Union was soon promising weapons, money, and even aircraft to the Afghans, and 
furthermore hinted that Afghan territory conquered at the time of the Tsars might be 
returned. 

It is also likely that British recognition of Afghanistan’s independence, despite 
the fact that Britain had won the war, was a means to reassure itself that Amanullah 
would not join the line of Bolshevik clients. Amanullah had, as virtually all 
successful Afghan leaders before and after him did, successfully played off two great 
powers against each other. 

However, this was also a game that Britain was good at. Since the British had 
agents among both the Bolsheviks and Afghans, they were often better informed of 
what was going on in each camp than these groups themselves were. The British 
accordingly made sure that the Bolsheviks found out what the Emir did that intruded 
on Soviet interests, and that the Emir learnt of the moves by the Bolsheviks aimed 
against him or his interests. The Soviets were for instance informed that the Afghans 
had made contact with the anti-Bolshevik Basmachi revolt that broke out in the 
Ferghana valley in 1918, and had even sent agents, mullahs, and troops into Soviet 
territory.57 The Afghans, on the other hand, were discreetly informed that the 
Bolsheviks had reinforced their military forces along the common border (to counter 
the expeditions of the Afghans). When the Afghans in turn reinforced their own 
forces in the area, the British would deliver this information to the Bolsheviks. And 
thus the two potential threats to British India were kept from joining forces. 
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Finally the Bolsheviks began to suspect that the Afghans were in the process of 
creating a major pan-Islamic alliance as a means to evict the Russians from Central 
Asia. This suspicion would in due time cause serious repercussions for both 
Afghanistan and the Soviet Union. 

The Soviet Plan for Jihad and Other Soviet Intrigues in India 
From 1920 onwards, the young Indian revolutionary Manabendra Nath Roy (real 
name Bhattacharya; 1893-1954) became a prominent member of the Comintern. Roy 
had participated in the German plan to smuggle weapons to India during the First 
World War. When the plan was exposed, Roy fled through Japan and China to the 
United States, disguised as a West Indian Catholic priest. When he became wanted in 
the United States as well, he continued to Mexico, where he was recruited and 
converted to Marxism by the Comintern agent Mikhail Borodin. Lenin invited Roy to 
Moscow, where he arrived in April 1920.58 

Roy arrived just on time. The Soviet Union was now in the process of advocating 
jihad. The plans for jihad were announced at a meeting in Baku in the middle of 1920 
by the head of the Comintern, bizarrely enough a Jew and atheist from southern 
Russia, Grigori Zinoviev (his original name was Hirsch Apfelbaum; 1883-1936). 
Revolutionaries – and not only communists – from a number of Muslim regions had 
been called to the meeting, the majority armed and many in ethnic dress. Zinoviev 
proclaimed what in all aspects except in name was a fatwa for all Muslims to rise 
against the imperialists, and in particular the British: “Comrades! Brothers! The time 
has come when you can start on the organisation of a true and holy people’s war 
against the robbers and oppressors. The Communist International turns today to the 
peoples of the East and says to them: ‘Brothers, we summon you to a holy war, in the 
first place against English imperialism!’” According to the protocol of the meeting, 
the audience gave a strong applause and many stood up, raised their weapons into the 
air, and swore to follow the summons. 

As a step in this jihad, Roy planned to recruit an army of Indian Muslims to 
invade India from Soviet territory. Many Muslims were still angry over the outcome 
of the world war. The Caliphate was on the verge of collapse because of the defeat 
suffered by Ottoman Turkey at the hands of the infidels. Perhaps as many as thirty 
thousand Muslims had already left India for Afghanistan with the intention to 
continue to Turkey to fight against the British, who still occupied Constantinople. 
Most of them never got further than Afghanistan, since they lacked money and 
equipment. Roy planned to recruit his army among these men, and among the 
Afghans who wanted to continue the war against the British. Roy, who himself was a 
Hindu, not a Muslim, intended to call his force the “Army of God.” Armed with large 
quantities of gold, weapons, and even dismantled aircraft, and accompanied by a 
cadre of Russian military instructors, Roy left Moscow. Together with an escort of 
two companies of the Red Army, the group travelled to Tashkent in two heavily 
armed trains to continue the work there. Having arrived in mid-November 1920, Roy 
soon found new recruits, among them several deserters from the Indian army, the 
majority of them Pashtuns. In addition, he incorporated around fifty Indian Muslims 
into his forces. These had attempted to go to Constantinople; in fact they had 
succeeded in crossing Afghanistan, but had then been captured by Turkmen 
tribesmen in Soviet Central Asia. Not all accepted the offer to join Roy. About 
twenty of the most fanatical insisted on continuing the journey to Turkey. 
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Roy’s ambitious plan died a natural death when Britain in 1921 gave the Soviet 
Union partial recognition through the Anglo-Soviet Trade Agreement, in exchange 
for an order from Lenin to close Roy’s headquarters in Tashkent. However, this did 
not mean that the Soviet Union surrendered the plans to foment a rebellion in India. 
Roy’s best men were ordered back to Moscow to continue their activities through the 
newly established Communist University for the Toilers of the East. In the summer 
of 1921, the first agents from this university were dispatched to infiltrate India. More 
followed in the spring of 1922. Russian plans were also developed on how to incite 
local tribes along the North-East Frontier of India against the British. Weapons were 
to be smuggled to tribes in the border region between Nepal, Sikkim and Bhutan by 
Russian Kalmucks and Buriats under cover of being Buddhist pilgrims. The plan was 
to create unrest in the borderlands around Assam and Burma. The Buddhist 
connection made the Soviet agents acquire an interest in Tibet as well. A Kalmuck 
officer named Vasily Khomutnikov and a Buriat lama named Dava Yampilon led an 
expedition to Lhasa in 1922, where they also handed over a letter from Dorzhiev to 
the Dalai Lama. Lenin himself sent a second expedition in 1924. 

Despite all efforts, no revolution was successfully ignited in India. Lenin and 
Zinoviev for this reason began instead to plan for a communist revolution in China. If 
China fell, they argued, the revolution could spread to India from China. In 1925, the 
British believed that they had information that the Bolsheviks already had begun to 
infiltrate East Turkestan with the purpose of attacking India from the north. Be that as 
it may, China eventually turned out to be the right choice for a communist revolution. 
Before that, however, other wars interfered with Lenin’s plan. 

The Fall of the Manchu Empire 
Major changes had been taking place in China. The fall of the Manchu dynasty in 
1912 was interpreted very differently in different parts of the world. The West noted 
that a dynasty had fallen, but interpreted the event as such that the Chinese (not 
Manchu) state remained. The Manchu vassal states of Mongolia and Tibet, which had 
accepted Manchu, not Chinese, overlordship, noted that the Manchu empire had 
fallen and responded by declaring independence. The new Chinese leaders could not 
tolerate this, and proclaimed to the world that Mongols and Tibetans had always been 
subjected to Chinese rule. The new China accordingly claimed these territories as 
well. The fact that the Manchus had ruled over Mongols, Tibetans, and Chinese was 
quietly ignored, since this offended the sensibilities of the Chinese. Foreign 
sinologists - just because of their reliance on Chinese sources - tended to agree with 
the Chinese, which resulted in decades of confusion in the relations between the West 
and Tibetans and Mongols.59 

Both Mongolia and Tibet realised that support from abroad was mandatory to the 
defence of independence. Mongolia relied on assistance from Russia, while Tibet 
sought British support in vain. In the end, Mongolia became an independent state, 
although for a long period it remained totally under the domination of the Soviet 
Union. Tibet remained de facto independent, though unrecognised, until the modern 
and battle-hardened Chinese army occupied the militarily backward Tibet in 1950. 
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Germany and Afghanistan in the Second World War 
The plans by the Germans and then the Russians to encourage tribes along the North-
West Frontier, to revolt through Afghanistan against the British, were revived during 
the Second World War. The retired Dr Werner Otto von Hentig was recalled into 
service in 1939. (Primarily occupied with Syria and Iraq, he survived the Second 
World War as well, continued his diplomatic career, and died only in 1984, 97 years 
old.) However, the plan could not be realised due to rivalry between the different 
German intelligence services and ministries (the SS, Abwehr, Foreign Ministry, och 
Munitions Ministry). They failed to agree on how such a plan should be executed.60 

Both the SS and the military intelligence service Abwehr regarded the deposed 
Afghan ruler Amanullah, a secular moderniser who had lost his throne in 1929, and 
the Waziri mullah Mirza Ali Khan (1901-1960), a Muslim fanatic known as the Faqir 
of Ipi, as suitable allies. British India was without doubt vulnerable to a Muslim 
revolt. The Second World War, just like the First, stretched British military resources 
to the limit, and in India, the Indian National Congress started a “Quit India” 
campaign. Germany retained good contacts with Indian nationalists, and a former 
president of the Indian National Congress, Chandra Subhas Bose (1897-1945), had 
even visited Berlin to seek Hitler’s support for the foundation of a “Free Indian 
Government” under the protection of the Axis powers. 

This did not help. Unlike Kaiser Wilhelm during the First World War, Hitler 
admired British colonial rule in India and did not wish to disturb the situation there. 
Hitler personally vetoed the Amanullah plan as early as the end of 1939. 

Despite this, plans were made to move against British India through Afghanistan. 
The SS dispatched an officer named Kurt Brinckmann to Kabul, where he established 
a suitable cover by opening a dentist’s practice for prominent Afghans. Meanwhile, 
Abwehr established an alliance with Mirza Ali Khan through its agents, the physician 
and specialist on tropical diseases, Professor Manfred Oberdorffer and the 
entymologist Dr Friedrich Brandt (both travelling under the cover of being members 
of a leprosy research group; another Abwehr agent who attempted to reach Mirza Ali 
Khan was Dietrich Winckel). 

The Afghan plans were finally killed by Hitler’s attack on the Soviet Union in 
June 1941. As was the case during the First World War, the Soviet Union and Britain 
soon divided Persia among themselves. With the Soviet Union on one side and 
Britain on the other, there was very little that Afghanistan could do for the Axis 
powers, even if the Afghans had wanted to. Britain then demanded that Afghanistan 
expel all Axis citizens. In October 1941, 204 Axis nationals were accordingly 
expelled with two weeks’ notice. Oberdorffer and Brandt were betrayed by a contact 
and arrested by the Afghans. 

Mirza Ali Khan, however, continued to work against Indian interests. From 1947 
onwards, he demanded that Pashtun territories in the newly created Pakistan (the 
North-West Frontier Province and parts of Baluchistan) be joined to Afghanistan or 
at least be offered independence under the name of Pashtunistan. Several tribal chiefs 
elected him president over this Pashtunistan, and he continued to insist on its 
independence until his death in 1960. Meanwhile, he lived on economic subsidies 
from the Afghan government.61 
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The SS in Tibet and the Caucasus 
Following the fiasco in Afghanistan, Germany began instead to devote increased 
attention to Tibet.62 

In 1935, Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler (1900-1945) had formed the 
Ahnenerbe (“Ancestral Heritage”). Even though the Ahnenerbe functioned in many 
ways as a normal research institution, the organisation also came to be associated 
with theories that supported Nazi racial ideologies. Among them was the not very 
credible theory that Tibet – and before Tibet, Atlantis – was the ancestral home of the 
Aryans. 

One of Ahnenerbe’s most distinguished researchers was Dr Ernst Schäfer, who in 
1938-1939 led a successful research expedition to Tibet. Among the many results of 
the expedition was the production of a number of excellent maps over Tibet, which 
could be helpful in case Germany wished to use Tibet as a base for guerrilla warfare 
against British India. 

During the short period of friendship between Germany and the Soviet Union, 
Schäfer suggested that German commandos be dispatched through Soviet Central 
Asia with weapons and gifts to establish contact with Tibet. The idea was that 
Tibetans could be encouraged to conduct guerrilla raids into British India and there 
foment rebellion and cut British lines of communications. This plan was also 
nullified by the German attack on the Soviet Union in 1941. 

When the German push towards the North Caucasian oil fields around Maikop 
was in full swing, Himmler ordered the Ahnenerbe to begin the exploration of the 
Caucasus. In August 1942, Schäfer began to plan an expedition that combined 
research with military objectives. Among other tasks, the expedition had the hope of 
winning over the non-Russian mountain peoples to the German cause. This resulted 
in nothing, however, following the capitulation of the German army at Stalingrad in 
early 1943. 

Despite the lack of progress, the war in the Caucasus had an unpleasant 
aftermath. In 1944, Stalin accused a number of North Caucasian mountain peoples, 
notably the Chechens and Ingush, of collaboration with Germany and deported them 
to Inner Asia. The official explanation was that they had collaborated with the 
invaders. While a few individuals had served in Niedermayer’s 162nd Division, and 
others had revolted, to designate entire peoples as collaborators was a gross 
exaggeration. The more likely reason was that Stalin, who at the time made territorial 
demands on Turkey – a strategy that could have led to war – only wished to remove 
potential Turkish allies from the Caucasus. 

The American War in Tibet: War by Proxy, Part 1 
At about the same time as Germany cancelled the plans for Tibet, the United States 
began to develop very similar plans of its own. The first official contacts between the 
United States and Tibet took place during the Second World War. The American 
intelligence agency, the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), sent two men in 1942-
1943 on an expedition to Tibet. They were no ordinary agents. The older was Ilia 
Tolstoy (died 1970), the author Leo Tolstoy’s grand-son, while the younger was 
Brooke Dolan II (died 1945), a wealthy big game hunter and explorer with the 
reputation of being something of a playboy. The purpose of their expedition was to 
identify possible supply routes to China. The most important supply route between 
India and China, the Burma Road, had been lost already in July 1940 when the 
Japanese invaded Burma, and the sea routes could no longer be used. The only way 
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to send supplies to the Chinese Nationalist government under Chiang Kai-shek 
(1887-1975) in Chungking in June 1942 became to fly them in over the eastern 
Himalayas – a very risky route because of the altitude and the unpredictable weather. 
It was probably Tolstoy who first suggested that one could find a new land route 
through Tibet, that the terrain should be explored in case of future military needs, and 
that some kind of alliance should be sought with the Tibetans.63 

President Franklin Delano Roosevelt (1882-1945) on 3 July 1942 wrote a letter to 
the Dalai Lama which Tolstoy and Dolan would eventually hand over. The 
expedition faced no particular problems. Brooke Dolan even found time to have a 
daughter with a Tibetan upper-class-lady. Maps and other important geographical 
information were collected. In practical terms, however, the expedition had little 
success. The Tibetans would only agree to let the Allies use Tibetan territory if such 
an agreement were signed between Tibet and both British India and China. The 
Chinese refused outright, since this would give the impression that China had 
recognised Tibet’s independence. This was of course Tibet’s intention all along. 

Tibet soon lost its independence. Soon after the Communists had won the civil 
war in China, they sent troops into Tibet, and occupied it in 1950. 

Because of the Korean War, the United States could not but regard Communist 
China as a dangerous rival. From 1956 to 1969, the American Central Intelligence 
Agency (CIA) accordingly supported a revolt against Chinese rule among the 
mountain people known as Khampa in eastern Tibet. From 1958 and for six years, 
Tibetans were flown to Camp Hale near Leadville in Colorado in the United States, 
to receive training in guerrilla warfare. Supplies were dropped from aircraft, which 
flew in from first Bangkok by way of India, then (when the original route became 
impossible) from Nepal. The operation, which with unintended irony was named 
Operation Circus, aimed at disturbing China, but never presented the opportunity or 
the intention to liberate Tibet. The CIA also offered support to the Dalai Lama when 
he sought asylum in India in 1959. 

The American engagement in Tibet was cancelled when President Richard M. 
Nixon (1913-1994, president 1969-1974) and his advisor Henry Kissinger (born 
1923), changed the course of American foreign policy by establishing good relations 
with China. 

The war in Tibet also affected relations between newly independent India and 
China. The attitude of the Indian prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru (1889-1964), 
towards Tibet was naïve and reeked of great power dreams. At the same time that he 
supported China (for instance in his support for China’s entry into the United Nations 
through his decision not to recognise Tibet), which he regarded as yet another 
unstained native republic which had been liberated from the West, he insisted that an 
earlier British agreement with Tibet, which had ceded territory to the then British 
India, would remain valid - despite the fact that it was Tibet and not China, which 
had entered into the agreement. In 1962, China rudely and brutally awoke Nehru 
from these dreams with a military attack, defeating the Indian forces and occupying 
the disputed territory. 
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The Soviet Union, the United States, and the War in Afghanistan: War by 
Proxy, Part 2 
The primary reason why Afghanistan managed to stay independent was the foreign 
financial support, first from Britain and, following the British exit from India, the 
United States and the Soviet Union. After 1954, when the United States began to 
consider Pakistan a close ally, both the United States and the Soviet Union regarded 
Afghanistan as an important buffer state. The Soviet Union, however, became the 
most important donor, probably because Soviet leaders, besides considering 
Afghanistan a buffer state also wanted to prevent the country from relapsing into 
religious fanaticism and thereafter inspiring pan-Islamist tendencies in Soviet Central 
Asia, which Afghanistan from time to time had done during the Muslim Basmachi 
revolts of 1918-1928. By providing Afghanistan with a generous subsidy, Soviet 
leaders wished to reassure themselves that the country would be increasingly 
influenced by the Soviet model of modernisation. To a large extent they were proved 
correct in this judgement. Not only did the Soviet model of modernisation become 
dominant, Marxism also won converts in Afghanistan.64 

In July 1973, a coup under the king’s brother-in-law and cousin as well as former 
prime minister, Sardar Muhammad Da’ud Khan (1909-1978, president 1973-1978), 
replaced the monarchy with a republic. The new government did not last long, 
however. In 1978, another coup known as the Saur Revolution brought the People’s 
Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) to power. Unfortunately, the PDPA could 
not get along with its Soviet masters, and Soviet forces intervened in Afghanistan on 
26 December 1979.65 

The Soviet intervention in Afghanistan was to some extent engineered in the 
United States. Already on 3 July 1979, Carter (born 1924, president 1977-1981) had 
in secret ordered the provision of clandestine aid to Islamist opponents of the then 
pro-Soviet Afghan government. There is little doubt that President Carter was aware 
that the likely Soviet response would be a full-scale intervention, and that the Carter 
administration saw this as a means to bog the Soviet Union down in a bloody war in 
which the United States would not be directly involved. President Carter’s National 
Security Advisor, Zbigniew Brzezinski (born 1928), wrote a note to the president on 
the very same day in which he explained that in his view, the aid would lead to 
military intervention by the Soviets. According to Brzezinski’s own statement several 
years later, his intention was to draw the Soviets into their own Vietnam War.66 

Brzezinski’s calculation may have been cynical, but it was based on solid facts. 
Afghanistan was then a Soviet client state about to fall into anarchy. The Soviets also 
quite correctly realised that their client government was under threat not only from 
                                                
64 When no other source is given, this section is based on Rubin, Fragmentation of 
Afghanistan; Michael Fredholm, Afghanistan and Central Asian Security (Stockholm: 
Stockholm University, Asian Cultures and Modernity Research Report 1, March 2002). 
65 For more information on the Soviet war in Afghanistan, see Russian General Staff, The 
Soviet-Afghan War: How a Superpower Fought and Lost (Lawrence, Kansas: University 
Press of Kansas, 2002); Mark Urban, War in Afghanistan (New York: Macmillan, 2d edn 
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             35
      
            

domestic opposition but from hostile foreign forces as well, in particular Pakistan. 
The Soviet government also had reason to believe that Afghanistan was in the 
process of switching allegiance to the West. When the Soviet leaders in addition 
received alarming reports describing how American, British, German, and several 
other foreign intelligence services were establishing a presence in Afghanistan, they 
responded by ordering a pre-emptive military intervention.67 

The United States, Britain, and France responded by activating the jihad option, 
first devised by imperial Germany and then again attempted by Bolshevik Russia. 
The only difference was that this time, the jihad was to be aimed at, not British India, 
but the Soviet Union.68 

It remains unclear who first realised that Muslims could be used as a proxy 
weapon against the Soviet Union. It was probably the leader of Pakistan, General 
Muhammad Zia ul-Haq (1924-1988), who first saw the possibilities in using jihad to 
unite his religious as well as strategic objectives.69 It was probably also General Zia 
who managed to persuade those countries in the West, which soon after the invasion, 
apparently already in early 1980, began to encourage their Muslim allies to send 
volunteer fighters to Afghanistan, to rouse the Afghans and to fight the Soviets in a 
jihad. Exactly when this decision was taken, still remains unclear. The policy may 
have already been formulated at the time when President Carter decided to provide 
clandestine aid to the Islamists, or it may have been the effect of the Soviet 
intervention six months later. In any case, many Muslims needed no further 
encouragement. In their view, an ungodly, atheist superpower had invaded a pious 
Muslim country. Following the Soviet intervention, those Muslims who had the 
means immediately made their way to Pakistan and the Afghan border. In time, the 
survivors became known as the Arab “Afghan veterans” or merely “Afghans” –
Islamic extremists from several Islamic countries so named because they forged ties 
while fighting as volunteers in Afghanistan during the 1980s.70 One of these, 
incidentally, was Usamah bin Ladin (born 1957), who later formed the terrorist group 
Al-Qaida. 

The significance of this anti-Soviet jihad needs proper consideration. Apparently, 
no religion today is as easily swayed to violence and war as Islam. We have seen how 
jihad was proclaimed in a convincing and successful manner by German soldiers and 
diplomats, Russian Jews and atheists, and at least one Hindu. General Zia, a believing 
Muslim, must have easily realised the potential in taking advantage of Islam for his 
own political purposes. In all probability, so did those Americans (the majority of 
whom were Christians or Mormons) who turned up to assist him. 

In the 1980s, the least problem for jihad organisers was funding. Money for the 
jihad in Afghanistan was generously handed out with no questions asked. Beginning 
with $30 million allocated by the United States in 1980, the volume of funding grew 
steadily during the decade. Saudi Arabia matched American aid approximately dollar 
for dollar. By 1986, combined American and Saudi military aid reached about $1 
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billion per year. Not every resistance group in Afghanistan received support, 
however. Since funds were channelled through the Pakistani Inter-services 
Intelligence agency (ISI), and the United States chose to trust the judgment of the 
Pakistanis, the bulk went to groups favoured by Pakistan (invariably the religiously 
more extreme, since the ISI was careful about not encouraging Afghan nationalism), 
Saudi Arabia, and individal Arab donors. Subsequently, most went to Pakistan’s 
favourite Islamist, Gulbuddin Hekmatyar (born 1947), and various Saudi-inspired 
Wahhabi groups. Funding remained plentiful throughout the war. The American 
military aid program was for undeclared reasons not terminated until in 1992 – 
despite the fact that the Soviet Union had pulled out of Afghanistan in 1989 and 
dissolved in late 1991.71 

The United States also made important contributions to the educational activities 
of the jihad proponents. Special textbooks written in the two major languages of 
Afghanistan, Dari and Pashto, were in the early 1980s designed by the Center for 
Afghanistan Studies at the University of Nebraska at Omaha under a USAID grant. 
Aiming to promote jihad and militancy, they taught students basic arithmetic “by 
counting dead Russians and Kalashnikov rifles.” Over thirteen million were 
distributed in Afghan refugee camps and Pakistani religious boarding schools. (These 
textbooks were so effective that in the 1990s even the Taliban endorsed them).72 

Unlike the situation with the Germans during the First World War, no American 
personnel (from the CIA or elsewhere) took an active part in the anti-Soviet war. 
Americans did not participate directly in the training or recruitment of holy warriors 
(mujahidin). Although British and French intelligence personnel entered Afghanistan, 
few of their American colleagues did. Instead, the CIA arranged for funds and 
weapons to be sent to the Pakistani ISI, which undertook the training of fighters and 
delivery of supplies to those fighting the Soviet forces within Afghanistan, or at least 
to those groups that remained firmly under the control of the ISI. American officers 
were generally ordered to stay out of Afghanistan during the war for fear of being 
captured by the Soviets, thus offering them evidence to present to the world 
regarding the anti-Soviet operation. The name of the game, at least until the United 
States began to supply American-made Stinger surface-to-air missiles in 1986, was 
plausible deniability. Until then, the CIA had even gone to the extent of using  
American and Saudi funds to buy weapons from China and Egypt in order to cover 
their tracks.73 

For this reason, the Americans, unlike the Germans seventy years earlier, were 
unable to directly influence the contents of the various fatwas and propaganda texts 
that were circulated among the Afghans and other Muslims who supported the war 
against the Soviet Union. In the event, the texts did not make any exception for 
friendly infidels, the way the Germans had done during the First World War. 
Remarkably, the Americans do not even seem to have attempted to make propaganda 
for themselves in the textbooks that were produced at the University of Nebraska at 
Omaha. It appears that the Americans did not know, or care to find out, how the 
Germans had worked before them. Following the demise of the Soviet Union in 
1991, it thus seemed natural for the Islamic extremists to continue the war against 
other Western states, not least of all, the United States. 
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Pakistan, the Taliban, and Unocal 
After the Soviet Union had pulled out of Afghanistan, Pakistan retained its influence. 
Pakistan considered Afghanistan the key in its strategy towards India – which since 
British India in 1947 was partitioned into Pakistan and India had been Pakistan’s 
most important enemy.74 

The policy is generally regarded as having originated from two perceived 
strategic needs: (1) to allow Pakistan the use of Afghanistan’s territory for strategic 
depth in a conventional war against India; and (2) to ensure friendly Pashtun 
hegemony in Afghanistan so that ethnic Pashtuns on either side of the Pakistan-
Afghanistan border would drop any plans to unite in a single Pashtun nation, and 
thereby compromise Pakistani territorial integrity.75 While the first strategic need 
may have been valid during the early decades of Pakistan-India enmity, subsequent 
developments in air and missile power now made it less tenable. As for the second 
need, it should be remembered that the Afghan government supported a movement 
among Pashtun tribesmen to establish an independent state, Pashtunistan, in the early 
years following Pakistan’s independence in 1947, leading to sporadic clashes 
between tribesmen and Pakistani troops.76 

As a further objective, Pakistan – or at least powerful commercial interests within 
the country – needs to ensure safe passage for direct trade and transit routes to 
Central Asia.77 

In 1994, Pakistan switched its support to, and with Saudi assistance in all 
essentials created, the Taliban movement. This movement of Islamic extremists (the 
word taliban is the plural form of talib, “religious student” in a traditional Islamic 
boarding school, madrasah), dominated by Pashtuns with massive Pakistani support, 
within a few years came to control most parts of the country.78 

There was also an American interest in the fact that the Taliban took control over 
Afghanistan. The American energy company Unocal wanted to exploit the large finds 
of natural gas and oil in Central Asia, in particular in neighbouring Turkmenistan. 
The American administration saw Unocal’s project not only as a means for American 
industry to make huge profits but also as a geopolitical means to dominate the region, 
and – most important of all – contain Iran. 

The idea of building a trans-Afghan pipeline from Central Asia to the Indian 
Ocean was apparently born in Pakistan as early as in 1991,79 but became a political 
reality only in 1995, after the American company Unocal and its partner, the Saudi-
owned Delta Oil company, announced plans for a pipeline.80 Afghan troops of the 
Taliban movement, recently formed by Pakistan with Saudi assistance, were expected 
to secure the highways and routes for oil and gas pipelines. An important objective of 
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the plan was that the energy routes would exit through Pakistan, the ally of the 
United States, rather than through Iran. 

War on Terror, 2001-2002: The United States in Central Asia 
The 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks on the United States changed the situation 
radically. The Taliban were pushed out of power in a major late 2001 offensive by 
the predominantly non-Pashtun Northern Alliance, this time considerably better 
armed and equipped than previously by Iran and Russia, and with substantial air 
support from the United States and several Coalition countries.81 Following 
discussions at a location near the German city of Bonn, held under the aegis of the 
United Nations, in which most key Afghan leaders or their representatives as well as 
their foreign sponsors, primarily the United States, Russia, Pakistan, and Iran, 
participated, an interim Afghan government was formed on 4 December 2001 to 
assume power on 22 December. The United States and Pakistan nominated a 
Pashtun, Hamid Karzai, as leader of the interim government, while accepting the 
realities on the ground by awarding all key ministries (defence, internal affairs, and 
foreign affairs) to leaders from the Northern Alliance.82 Hamid Karzai, and most 
other American appointees (such as the Bush administration’s envoy to Afghanistan, 
Zalmay Khalilzad83), were former Unocal employees or consultants.84 

Since the assumption of power by Hamid Karzai’s interim government on 22 
December 2001, generous foreign aid from the West has again become available. 
This leaves Afghanistan essentially where it started a hundred years ago: a rentier 
state unable, and to some extent unwilling, to depend on its own resources. In striking 
similarity to the various Afghan governments before the recent civil war (most 
recently, the Soviet-supported PDPA government), the Afghan government at the 
time of writing presides over a state whose finances seem to be becoming ever more 
dependent on external support. In addition, the activities of the government seem 
increasingly concentrated on maintaining its own security. 

Through the War on Terror, the United States and the other Coalition countries 
came to establish military bases in Central Asia, including in what formerly had been 
Soviet territory. This raises the question how the United States sees its future role 
within the region – and in particular in light of the traditional rivalry with Russia. 
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America’s long-term plans for Central Asia remain unknown outside the Bush 
administration, and may as yet not have been finalised. Yet, it is possible that the 
build-up of a strong American military presence in Kyrgyzstan in particular, at a time 
when American operations against the Taliban were already concluded, was intended 
to serve as the means to acquire lasting strategic leverage in the region. Since the 
bases were hardly used in the war, and the new one in Kyrgyzstan appears to be a 
lasting component in the strategic environment, its establishment indicates that it is 
probably intended to decrease Russia’s remaining – and China’s growing – influence 
in Central Asia. American bases will diminish Russia’s ability to influence the region 
through Russian support of individuals, including local political leaders. Especially 
the new base in Kyrgyzstan can be used as a major surveillance post studying 
China’s activities in the region. According to the agreement between the United 
States and Kyrgyzstan signed in December 2001, the United States received very 
favourable conditions for its military deployment, including not only extensive use of 
the country’s only international airport and a military base but also the provision that 
American military personnel are immune to prosecution by the Kyrgyzstani 
government, and are free to enter and leave the country without hindrance, as well as 
to wear uniforms and carry arms.85 These are fundamentally the same terms that the 
United States acquired in Japan and South Korea after the Second World War, two 
countries where the United States subsequently established a lasting military 
presence.86 

Nevertheless, Russia has retained several possibilities to influence the region, 
which had after all for many years formed part of Imperial Russia as well as the 
Soviet Union. Despite outcries from some domestic hawks, Russia did not object to 
the establishment of new American military bases, chose not to send troops to fight 
the Taliban nor to keep the peace after their fall, and apparently played no significant 
role in the United Nations-sponsored Bonn agreement of 4 December 2001. While 
these decisions suffered some domestic criticism,87 they only confirmed the 
continuity of Russia’s policy of regarding relations with the United States and Europe 
as its first priority. Yet, Russia was not without influence in Afghanistan. The chief 
ministries of the Afghan interim government were controlled by members of the 
Russian-supported Northern Alliance. While the United States through sheer military 
and political power prevailed in picking Hamid Karzai, a Pashtun, as head of the new 
government, Russia had long financed and armed the Northern Alliance and can be 
expected to retain a certain level of influence with its Tajik and Uzbek leaders. 
Besides, Hamid Karzai might well have been acceptable to Russia and Northern 
Alliance alike, for the very reason that his personal power base among the Pashtuns 
was comparatively weak.88 If Russian leaders in the future see the need to meddle in 
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Afghan politics, they can certainly do so by supplying favoured, probably Tajik or 
Uzbek, commanders with weapons, supplies, and financial support. These were also 
the means available to Russia before the American intervention. In other words, 
despite appearances Russia has not yet surrendered its regional influence. 

Scandinavia and the Great Game 
Scandinavians appeared surprisingly early as active participants in what can be called 
the preliminaries to the Great Game, and did so in the service of Russia. In the first 
half of the eighteenth century, several Swedish officers captured in the wars between 
Sweden and Russia eventually accepted commissions to survey Inner Asia on behalf 
of the Tsar.89 Since Britain had not yet acquired a serious interest in Inner Asia, the 
Great Game proper had not yet started. The Scandinavian contribution to the real 
Great Game can be said to have begun with Mannerheim, another Scandinavian in 
Russian service. Somewhat surprisingly, there is also a Scandinavian continuation of 
the present Great Game. Norwegian and Danish special forces fought in Afghanistan 
during the War on Terror. Besides, when the international security force ISAF 
(International Security Assistance Force) in late 2001 assumed control over Kabul, 
Swedish troops were included. They belonged to the most secret of Swedish military 
units, Särskilda Skyddsgruppen (“Special Protection Group,” SSG), which with 
around forty men took part in maintaining security in the city.90 ISAF was established 
by the Security Council of the United Nations. Less known is the fact that the force, 
despite the ISAF being established by the Security Council of the United Nations, 
was formally placed under American authority. According to an arrangement worked 
out on 19 December 2001 between Britain, the country first put in charge of the 
ISAF, and the United States, the American Central Command would have formal 
authority over the international peacekeeping force, although the latter would have 
day-to-day control over the peacekeeping mission in Kabul.91 While the presence of 
NATO members such as Norwegians and Danes in Afghanistan may not be 
surprising, the presence of Swedes alongside units from various NATO members 
shows that the Scandinavian countries since 2001 are becoming visible players in the 
struggle for Central Asia. In the meantime, there is talk about buffer territories 
between Russia and the United States, and the rivalry for oil and gas resources in the 
region has become known as the New Great Game. 

In Lieu of a Conclusion 
Around 1800, three great powers faced each other in Inner Asia: Britain, Russia, and 
the Manchu Empire. This lasted until the early years of the twentieth century. 

Since the end of 2001, three great powers again face each other in Inner Asia: the 
United States, Russia, and China. Just as it was a century ago, one is English-
speaking, the other Russian-speaking, and the third Chinese-speaking. Between the 
great powers are positioned a number of independent states which to a greater or 
lesser degree are dominated by the great powers and as before – implicitly if not 
explicitly – play the role of buffer states between the great powers. Like before, 
Afghanistan is the most important of them. This appears a suitable point at which to 
end this historical survey, leaving the reader to ponder what all this might mean for 
future developments of the region. 
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