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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

The 1862 Jangnama by ‘Abd al-Sattar Qazi (Abdysetdar Kazy in the modern
Turkmen spelling) is brutal, funny, and lyrical all at once. Revered as a classic
in Turkmenistan today, the poem, the name of which literally means “War-
Book,” is a historical epic of 1,046 couplets about the Turkmen-Persian wars of
1858-1860.! It requires no knowledge of these events to enjoy and appreciate,
however. Its goal is not to recount chronology but to celebrate Turkmen heroes,
elevating their victories to the plane of myth. The Turkmen-Persian wars had
many motives, but the poem recasts them as a simple, age-old struggle between
holy warriors and heretics. This clean template frees the poet to deploy sur-
prises which hit every note from high literature (lightning spreads the scent of
hyacinth across the battlefield) to low comedy (brace yourself for a tipsy Shah!).

The poem’s very existence may come as a surprise. While the pre-2oth-
century Turkmens have long been stereotyped as illiterate desert pirates, The
Turkmen Wars is an example of Islamic Eurasia’s prototypical belles-lettres
genre: it is a classical masnavi, a genre most closely associated with Rumi,
featuring a consistent poetic meter and rhymed couplets.? That said, the Turk-
mens of the nineteenth century were proud of their fierce reputation as war-
riors on horseback, and the poem celebrates its sword-swinging heroes by splat-
tering its high-art canvas with gore. The effect is somewhat like those grisly
Renaissance paintings of the beheaded Holofernes.

1 The Chaghatay text is preserved in an excellent edition by the great Orientalist Aleksandr
Samoilovich, enriched by his superb linguistic analysis: Abdu-s-Sattar kazy [‘Abd al-Sattar
Qazi), Kniga rasskazov o bitvakh tekintsev: Turkmenskaia istoricheskaia poema x1x veka, edited
by A.N. Samoilovich (St. Petersburg, 1914). ‘Abd al-Sattar’s poem has been published twice
in more recent Turkmen editions (the most recent of which features an insightful intro-
duction by M. Annamukhammedov), but I have opted to translate the original Arabic-script
edition published by Samoilovich. To get a sense of how different modern Turkmen is from
Chaghatay, consider that a 1994 Turkmen edition of the poem included both the original
Chaghatay transliterated into Cyrillic script and a modern Turkmen translation—along with
a glossary nearly thirty pages long to make the Chaghatay text legible to modern Turkmen-
speaking audiences! Nearly every other word of the Chaghatay original appears to have
required an entry in the glossary. Abdysetdar Kazy, Jengnama: tekelering urush kyssa kitaby,
edited by M. Annamukhammedov and A. Niriagdyev (Ashgabat: Mirap, 1994).

2 For a brilliant recent study of pre-Soviet Turkmen literary culture, see Allen J. Frank, “Turk-
men Literacy and Turkmen Identity before the Soviets: The Ravnaq al-Islam inIts Literary and
Social Context,” Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 63/3 (2020), 286—315.

© JEFF EDEN, 2026 DOI:10.1163/9789004756328_002



4 CHAPTER 1

The poem’s plot is blessedly simple:

The Persians are fighting their longtime enemies, the Teke and Goklen Turk-
mens, in two places: the remote settlement of Qarri Qal‘a and the storied oasis
of Merv. Part 1 of the poem recounts the Battle of Qarri Qal‘a; Part 2 recounts
the Turkmen victory at Merv.

In Part1, the buffoonish, hapless Shah of Iran sends armies, led by his minion
Ja‘far Quli Khan, to crush the Goklens at Qarri Qal‘a. The Goklens summon the
Tekes to help them, and the great Teke leader Niir Verdi Khan joins the battle
along with some Yomut Turkmen allies. In a three-way Turkmen alliance, the
Yomuts, Tekes, and Goklens trounce the Persians.

Meanwhile, in Merv, the Persians have allied with Sariq Turkmens against
the Tekes. Nur Verdi Khan attempts to bring peace between the Sarigs and the
Tekes, but the Sarigs refuse to stop fighting, siding with the Persian “infidels.”

The Sariq refusal to make peace with their fellow Turkmens sets up the
action of Part 2, which begins with the Shah appointing his arrogant lackey,
Prince Hamza Mirza, to lead an army to Merv. Nur Verdi Khan's Tekes join their
Merv Teke counterparts, led by Qushut Khan, and they battle the Persians. A
Persian ambush is foiled, a Teke holy man (Sufi master) enters the fray with his
disciples, and the Persians are slaughtered. The poem concludes with a heart-
felt homage to plundering.

These events are elaborated with odes to strutting heroes, versified prayers
to God, comic dialogues satirizing the oafish Persian Shah, and a breathtaking
amount of slaughter and gore—but the plot is lucid, and one need not fear
losing its threads amid the well-braided rhythms and images. For a 150-year-
old warrior poem from the Central Asian deserts, written in a regional literary
lingua franca (Chaghatay) that no longer exists, the poem is refreshingly acces-
sible.

It is also, at least in some parts of Central Asia, regarded as a work of His-
tory with a capital H. In Turkmenistan today, ‘Abd al-Sattar’s description of
the Battle of Qarri Qal‘a (1858) and the victory at Merv (1860) has become the
official version of events. The Turkmen-language Wikipedia entry for the Bat-
tle of Qarri Qala (Garrigala in modern Turkmen) is essentially a summary of
the poem’s first half.3 And there is indeed a great deal of history in the poem:
real names, real places, real alliances between real Turkmen tribes, a conflict
between real parties that really did take place, and outcomes (victory for the
Tekes and their allies, devastating defeat for the Persians and theirs) which are
anything but confabulated.

3 “Garrygala sowesi,” https://tk.wikipedia.org/wiki/Garrygala_s%C3%B6we%C5%gFi
(accessed May 14th, 2025).
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And yet, as Turkmen scholars have always been quick to point out, the poem
is also a fantasy. Soviet academics found its imaginative aspects downright agi-
tating. Still more irritating were its “class” dynamics, from the perspective of
Soviet-style Marxist academia. “These wars were just and popular (rarodny:),”
Rosliakov wrote in his 1956 history of Turkmenistan. “However, the author of
the ‘Dzhengname’ portrays them perversely (izvrashchenno), as a ‘struggle for
the faith.’ In every way, he praises the Teke khans and other feudal clan leaders
as well as representatives of the Muslim clergy, carefully listing them by name,
but leaving in the shadows the authentic heroes of these victories—the Turk-
men workers. Characteristically, his main attention was fixed on the actions of
feudal cavalry, and not on the more democratic infantry playing a strong role
in these battles.*

Modern readers, however, are likely to enjoy ‘Abd al-Sattar’s imagination
and literary skill without stressing over his fidelity to the horseless proletariat.
Fans of heroic epics and narrative war poems—ranging from the Iliad to Norse
sagas to Africa’s Sunjata epic to Iran’s Shahnama to Inner Asia’s Secret History
of the Mongols, Manas, and the Satuq Bughra Khan cycle>—will feel perfectly
at home reading The Turkmen Wars. Those amenable to such epic literature
and its logic will correctly recognize that the world ‘Abd al-Sattar builds for his
heroes is both the world of 1858-1860 and the neverland of warrior mythology.
They may also come to love the poem’s chorus- and verse-like repetitions, its
punchy rhythms, its splashes of humor, and its rendering of gory battle as a
choreographed dance.

‘Abd al-Sattar’s poem is, in short, an epic reimagining of the Turkmen-
Persian wars, casting its heroes in legendary roles. It is a classic literary narra-
tion of holy war—a ghazavatnama—with all the trappings of its genre. (See
my section on “The Text, The Genre, and the Translation” for a bit more on

4 AA. Rosliakov, Kratkii ocherk istorii Turkmenistana (Do prisoedineniia k Rossii) (Ashgabat:
Turkmenskoe gusodarstvennoe izdatel’stvo, 1956), 155-156. The standard Soviet-era survey
Istoriia Turkmenskoi SR observes with a note of regret that the poem was “written in a feudal-
clerical spirit” (napisana v feodal'no-klerikal'nom dukhe). Tom I: C drevneishikh vremen do
Velikoi Oktiabrskoi sotsialisticheskoi revoliutsii, edited by A. Karryev, M.E. Masson, A.A. Rossli-
akov, and G.A. Charyev (Ashkhabad: Izdatel'stvo Akademii nauk TSSR, 1955), 534n2.

5 Forrecent translations of these three masterworks from Central Asia, see The Secret History of
the Mongols, translated by Christopher P. Atwood (New York: Penguin Classics, 2023); Saghim-
bay Orozbaq uulu, The Memorial Feast for Kokitoy Khan: A Kirghiz Epic Poem in the Manas
Tradition, translated by Daniel Prior (New York: Penguin Classics, 2022), and Jeff Eden, War-
rior Saints of the Silk Road: Legends of the Qarakhanids (Leiden: Brill, 2018). From just beyond
Central Asia in the Volga-Urals region, another epic masterpiece has recently been rendered
beautifully in English: Jangar: The Heroic Epic of the Kalmyk Nomads, translated by Saglar
Bougdaeva (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2023).
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this topic.) While most such tales feature legendary heroes and saints, how-
ever, ‘Abd al-Sattar’s creative achievement is to bring /iving heroes and recent
battles into the world of fable—following every convention of myth within a
reality that some readers or listeners would have known firsthand. Combatants
and their admirers must have thrilled to hear recent deeds taking on the patina
of “once-upon-a-time.” Perhaps they even anticipated, admiring the poet’s skill,
that ‘Abd al-Sattar was succeeding in making living legends out of them, liter-
ally writing them into the proud lineage of Turkmen heroes before their very
eyes. If they dared to look ahead with such lofty expectations, they were right to
do so: the Battle of Qarri Qal‘a and the victory at Merv are today touchstones in
Turkmen history, their details memorized by schoolchildren, their combatants
(Nar Verdi Khan, for example, and Qushut Khan) known by name.

‘Abd al-Sattar’s simplest literary achievement was to write memorably, with
a rollicking rhythm, forceful rhymes, and vivid images. His tougher challenge
was to finesse the messy, muddy, dusty swirl of combat described by historical
eyewitnesses into a coherent narrative. The reality of the 1858 and 1860 battles,
as we will see below, was brutal chaos, and the main actors’ motivations were
multiple. The relationship between Tekes, Salors, Goklens, and Sarigs involved
complicated historical baggage. And unlike yours-truly, ‘Abd al-Sattar did not
have the luxury of unlimited exposition and footnotes—let alone the bene-
fit of historiography and direct access to Persian, Khivan, British, and Russian
sources—to make the story lucid. He had to clean up the chaos within the con-
fines of a rhyme scheme, and he does so with a series of battlefield vignettes
and dialogues.

So, like clearings in the dust—one of the poet’s favorite battlefield images—
the swirl of soldiers attacking and retreating makes way for centerstage hand-
to-hand combat. The noise of battle quiets to let us hear warriors’ names and
admire their movements. The noise itself preoccupies ‘Abd al-Sattar—we have
clattering swords, bubbling blood, groans, pleas, shouts of glory, entreaties to
God—but he often mutes it to foreground the music of trumpets and lutes.
At one point he even has a Persian trumpet (shayfir) deliver a speech to the
opposing army.

‘Abd al-Sattar also clears up the hazy chronology to craft a plotline. We know
that nearly two years separate the Battle of Qarri Qal‘a and the Teke victory
at Merv, but in ‘Abd al-Sattar’s version these two conflicts happen one-after-
another. Condensing the history is a simple task for the poet given his vision of
the conflicts’ causes: in his poem, they are shorn of geopolitics or any concerns
specific to their century. As in all warrior-saint hagiographies from Central
Asia, the essential conflict here is the age-old war between Muslims and non-
Muslims. Shi‘ites (called Qizilbash) are the “non-Muslims” here, according to
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the typical logic of this time, place, and period. The fact that the Persian “Qizil-
bash” leader Ja‘far Quli Khan and many of his fellow combatants were actually
Kurdish Sunnis is no matter (nor is it mentioned). As the poet explains, those
who take sides with the infidels become licit to fight, no better than infidels
themselves.

The poet does not cast history this way because it was the only way to
write history in Central Asia: the region has a hallowed tradition of chronicles,
which are generally chronological, detail-oriented, and only mildly attentive to
the supernatural. The Turkmen Wars is not a chronicle, and religious themes
emerge as leitmotifs. Sunni Islam is the alpha and omega of ‘Abd al-Sattar’s
vision. He begins with an invocation to God, ends with gratitude to God, and
frames his narrative as an earthly comeuppance, doled out by Sunnis, for the
iniquity of Shi‘ite heresy. None of this is subtle.

Itis no coincidence, therefore, that a holy man (Sufi master) draws the battle
to a close, literally taking the field with his disciples. Unlike the other combat-
ants, he comes with a poetic entreaty to God (a munajat) rather than a sword
and spear, and this—the poet implies—is really the “weapon” that finishes off
the adversary. Nevermind: the poem’s final sequence is an orgy of earthly plun-
der.

To what extent does the poem reflect the real values and worldview of its
Turkmen audience? Or, to put it another way, did Turkmen warriors really see
themselves as ghazis (holy warriors), who would be rewarded in the world-
to-come? These are hard questions, especially in a milieu (the 19th-century
southern Turkmen deserts) that has left only a modest literary record, and
in which few interviews were conducted. Even if we could hear nineteenth-
century Turkmens’ opinions on these questions, it would not solve the problem
for us; after all, there is no effective barometer for religious beliefs, and moti-
vations are always multiple. One man'’s holy war is another man’s excuse to
plunder, and surely both impulses can co-exist—and reinforce one another—
in the same combatant. Certainly, however, we must respect the evidence we
have without whitewashing its more violent aspects. Suffice it to say the edu-
cated, erudite ‘Abd al-Sattar knew his audience, and probably hoped to appeal
to their tastes.

The best evidence of the poet’s success is the work’s enduring prominence in
Turkmenistan. The details of the Qarri Qal‘a battle, for which ‘Abd al-Sattar is
essentially the only major source, was a question on Turkmenistan’s standard-
ized national student exam as recently as 2022.6 The battle, as ‘Abd al-Sattar

6 ‘“2022y.—Tiirkmenistanyn umumybilim beryin orta mekdeplerinin ynsanperwerlik-durmus
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rendered it, is also mentioned as a hallmark of Turkmen glory in the RuAnama,
a tome by former Turkmen president Saparmurat Niyazov (“Turkmenbashi”)
that was ubiquitous in the country until recent years.

Nevertheless, the poet concludes his masterpiece with a note of humility,
observing that it is the warriors, including the casualties, who would find a
reward in heaven. ‘Abd al-Sattar’s final words are a simple “if-only”: the poet
wishes he’'d been a warrior, like his heroes.

bilimleri ugurly gutardys synplarynda Tiirkmenistanyn taryhy dersinden gegiriljek synagyn
soragnamalary,” https://turkmenportal.com/tm/catalog/21632 (accessed June 12th, 2024).


https://turkmenportal.com/tm/catalog/21632

CHAPTER 2

A Historian’s View of ‘Abd al-Sattar’s Wars: The
Teke Victories at Qarri Qal‘a and Merv

While knowledge of the historical events that inspired The Turkmen Wars is not
necessary to enjoy the poem and interpret many of its aspects, a dip into its
deep context illuminates the text from new angles, and raises interesting ques-
tions about how the poet used history—or how he side-stepped, interpreted,
remixed, and reimagined it. Here, I offer a detailed history of little-known
events, based on Persian eyewitness reports and chronicles, Russian official
documents, a French memoir, and archival sources by Afghan and British com-
mentators. The primary audience for what follows is historians, students, and
history buffs. More casual readers can be reassured that skipping this section
and preceding directly to the poem will not render ‘Abd al-Sattar’s work inac-
cessible.

The main Turkmen tribes mentioned in the poem are the Tekes, the Salors,
the Goklens, and the Sarigs—but above all, this is an epic about the Tekes.
Like all Central Asian Turkmen groups, the Tekes were not tied to one spe-
cific stretch of land but had migrated throughout the region over the course
of centuries. In the early 1700s, most of them moved from the Balkhan region
and Mangyshlaq peninsula (which include parts of modern-day Turkmenistan,
Uzbekistan, and Kazakhstan) to the meadows north of the Kopet Dagh moun-
tains, which run along today’s Iran-Turkmenistan border.! Between that vast
mountain range to the south and the imposing Qara Qum desert to the north,
the Turkmens occupied a strip of fertile land, over 300 miles long, known to
nineteenth-century authors as the “Akhal.”? In today’s Turkmenistan, Highway

1 According to Petrusevich, the rulers of Bujniard and Kuchan both recounted that the Tekes
arrived in this region during the reign of Shah Tahmasp 11 (1722-1732). IOR L/PS/20 Memo 22,
“The Turcomans,” 11-12. See also Yuri Bregel, “Uzbeks, Qazaqgs, and Turkmens,” in The Cam-
bridge History of Inner Asia: The Chinggisid Age, ed. Nicola di Cosmo, Allen J. Frank, and Peter
B. Golden (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 235-236; K. Narmukhamme-
dov, “Iz istorii formirovaniia Turkmenskogo naseleniia Akhala,” Izvestiia Akademii nauk Turk-
menskoi SR 5(1960), 79. On the Balkhan and Mangyshlaq regions, see “Balkhan,” Encyclopedia
of Islam 1, 623—624; Bregel, “Mangishlaq,” Encyclopedia of Islam 2, 415—417.

2 In nineteenth-century sources, one often finds the same region (more or less) referred to as
the “Atek” (skirt), “Atak,” or “Akhal Atak.” As Bartol'd and Bregel explain, in the second half
of the century, “Atek” often referred to the eastern regions of the fertile “skirt” north of the

© JEFF EDEN, 2026 DOI:10.1163/9789004756328_003
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M37 runs nearly the length of this region, connecting its many historic villages
from Gyzylarbat to Dushak.

The Tekes of the Akhal region—the “Akhal Tekes” for short—were mostly
autonomous throughout the 1700s and deep into the 1800s. Aside from irregu-
lar payments of tribute to Khiva, the “khanate” (khan-ruled polity) to the north,
they owed little allegiance to any neighboring authority.3 Among their neigh-
bors, they were best known for their frequent and sometimes devastating raids
to the south, into the Khurasan region of northern Iran, where they captured
villagers. These captives would either be ransomed by their loved ones or sold
northward into Central Asia’s vast slave trade.* The Tekes’ raids as well as their
relative independence amid the rival powers of Khiva, Bukhara, and Iran cre-
ated tensions with all three. Iran’s Qajar dynasty deplored the Tekes’ raids, as
well as their involvement in attacks on Persian territory from Bukhara and
Khiva. Meanwhile, Khiva and Bukhara vied to expand their domains southward
into Teke territory.

Ironically, efforts by neighboring powers to reduce Teke independence
ended up increasing it. In 1855, after a decade of near-yearly missions to crush
the Sariq Turkmen stronghold of Merv, 150 miles east of the Akhal, the Khivan
army was driven from that oasis by an alliance of Turkmen and Persian forces,
with the Tekes foremost among them.> Over the next five years, the Tekes drove
both Sarigs and Persians from Merv, and settled there; they crushed a Persian
invasion (1858); and they destroyed a massive Persian campaign to retake Merv
(1860)—all events described vividly and imaginatively in The Turkmen Wars.

The Turkmen Wars recounts a series of victories that ultimately produced a
tragic irony: defeating the Persians secured the Tekes’ position and protected
them from Iran’s intrusions, but it also opened a path for the expanding Rus-
sian Empire to invade their lands with no objection from Iran. By defeating

Kopet-Dagh mountains, while “Akhal” referred to the Western regions (Bregel, Firdaws al-
igbal, 554-555m81; Bartol'd, “Atek,” Encyclopedia of Islam 2, 735). In my experience, however,
English-language sources from the nineteenth century tend to use Atak and Akhal inter-
changeably, with the latter mostly supplanting the former by the 1860s-1870s.

3 The specific form of tribute was called zakat, which generally refers to a prominent form of
charity in the Muslim world but in the Central Asian political context referred to a livestock
and merchandise tax. See Bregel, Firdaws al-igbal, 552n145.

4 On this slave trade, see Jeff Eden, Slavery and Empire in Central Asia (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2018).

5 These events are described in dramatic detail in, for example, Mirza Muhammad Taqi Khan's
Persian chronicle, Nasikh al-tavarikh: Materialy po istorii Turkmen i turkmenii, T. 2, ed.
V.V. Struve, et al, 249—264 (henceforth m17T). See also William A. Wood, “The Sariq Turkmens
of Merv and the Khanate of Khiva in the Early Nineteenth Century” (Ph.D. Dissertation, Indi-
ana University, 1998), 253—-254.
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a weaker adversary, the Tekes prepared a stronger adversary’s path. The wars
with Russia in the 1870s and 1880s would be even more brutal than those of The
Turkmen Wars—and this time, despite an impressive resistance that stunned
the Russians, the Tekes would not prevail. While the Russian Imperial invasion
put Turkmen history on a different course, the development of the Akhal and
Merv regions continued under Russian rule and throughout the Soviet period.®
Today, these expanses of Turkmenistan form the country’s core, with the capi-
tal city of Ashgabat (Ashkhabad) at the center.

1 The Tekes at Sarakhs and Merv: Prelude to the Wars of 1858-1860

The pivotal Persian-Turkmen battles between 1858-1860 were precipitated by
a series of conflicts that found Turkmens bucking the authority of neighboring
states and driving off those who would bring them to heel. The oasis towns of
Sarakhs and Merv would take center stage in these dramas.

In 1850, according to the Persian chronicle Nasikh al-tavarikh (our most
detailed guide to these events), the Persian Shah Nasir al-Din ordered his north-
ern governor Sultan Murad Mirza to attack the Tekes in Sarakhs. These Tekes
had been raiding Mashhad, the de facto capital of Khurasan, and force was
the Shah’s preferred deterrent. When the Sarakhs Tekes heard of the planned
campaign, they deployed their go-to diplomatic maneuvers, which had often
worked brilliantly: 1) forging short-lived opportunistic alliances, and 2) pitting
regional rivals against one another. They asked the ruler of Khiva, Muhammad
Amin Khan, to protect them from the Persians, promising a mutually benefi-
cial alliance in return. The enterprising Khan played his part, driving off the
Persians. He then wasted no time deploying Khivan troops to join the Tekes for
raids into Mashhad.”

When the Khan went back to Khiva, however, the Tekes, deprived of their
Khivan backup, promptly submitted to the Persian governor. Their submission
was insincere, no more than a distraction, and they soon began raiding Mash-
had once more, clashing with the Persian troops sent to suppress them. After
one such clash in Autumn 1851, Persian troops brought home a grim souvenir:

6 On the Turkmens in the Soviet early era, see Adrienne Lynne Edgar’s important study, one
of the first books ever written in English about modern Turkmen history: Tribal Nation: The
Making of Soviet Turkmenistan (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004). See also Vic-
toria Clement’s recent and compelling Learning to Become Turkmen: Literacy, Language and
Power, 1914—2014 (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2018).

7 Mirza Muhammad Taqi Khan, Nasikh al-tavarikh: MITT T. 2, 246.
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severed Teke heads, which were unveiled at a royal festival and ceremonially
tossed in the dust.® Soon after this ghastly ceremony, the Sarakhs Tekes sub-
mitted once again.

Within a year (1852-1853), Muhammad Amin Khan of Khiva made a return
trip to the region, but this time his 10,000-strong army was beaten away by
a Persian-led force. Fighting off the Khan did not deter the Tekes, however,
who began menacing caravans headed to Mashhad. Threatened with a violent
reprisal, the Sarakhs Tekes submitted for a third time.?

Muhammad Amin Khan of Khiva too was not deterred for long: he returned
to Sarakhs and Merv the very next year (1854-1855). Among the Khan's allies
was a strong force of Yomut Turkmens, but a revolt broke out when the Khan
reportedly “disciplined” a Yomut leader by having him thrown from the top of
a tower.!? Soon after, the Khan himself was murdered under mysterious cir-
cumstances. Most sources report that he was killed by Turkmens during his
failed attempt to seize Sarakhs and Merv from his former allies, who now had
Persian backing.! The Khivan Khan's successor (the murdered Khan's nephew,

Mirza Muhammad Taqi Khan, Nasikh al-tavarikh: MITT T. 2, 248.
Mirza Muhammad Taqi Khan, Nasikh al-tavarikh: MITT T. 2, 253.

10  James Talboys Wheeler, Memorandum on Persian Affairs with a Supplementary Note on the
Turkomans, Char Eimaks, and Seistan (India: n.p., 1871), 136.

11 See, for example, Mirza Muhammad Taqi Khan, Nasikh al-tavarikh: MITT T. 2, 263—264.
Nikolai Petrusevich, a Russian officer and scientist who traveled throughout the Persian-
Turkmen borderlands, recounts an intriguingly detailed and different version of these
pivotal events. In his account, the core drama was not between Khiva and Iran (with
the Tekes serving merely as Iran’s agent). It was not a conflict between outraged Yomuts
and the Khivan Khan, either. Rather, Petrusevich claims, the Khan’s assassination could
only be understood as part of the ongoing crisis between Khiva and the Tekes, and the
backstory matters. By the 1840s, the Akhal Teke population had reached their valley’s
limits, and some found themselves starved for adequate land and water. The immedi-
ate reason was a sudden influx of Tekes fleeing to the Akhal from their dwellings along
the Tejen river; they had been attacked by the Persian governor of Khurasan as a reprisal
for their raids into his territory. The resources of the Akhal could not support these new
arrivals. As a solution, a Teke delegation begged the Persian governor of Khurasan to
permit some Tekes to settle at Sarakhs, some 60 miles to the southeast. The governor
agreed, and for a time the new Teke residents at Sarakhs rewarded him by directing
their raids to every neighbor but Iran: they raided Bukhara and Khiva as well as other
Turkmen tribes (the Salors and the Sarigs). These raids, Petrusevich implies, are actu-
ally what inspired Muhammad Amin Khan, the ill-fated Khivan ruler, to invade Sarakhs.
The Khan left a 500-strong guard corps and deputy to secure the town, but as soon as
he returned to Khiva, the Sarakhs Tekes slaughtered the Khivan troops and resumed
their raids. Muhmmad Amin Khan soon returned to Sarakhs with a proper army, and
he encamped on a hill to watch his troops fight the Tekes. As the Tekes routed his army,
they also attacked his hilltop “viewing party,” and his guards and comrades were massa-
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‘Abdullah) was soon killed by Turkmens too (Yomuts, by all accounts), as was
his successor Qiitligh Murad Khan—which makes for three successive Khans
all assassinated by Turkmens.

Meanwhile, Merv was now firmly under Persian control. In short, the Tekes
had allied with the Khivans to drive off the Persians, and soon after they allied
with the Persians to drive off the Khivans. In both instances, they succeeded,
but a keen analyst of these events—Fateh Muhammad (“Futteh Mahomed”),
based at nearby Herat—mocked the Tekes for failing to apprehend the bigger
picture: “the Turkoman fools discovered that they had shaken off a Sunnee ruler
and obtained a Shiah tyrant instead.”? His words would be prescient.

As the emboldened Tekes resumed raids against their “ally” Iran—as well as
Khiva, Bukhara, and their Sariq neighbors in Merv—a new Persian governor
of Khurasan, Faridiin Mirza, resolved to march against them. His campaign to
smash Teke forces at Merv was a success, but the raids continued soon after,
often carried out by Tekes from Sarakhs. Persian troops assaulted the Sarakhs
Tekes the very next year, in 1856. These Sarakhs Tekes fled to Merv, from which
their Teke comrades had just been driven out a few months before.® Iran placed
a loyal Hazara Shi‘ite governor in charge of Merv, but he struggled to keep the
peace. The Turkmens targeted his Hazara people: Futteh Mahomed reports that

cred. He returned to Khiva without his head: his body buried back home, but the Tekes
shipped his head to the Shah of Iran as a grim gift (10R L/PS/20 Memo 22, “The Turco-
mans,” 11-12). The Persian Nasikh al-tavarikh, meanewhile, offers an especially detailed
and grisly account of the Khan’s death. As his camp went into retreat, the Khan and his
companions were overtaken by a Persian horseman, who cut the Khan viciously across
the face. The ruler, identifying himself, begged to be taken before the Shah so he could
submit. According to the chronicle, however, his assailants replied that they had no rea-
son to drag his heavy corpse all the way back with them; his head would be the lighter
burden, and they would oblige the Khan by bringing it before the Shah and tossing it
down in the dusty road in front of him. Combatants from Merv, Sarakhs, and Khurasan
then allegedly fought so fiercely over the privilege of doing the beheading that a dozen
were killed in the fray. Finally, the honor went to the son of the Teke leader Uraz Khan.
Fourteen of the Khan's retinue suffered the same fate—so says the Persian chronicler.
(Mirza Muhammad Taqi Khan, Nasikh al-tavarikh: MITTT. 2, 263—264). The Khivan chron-
icle Jami‘ al-vaqi‘at-i sultani, unsurprisingly, does not admit any of these gory details, but
otherwise its coverage is largely concordant with the Persian accounts, albeit notably
flattering to the Khan: we find him refusing to retreat in his final moments, firing at his
assailants side-by-side with a few companions as they closed in, until finally being brought
down by a bullet (Muhammad Rida Mirab Agahi, Jamial-vaqi‘at-i sultani, ed. Nouryaghdi
Tashev [Tashkent: International Institute for Central Asian Studies, 2012]; MITT. T. 2, 545—
546).
12 Wheeler, “Memorandum on Persian Affairs,” 138.
13 I0R L/PS/20 Memo 22, “The Turcomans,” 12.
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“men of Sarrakhs” (by which he likely means Tekes) “carried away a hundred
and fifty” Hazara families.1#

Meanwhile, the Tekes seemed determined the drive their Sariq Turkmen
counterparts from the Merv oasis and make it exclusively Teke territory.!> In
exchange, the Persian governor eagerly agreed to aid the Sarigs, hoping to oust
the Tekes from Merv. According to Percy Sykes, the governor’s meddling started
with a dirty trick: He “invited eighty Turkoman to a conference at Meshed,
where they were treacherously seized and imprisoned.” This immediately pre-
ceded his assault: “Having by this act weakened the man-stealers, the Persian
Governor-General marched on Merv."6 Gathering eighteen infantry battalions
and 7,000 or 8,000 cavalry, the governor’s campaign reached Merv in the fall of
1857. Disinclined to fight, the Tekes offered their submission and the governor
accepted it—but soon after, his forces withdrew, and the Tekes redoubled their
efforts to expel the Sarigs.!”

The ongoing Teke-Sariq hostilities brought the Persian armies back, this time
for a siege—though the besieging Persians soon found themselves besieged.
Outflanked by the Tekes, the Persians’ supply routes to Mashhad were cut off,
and “the besiegers were compelled to feed on the flesh of donkeys.”® Worse still,
the only way to bring reinforcements and supplies from Mashhad to this Per-
sian army at Merv was in the care of “friendly” Tekes from Sarakhs; the Sarakhs
Tekes offered an escort of 4,000 horsemen but—predictably—the “escort”
turned on the column of Persian soldiers intended as reinforcements, pillag-
ing their supplies and taking captives. These tricky Tekes then headed to Merv,
joining their comrades against the starving Persians and taking many more cap-
tives as they routed those would-be besiegers.!®

14  Wheeler, Memorandum on Persian Affairs, 139. The Herat agent goes on: “many particulars
of the outrages” committed by Tekes “are recorded in the Cabul diaries.” These included
plundering grain supplies on their way to Herat; kidnapping “an escort to the number of
fifteen hundred men”; besieging and carrying off “the whole of the inhabitants” of Khaff;
and taking another fifteen hundred men from the Hazaras who tried to come to the vil-
lage’s aid (p. 139). Grodekov is often cited to describe the events of this period, but his
coverage strikes me as a touch confused on the chronology and less reliable than others
on the specifics of cause and effect; for the 1850s in particular, compare his coverage with
mine: Grodekoff, The War in Turkumania, 23—24. Grodekov appears to rely on Petrusevich,
but mangles some of the details in Petrusevich’s coverage.

15  Wheeler, Memorandum on Persian Affairs, 139; I0R L/Ps/20 Memo 22, “The Turcomans,”
13.

16  Percy Sykes, A History of Persia Vol. 2 (London: Macmillan and Co., 1915), 463.

17 IOR L/PS/20 Memo 22, “The Turcomans,” 13.

18 Wheeler, Memorandum on Persian Affairs, 140.

19  Wheeler, Memorandum on Persian Affairs,141.
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The Russian officer V.I. Tugan-Mirza-Baranovskii recorded a memorable
Teke narration about the Persian defeat. The story goes that, during the siege,
the Persian governor Sultan Murad Mirza set up a large encampment for his
soldiers outside Merv’s walls and permitted no Merv residents to enter the
encampment, with the sole exception of women bringing goods and food to
trade with the soldiers. “The number of visitors increased every day,” Tugan-
Mirza-Baranovskii writes, and “the Persians got used to them and stopped pay-
ing them any attention.” Suddenly, one night, a gunshot sounded and scores of
the visitors whipped off their veils: they were Teke warriors, armed with dag-
gers and sabers, and they cut down the bewildered Persian troops as two Teke
detachments from Merv, which had crept up quietly in the dark, leapt upon the
encampment. According to the Tekes, only Sultan Murad Mirza and a handful
of cavalry managed to escape this sneak-attack.2%

These conflicts, drawing the Tekes and Persians into deepening hostilities,
were the prelude to the historic battles at Qarri Qal‘a and Merv.

2 Ja‘far Quli Khan and the Battle of Qarri Qal‘a

Several months later, in 1858, the Tekes battled Persian armies yet again. Dur-
ing the previous drama in Merv, the Akhal Tekes had continued their customary
raids into northern Iran, sometimes with the support of Goklen Turkmens who
inhabited settlements in between the Teke and Persian territories. One of these
settlements was Qarri Qal‘a, a fortified village 75 miles from the nearest inhab-
ited spot and therefore a useful waystation for Tekes traveling westward from
the Akhal. In 1856, soon after the assassination of the Khan of Khiva, some
4,000 tents of Goklen and Yomut Turkmens had left the Khivan Khanate and
settled in Qarri Qal‘a, promising to submit to Iran in exchange for the privilege
of settling there. Ja‘far Quli Khan, then governor of nearby Astarabad, had no
objection to this. After all, this Kurdish leader was once the Tekes’ raiding part-
ner.

Ja‘far Quli is one of the central figures in ‘Abd al-Sattar’s poem, where he
appears (surprisingly) not as a Teke ally, but as a foolish and doomed Persian
lackey who leads the “Qizilbash” attack on the Tekes. It is difficult to reconstruct
Ja‘far Qult’s career from primary sources—not because he is rarely mentioned
but because he is mentioned briefly in so many different contexts, some of
which appear at first glance to contradict one another. We find him fighting

20  Tugan-Mirza-Baranovskii, Russkie v Akhal Teke (St. Petersburg, 1881), 69.
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in a rebellion against Iran’s Qajar dynasty in the 1840s, and then we find him
promoted as the governor of Persian Astarabad soon after. We find him living
in the Akhal and raiding Persian villages alongside the Tekes in the 1840s, and
then we find him (in the poem and in other sources) leading Persian troops to
crush the Akhal the very next decade. What is going on here?

Ja‘far Qult’s career was filled with twists and turns. The son-in-law of the
rebel prince Hasan Khan Salar, he took Salar’s side in a power struggle against
the Shah—the “Salar Rebellion,” which supported a rival for the throne.?! Turk-
mens and Kurds in northern Iran both supported the rebellion,?? and when it
failed, Ja'far Quli found a refuge in the Akhal where, according to Grodekov,
he lived for three years, leading Turkmen raids into Persian territory. In 1848,
when the Shah (Muhammad Shah Qajar) died,?3 his successor—Nasir al-Din
Shah Qajar—not only pardoned Ja‘far Quli Khan but installed him as a provin-
cial governor in northern Iran. (Depending on one’s view of the Qajar dynasty’s
governance, this mercy could represent either a tactful piece of statecraft, or a
sample of Qajar weakness in the northern provinces forcing dependency on
even the most untrustworthy local leaders.) In gratitude, Jafar Quli rode to
Tehran with 40 Teke horsemen, bearing gifts.2*

The Tekes were evidently glad for Ja‘far Quli’'s promotion, anticipating good
treatment now that a nearby district was governed by the very comrade with
whom they had once plundered that same district. Sixty Turkmens from Akhal
came to salute him. They badly misunderstood the new arrangement: turning
on his former partners, Jafar Quli took these Turkmens captive and then led a
raid against a Turkmen village for good measure, forcibly resettling 500 fami-
lies within his new domain.2> The Tekes were free to settle in Qarri Qala as far
as Ja‘far Quli was concerned, but he was a Persian governor now, not an Akhal
raider, and the Tekes would need to respect the new balance of power.

They did not. Outraged by the betrayal, the Tekes joined with Goklens to
resume raiding Iran from Qarri Qala, and the Shah—Nasir al-Din—ordered

21 Muhammad Hasan Khan, Tarikh-i muntazam-i Nadirt, MITT, 240—243.

22 See especially Guli, Tarikh-i siyasi va ijtima‘-i Turkamanha, 126-127. A Turkmen-Kurdish
vantage point on these events would be a worthy project, yet to be written.

23 Not in 1860, as Grodekov claims! Grodekov’s timeline is woefully confused here: Voina v
Turkmenii, 68; trans.: Grodekoff, War in Turkumania, 41.

24  Grodekov, Voina v Turkmenii, 68; trans.: Grodekoff, War in Turkumania, 41.

25 Grodekov, Voina v Turkmenii, 68; trans.: Grodekoff, War in Turkumania, 41. The Nasih al-
tavarikh offers a slightly different version of these events. According to the chronicle, Ja‘far
Quli simply demanded that the Turkmen visitors turn over their Persian captives, 94 of
which they promptly released (MITT, 267). Those Turkmens who refused, however, had
their settlements attacked and plundered by Ja‘far Qult’s forces (MITT T. 2, 273-274).
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Ja‘far Quli to seize the settlement. Ja‘far Qult’s first campaign against the Tekes
in 1856 left five Turkmen villages plundered and destroyed, 170 dead, and 350
women and children captured. For his next campaign, the overconfident Ja‘far
Quli brought only 600 armed men, and as they emerged from a narrow gorge,
they found themselves surrounded by an unexpected host of perhaps 5,000
Tekes. Amazingly, Jafar QulT’s troops managed to hold off the Teke army. After
the battle, they sent Tekes’ severed heads to Tehran.26

In nearby Astarabad, Russian officers and diplomats observed the Turkmen
losses with intriguingly sympathetic concern. The district’s Russian consul and
the commander of its naval station both wrote to their superiors lamenting
Turkmen defeats in the autumn of 1857, shortly before the Qarri Qal‘a cam-
paign recounted in our poem. For the naval station commander, the residents
of Qarri Qal‘a were “utterly obedient Turkmens” who had resettled there from
Khiva under duress. Ja‘far Quli, in this Russian officer’s telling, had tried to con-
vince the Shah to leave the Qarri Qal‘a Tekes alone, but the Shah suspected
that Ja“far Qult himself, an erstwhile fellow-raider, could strike up a nefarious
agreement with them if they stayed close at hand. Jafar Quli, the Russian offi-
cer writes, tried to convince the Tekes to leave Qarri Qal‘a on their own, but only
3,000 were willing to leave, while another 6,000 refused.??

The Russian consul, G.G. Gusey, likewise sympathized unambiguously with
the Turkmens, but his letter tells a more nuanced story. Among the Turkmens,
he relates, was a “spiritual leader” named “Tagan-Kazy” who “zealously incites”
his fellow Turkmens to raid villages in Khurasan, which they had been doing
“almost daily,” plundering them and taking dozens of captives. Meanwhile, the
residents of Astarabad were being stirred up by a “zealot” of their own: a local
Persian official named Akhund Mulla Muhammad Riza, “known to the Impe-
rial Commission for his intrigues and his tendency to interfere in matters other
than his own,” went every two or three days on tours of nearby villages, armed
head to toe, joined by “various bastards on horseback” (soprovozhdenii raznoi
konnoi svolochi), trying to incite locals to a “jihad” against the Turkmens.?® It
was, in short, a combustible situation.

26 M.N. Galkin, Etnograficheskie i istoricheskie materialy po Srednei Azii i Orenburgskomu
kraiu (St. Petersburg: Ia.A. Isakov, 1868), 29—30. This may be the same conflict described
in the Nasikh al-tavarikh (MITT T. 2, 274—275), after which the Shah rewarded Ja‘far Qult
with a sword with a diamond-studded hilt.

27  “No. 328: Raport nachal'nika Astrabadskoi morskoi stantsii glavnokomanduiushchemu
Kavkazskoi armiei o prichinakh otpravki karatel'noi ekspeditsii v raion Kara-Kala,” in
Russko-turkmenskie otnosheniua vXVIII-x1x wv. (do prisoedineniia Turkmenii k Rossit), ed.
Kh. Agaev and S.G. Agadzhanov (Ashgabat: AN TurkmSSR, 1963), 453.

28  “No. 327: Iz doneseniia rossiiskogo konsula v Astrabade V.V. Guseva upravliaiushchemu
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And now, the Russian officers wrote, Jafar Quli was headed straight into
a disaster. A local Astarabad sayyid (a respected descendant of the Prophet)
had come from Ja‘far Qul1’s Persian army as it neared Qarri Qal‘a to report that
the troops had run out of food, and that the Yomuts who had accompanied
them defected to join the Qarri Qal‘a Tekes. The army was in “a very difficult
situation.”?® While Ja‘far Qul’s men languished, surrounded by Turkmens and
outnumbered, Astarabad was left mostly undefended—and the Yomuts began
to plunder and burn its villages, taking Persians into captivity.3°

No contemporary eyewitness sources on the course of the Qarri Qala bat-
tle have come to light, meaning that our best source remains ‘Abd al-Sattar’s
poem. The Russian diplomat N.V. Khanykov, however, arrived in Astarabad in
time to see the fallout from the disaster still raging:3!

By the time we arrived in Persia, the Astrabad [sic] province was in a
state of total anarchy. Its governor, Jafar Quli Khan [of] Bujnurd, had just
returned from an unsuccessful military campaign against the Turkmens,
during which two cannons were lost and many people were killed. This
situation encouraged the nomads, and they penetrated the dense forests
surrounding Astrabad, from which they raided villages, robbed their resi-
dents, and burned their homes. Even the city walls were not a dependable
shelter from the Turkmens. On April 15, when we were already in Astra-
bad, nomads attacked a caravan right at the city gates, killed 15 people,
took many captives, and plundered the bazaar.

In short, the Tekes and their allies, while suffering plenty of tragic losses them-
selves, had managed to humiliate and destabilize their powerful Persian neigh-
bor throughout the 1850s. Under influential leaders Nur Verdi Khan (in the
Akhal) and Qushut Khan (in Merv), the Tekes also achieved diplomatic rec-
onciliations with other Turkmen groups: the Goklens, the Salors, and even the
Sarigs (their longtime adversaries). Seeing in this alliance the foundation of
later Turkmen nationalism, the historian Mehmet Saray regards this diplomatic
achievement as “probably the most significant event in the whole history of the

rossiiskoi missiei v Irane s predlozheniiami o vozmozhnosti okruzheniia turkmenami
iranskikh voisk v raione Kara-Kala, o prekrashchenii s nimi sviazi i o polozhenii v samom
Astrabade,” in Russko-turkmenskie otnosheniua vXVIII-XIX vv., 451—452.

29  “No. 328: Raport nachal'nika Astrabadskoi morskoi stantsii glavnokomanduiushchemu
Kavkazskoi armiei o prichinakh otpravki karatel'noi ekspeditsii v raion Kara-Kala,” 452.
30  “No. 327: Iz doneseniia rossiiskogo konsula v Astrabade V.V. Guseva,” 452.

31 Khanykov, Ekspeditsiia v Khorasan (Moscow: Nauka, 1973), 75-76.
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Turkmens.”3? The prospect of a united Turkmen confederation was, at the very
least, a formidable threat to their expansionist neighbors on all sides.

3 The Persian Defeat at Merv

After the struggle at Qarri Qal‘a, Teke raids plunged deeper and deeper into Ira-
nian territory, on one occasion reaching as far south as Qa’en district, some 250
miles south of the Akhal.33 For their part, the Persians captured and jailed some
8o Turkmen leaders who had been invited to Mashhad on the pretext of negoti-
ating peace.34 In 1860, a governor from long-suffering Khurasan, Prince Hamza
Mirza, launched the most ambitious campaign yet in an effort to break the
Tekes’ spirit and win their submission. The force he assembled was later esti-
mated at anywhere from 23,000 to 50,000 soldiers, both cavalry and infantry.35
Lewis Pelly, a British diplomat based in Herat, heard the higher estimate of
50,000 troops from a Persian commander (sardar) who was in direct contact
with the expedition’s leaders, fresh from the battle.36 More realistic tallies are
offered by Persian participants in the campaign: the unknown author of the
Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza gives the total as 26,924 soldiers; Sayyid Muham-
mad Lashkarnivis, a military scribe, witnessed an inspection of the army which
tallied around 21,000.37

32 Mehmet Saray, Turkmens in the Age of Imperialism: A Study of the Turkmen People and
Their Incorporation into the Russian Empire (Ankara: Turkish Historical Society, 1989), 58—
59.

33  IOR L/Ps/20 Memo 22, “The Turcomans,” 24; Petrusevich, “Turkmeny mezhdu starym
ruslom Amu-Dar’i (Uzboem) i severnymi okrainami Persii,” 29. Petrusevich writes of
“Kain” district, 600 kilometers south of Mashhad, but he is probably mistaking Qaen, in
Khurasan, for Kayin in Kerman Province. It is unlikely that Teke raids ever reached as far
south as Kayin.

34  Guli, Tarikh-i siyasiva ijtima‘i-i Turkamanha, 133-134. Guli also emphasizes predatory tax-
ation as a major incentive inspiring Turkmen resistance against local Persian government,
though I have been unable so far to find sources with a detailed discussion of the tax
regime.

35 Wheeler, Memorandum on Persian Affairs, 142; Petrusevich, “Turkmeny mezhdu starym
ruslom Amu-Dar'i (Uzboem) i severnymi okrainami Persii,” 28.

36  IOR Mss Eur F126/31 “A journal of Lewis Pelly’s official journey overland from Persia to
India through Afghanistan including Mashhad, Herat and Kabul,” 148.

37  Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza: sharh-i lashkarkashi-i 1276 q. bah Merv, edited by Muhsin
Rahmati (Tehran: Nashr-i Tarikh-i Iran, 2008), 35; Muhammad ‘Ali Husayni “Safarnama-yi
Merv—nivishta-yi Sayyid Muhammad Lashkarnivis,” in Sik safarnama: Herat, Merv, Mash-
had, edited by Qudratallah Rawshani (Tehran: Danishgah-i Tehran, 1968), 86.
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The Tekes were evidently frightened by the massive army: to forestall the
invasion, they offered up 1,000 of their own people as captives, 1,000 horsemen
to serve in the Persian cavalry, and a generous payment of tribute in gold. The
Persians were so confident of victory that they declined these unprecedented
peace terms. According to the Russian officer N.G. Petrusevich, the influential
trio of Prince Hamza Mirza, Sultan Murad Mirza, and an erudite court official
named Mirza Mahmud Taq1 Ashtiyani had resolved to destroy the Tekes once
and for all.38 In retrospect, the immensity of their mistake is breathtaking.

Unlike the struggle for Qarri Qal‘a, the catastrophic Persian defeat at Merv
was documented from multiple perspectives, in multiple languages, by multi-
ple proximate and eyewitness observers. Its marginal place in recent history
books on Iran—truly, it is a forgotten war—is disproportionate to its obvious
impact at the time.3 As Abbas Amanat has observed, the disaster undermined
Iran’s Qajar dynasty, damaging the Iranian ruler Nasir al-Din Shah’s legitimacy
at a time when he was already weakened.*® The Teke victory, moreover, by
driving Iran decisively from southern “Turkmenia,” emboldened the Russian
Empire to fill what they regarded as a power vacuum, therefore precipitating
their invasion.

Fortunately for historians, the 1860 war—unlike the 1858 Battle of Qarri
Qal‘a—also gave rise to a remarkable body of literature: along with ‘Abd al-
Sattar’s monumental poem, the events inspired two major eyewitness Persian
accounts, the Safarnama-yi Merv and the Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza; a quirky
comic novella by Gobineau; a classic French captivity narrative by Bloqueville,
who was seized by the Turkmens early in the war and held for 14 months; and
the Tbratnama, a masterpiece of the captivity narrative genre in Persian.#

38 IOR L/PS/20 Memo 22, “The Turcomans,” 24; Petrusevich, “Turkmeny mezhdu starym rus-
lom Amu-Dar’i (Uzboem) i severnymi okrainami Persii,” 30.

39  Amazingly, there is not a single reference to this massive battle (and the devastating Per-
sian defeat) in the magisterial, seven-volume Cambridge History of Iran, which runs to
several thousand pages. Major chronicles from the Qajar period either say precious lit-
tle about the Merv war or omit it entirely: see, for example, the Farsnama-yi Nasiri of
Hasan-i Fasa'i (History of Persia under Qajar Rule, translated by Heribert Busse [New York:
Columbia University Press, 1972]). Amin Guli correctly observes that the Merv war was
the most significant event in the history of the Turkmens during the Qajar period (Guli,
Tarikh-i siyasiva ijtima‘%-i Turkamanha, 133).

40  Abbas Amanat, Pivot of the Universe: Nasir al-Din Shah Qajar and the Iranian Monarchy,
1831-1896 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 185; 378; 387.

41 Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza; Comte de Gobineau, “Le Guerre des Turcomans,” in Nouvelles
Asiatiques (Paris: Librairie Académique, 1922); M. Henri de Coulibeeuf de Blocqueville,
“Quatorze mois de captivité chez les Turcomans,” Le Tour du Monde 13 (1866), 225-272;
Mirza Mahmiid Taqi Ashtiyani, Tbratnama: khatirati az dawran-i pas az jangha-yi Heratva
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The author of the Tbratnama is none other than Mirza Mahmiid Taqi Ashti-
yani, one of the Persian officials who had rejected the Teke’s offer of submission.
His memoir is unambiguous about the goals of the campaign he helped orches-
trate: no mere “punitive” mission or reprisal raid, the goal was to “subjugate”
the territory of Merv, bringing it into the Shah’s fold within the country (bilad)
of Iran.*? Meanwhile, the French photographer Henri de Couliboeuf de Bloc-
queville joined along to “follow an armed expedition,” as he understood it, “to
repress the brigandage, and incessant incursions of the Turcomans into Per-
sian territory."#3 Both Mirza Mahmud and Blocqueville would soon pay for their
reckless overconfidence.

Blocqueville has left us a valuable assessment of the Persian force and its
recruiting tactics. Like Iran itself, the army was diverse: Blocqueville noticed
an entire squadron of Kurds, and another of Bakhtiaris.** But the army was
not, in Blocqueville’s view, very formidable. Marching across northern Iran with
its commanders, the French eyewitness noted their dismal efforts to recruit
a fighting force on the way to Merv. At each locality, he reports, the leading
officers first approached wealthy inhabitants, knowing that they would buy
their freedom from conscription with “gifts.” Less prosperous residents were
then squeezed for similar “donations” or else for replacements “of whatever
age” who could fight in their place. “Finally,” Blocqueville writes, “we arrive at
the class of the poor, from which, either willingly or by force, we take what
we can.” The result of these efforts was a fighting force in which, according to
Blocqueville, children of twelve or fifteen marched alongside men of fifty or
sixty at the same rank. Some new conscripts did not need to worry about a
long deployment, at least: since commanders were in charge of distributing
soldiers’ salaries, they granted leave liberally—keeping the salaries of those
they dismissed. The upshot of Blocqueville’s cynical accounting is a compelling
hypothesis about the real fighting force at Merv, and one that is not found
in any other source: “We will therefore not be surprised,” he writes, “if this
army, whose effectiveness was to amount to thirty thousand men, actually
numbered only twelve to fifteen thousand at the time it entered the cam-
paign.45

Merv [c.1278-1288/1860-1870], edited by Husayn ‘Tmadi Ashtiyani (Tehran: Nashr-i markaz,
2003); “Safarnama-yi Merv,” 73-144.

42 Mirza Mahmid Taqi Ashtiyani, Tbratnama, 24.

43 M. Henri de Coulibeeuf de Blocqueville, “Quatorze mois de captivité chez les Turcomans,”
225.

44 Blocqueville, “Quatorze mois de captivité chez les Turcomans,” 226.

45  Blocqueville, “Quatorze mois de captivité chez les Turcomans,” 226, 238—239.
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The Persian eyewitness accounts omit any mention of shady recruiting tac-
tics, but Sayyid Muhammad, author of the Safarnama-yi Merv, was unsparing
about the lack of military discipline. From the moment the army left Mashhad,
he writes, officers and soldiers alike flouted orders without facing punishment;
it was entirely unclear to him who was responsible for maintaining order dur-
ing the campaign. For this combatant, the lack of discipline—rather than, for
example, the Turkmens’ fighting prowess or the Persians’ lack of supplies—was
the main reason for their disastrous defeat.*6 Their disorderliness contrasted
starkly with their overconfidence: the Persian troops anticipated a quick and
decisive victory over the Turkmens. Many believed the Turkmens would flee
without a fight.#7

Blocqueville and our Persian sources are in emphatic agreement on another
important point: the Persian soldiers were not just undisciplined, they were
also very thirsty. Two routes to Merv were open to the Persian army: a more
direct route through waterless desert, or a longer but more well-watered route
via Herat. Officers disagreed on which route to take, but proponents of the dry,
direct route prevailed.*® To prepare for the march, a dam was constructed to
divert river water toward this desert route—but the effort was too little, and it
started a month too late. The feeble, hastily constructed dam collapsed.*® The
troops would have to make do with whatever meager, salty water they man-
aged to find on their journey. They slaughtered sheep and goats and filled up
their skins with it.5° The skins soon rotted in the hot sun, and the water inside
became so rancid that not even the animals would drink it.5! Roughly a thou-
sand troops deserted at this early stage, fleeing back to Mashhad, taking some
camels with them.52

The Persian army trudged through burning deserts. They fell ill from bad
water.53 They steered horses across terrain filled with leg-snapping rodent-
and snake-holes. They found no relief even in the shade of pistachio and
tamarisk trees which seemed to trap the heat.>* And they suffered an even
more frightening peril: daily quick raids by Turkmens from all sides. Familiar
with the terrain, and probably attuned to the Persian troops’ exhaustion, the

46 “Safarnama-yi Merv,” 76.

47 “Safarnama-yi Merv,” 80; 82.

48  Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza, 34; “Safarnama-yi Merv,” 88.

49  “Safarnama-yi Merv,” 78; Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza, 35.

50  Mirza Mahmiid Taqi Ashtiyani, Tbratnama, 24—25; Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza, 38.
51 “Safarnama-yi Merv,” 92.

52 “Safarnama-yi Merv,” 89.

53  “Safarnama-yi Merv,” 87.

54  “Safarnama-yi Merv,” g1.
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Turkmens stalked the army.5 Persian officers offered a reward for Turkmens
caught dead or alive; the unknown author of the Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza
delivered two live captives and a severed Turkmen head, receiving ten tomans
for each captive and five tomans for the head.>¢

The march to Merv had to be halted for a massive effort to dig for water.
Mirza Mahmaud claims they dug over three-thousand well-holes before the army
secured the water they and their animals needed.5” Sayyid Muhammad esti-
mates they dug 1,500 wells, and the author of the Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza
estimates over a thousand, recalling one as deep as18 cubits (31.5 feet)! All three
witnesses concur that they managed, with this enormous effort, to dredge up
the water they needed to continue.5® As they proceeded toward Merv, some
soldiers foraged for dry stalks to feed the animals—only to be ambushed and
dragged into captivity by small groups of Turkmens.>® For the entire grueling
journey, the Persian troops were in hostile territory: passing one village, the
army was battered by Turkmen women wielding sticks and throwing sand.6°

It was during one short skirmish that Mirza Mahmud, author of the Tbrat-
nama, was taken captive by Turkmen horsemen. He recalls a pitched battle: an
ambush by 2,000-3,000 Turkmens, killing some Persian soldiers, taking many
others as captives (asiran), but mostly plundering and dividing spoils. The cam-
paign ended there for Mirza Mahmud. Transported from the vicinity of Merv
to the village of Panjdeh and then to Bukhara, he spent nearly ten years in slav-
ery.6!

When the expedition approached Merv—whose core was a walled expanse
mostly empty of dwellings, where Turkmens lived in tents—the Persian army
found it uninhabited. The Tekes had left, encamping some distance away. The
Persians decided to settle in the area nevertheless, divided between the forti-
fied areas of Merv and nearby Yoloten. Their entry into Merv was celebrated
back in Iran as a “conquest” but in fact it was, Blocqueville observes, the army’s
“first and most serious mistake.”62

Blocqueville, Sayyid Muhammad, and the author of the Safarnama-yi Ham-
za Mirza all describe the weeks that followed as a tense and hungry time, spent

55 “Safarnéma—yi Merv,” 80; Safarndma—yi Hamza Mirza, 36.

56 Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza, 37.

57  Mirza Mahmiid Taqi Ashtiyani, Tbratnama, 24-25.

58  “Safarnama-yi Merv,” 93; Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza, 39—40.

59  Blocqueville, “Quatorze mois de captivité chez les Turcomans,” 240—242.

60 “Safarnéma—yi Merv,” 100.

61 Mirza Mahmud Taqi Ashtiyani, Tbratnama, 25-26. I detail his ordeal in Chapter Three of
my book, Slavery and Empire in Central Asia.

62 Blocqueville, “Quatorze mois de captivité chez les Turcomans,” 242.
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locked in brutal skirmishes with Turkmens, bickering over issues like who was
to gather grass for the livestock, shooting into the distance at anything “in
the shape of a Turcoman” and, finally, starving.63 “Little by little,” Blocqueville
writes, “as it had been only too easy to predict, we ran out of food.” Typhus fol-
lowed, in a camp “cluttered with animal carcasses and all manner of rubbish.”64
Some Persian officers hoped to abandon Merv and return to Mashhad; Prince
Hamza Mirza was under orders from the Shah to remain at Merv. The only pos-
itive development during these tense weeks was the arrival of some 200 Sarigs
to help the Persians fight—just as ‘Abd al-Sattar’s poem claims they did.®®

Nearby, in and around the fortified settlement of Yoloten, a community
of Salor Turkmens posed both dangers and possibilities for the hungry Per-
sians. If the Salors could be made allies, it would shore up the Persian fight-
ing force; and if, alternatively, they could be plundered, it would shore up
their scanty supplies. Ascertaining (correctly) that the Salors were Teke allies
(in fact, they were even serving as informants for the Teke troops), the Per-
sians attacked and looted them mercilessly.6¢ A Salor-supported Teke attack
on Yoloten, meanwhile, was driven off—a notable Persian victory, which they
marked by retaining twenty captives and six severed heads.®” The Salors of
Yoloten submitted, agreeing to supply troops and provisions to support the Per-
sian war effort.68

The Tekes, recognizing their hard defeat, likewise attempted to submit. The
Persians took their proposal seriously and evidently debated it, but ultimately
decided to press on with the campaign, mounting a successful ambush on
Teke troops and forcing a retreat.®® These events, unsurprisingly, are omitted
from ‘Abd al-Sattar’s poem. In fact, a Teke prisoner among the Turkmens who,
in Sayyid Muhammad’s account, led the negotiations for a Teke surrender is
depicted in The Turkmen Wars breaking free from shackles and slaughtering
the Persians!

With the Tekes suddenly on unsteady footing, and with many lying low in
trenches, the Persians mounted their most ambitious assault, which unfolded
over the course of several consecutive battles. It was a brutal engagement. In

63 Safarndma—yi Hamza Mirza, 42—47; “Safarnéma—yi Merv,” 95-104.

64  “Quatorze mois de captivité chez les Turcomans,” 242.

65 “Safarnama-yi Merv,” 104-105.

66  Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza, 47—49; “Safarnama-yi Merv,” 11-115. The author recalls that a
young Salor girl, beloved by the community and famed for her beauty, was killed in the
attack, traumatizing and enraging the Salors.

67 “Safarnama-yi Merv,” 116.

68  Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirzad, 50.

69  Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza, 51-53; “Safarnama-yi Merv,” 119-127.
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the harshest of the encounters, lasting twelve uninterrupted hours, Persian
artillerymen fired over 1,500 rounds, the Tekes fired some 300 rounds, and as
many as 1,000 Persian soldiers were killed while many others were dragged
into captivity. Both Sayyid Muhammad and the author of the Safarnama-yi
Hamza Mirza expressed admiration for the accuracy of the Teke artilleryman
in charge of the cannons, as well as for the Turkmens’ brave counterstrikes and
their resistance from within a newly-built fortification.”® The Tekes attempted
to negotiate for peace again during these battle-heavy days, but the Shah of Iran
himself had reportedly insisted that no peace terms be accepted.”

Soon, however, the Tekes’ peace offer would grow more appealing to many
Persian combatants. As the pitched fighting ground down their energies, one
of the top Persian officers of the campaign—Muhammad Hasan Khan—fell
when his horse got stuck in a swamp, and he was promptly beheaded.”? Two
hundred Persian troops, gathering reeds nearby, were slaughtered.”® Sayyid
Muhammad and the author of the Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza both perceived
the officer’s loss as a terrible blow to the Persian camp’s morale. Some leaders
argued that a retreat would be the best option. Troops began refusing to fetch
fodder, meanwhile, fearing Turkmen ambushes.” The Turkmens too had suf-
fered heavy losses, but they were still fighting; the Persians found their own
losses unsustainable. They decided to make a night retreat, slipping away in
secret and muzzling their camels to quiet them.”

70 Safarndma—yi Hamza Mirza, 60; “Safarnéma—yi Merv,” 126.

71 Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirzd, 58. At least one Persian commander was eager to continue
fighting, even as others considered accepting the peace terms: according to the author
of the Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza, he boasted that he could crush the Tekes “like halva”
(p-57)!

72 The Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza offers detailed coverage of this sequence of battles: 49—
66; see also “Safarnama-yi Merv,” 126-127. Blocqueville likewise reports on this battle and
Muhammad Hasan Khan's death: “Quatorze mois de captivité chez les Turcomans,” 243. In
one of the most disturbing passages of the Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza, the author relates,
through barely disguised euphemisms, that an elderly Turkmen woman, reportedly more
than 100 years old, deaf and nearly blind, was found alone—abandoned since she could
not flee—and gang-raped by Persian soldiers. More than one regiment had taken part in
this atrocity, the author writes, and it became a source of great shame. Had the account
been written by an enemy of the Persian army, it would be easy to dismiss as propaganda
or exaggeration. Instead, the event is related by a Persian official whose every effort was to
support to war, and therefore it reads more like a disturbing confession of his own army’s
vindictive and disorderly nature.
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74 “Safarnéma—yi Merv,” 126-128; Safarndma-y[ Hamza Mirza, 66; Safarndma-yi Hamza Mirza,
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75  Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza, 68.



26 CHAPTER 2

That same night, the author of the Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza witnessed a
bizarre and disturbing scene. The leading Persian officers, resigned to a terrible
fate, had gathered in a tent and drunk themselves into a stupor. Even the most
upright of the generals, a man who avoided such scenes as a rule, was dancing
about wildly, evidently drunk. When he approached this general, the man put
his arm around his neck, bid him farewell, burst into tears, and began saying
parting words to everyone at the gathering, hugging each one. Amid the chaos,
the chronicler searched to no avail for Hamza Mirza’s second-in-command,
Qavvam al-Dawla. Nor did he see Hamza Mirza himself.”6¢ Where had the top
Persian leadership gone?

They had left, evidently retreating early, deserting the camp with their ret-
inue and leaving behind a few soldiers who had dozed off. The author of the
Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza reflected that just two hundred Turkmens could
have overtaken the entire camp that night if they had known about its disor-
dered state.”” As it turned out, the Turkmens would soon get their chance to
deal their decisive blow.

Just as ‘Abd al-Sattar relates in The Turkmen Wars, our chronicle claims that
an informant tipped off the Tekes about the Persian retreat. They ambushed
the Persian rearguard, savaging the bewildered troops for six or seven straight
hours as they started their march.”® Blocqueville witnessed the events, and he
gave credit to the Tekes for their tactics, as they were “always remaining hid-
den and taking advantage of the unevenness of the terrain and the canals to
attack the wings and prevent our advance.” Blocqueville joined a group fleeing
the scene around four o'clock in the morning, heading back toward fortified
Merv. The Tekes had expected their every move: cleverly rerouting water chan-
nels, they had flooded the terrain separating the Persian troops from the road to
Merv, forcing them to trudge through mud and marshy ground.” Meanwhile,
Teke fighters leapt upon them from all sides, plundering animals and equip-
ment, taking more Persian troops into captivity. Huddling with some soldiers
under a small hill,2% Blocqueville “could see the whole disaster: the wounded
and the dead lying here and there, the ditches filled with pack animals trying to
free themselves, the abandoned cannons, all of our baggage headed toward the

76  Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza, 70.

77 Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza, 71.

78  “Safarnama-yi Merv,” 133.

79  Blocqueville, “Quatorze mois de captivité chez les Turcomans,” 243—244; this detail is con-
firmed in the Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza, 71.

8o  This is likely the spot called Mazar Hill, which is mentioned in the “Safarnama-yi Merv”
(p. 134) as a site where soldiers gathered at this stage of the battle.
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country of the Tekkes.” Absurdly, a Persian officer rallied troops to pursue the
stolen baggage, and many—Blocqueville included—followed the order. They
were quickly bogged down in mud and water, scattered, and pursued by Tekes
who remained on the scene for just such an ambush. Blocqueville fell from his
horse into a canal, and as he struggled to wade through water up to his chest,
the Tekes caught up to him. He would live as a captive in a Teke home for the
next fourteen months.8!

The author of the Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza also found himself caught in
the water, atop alayer of drowned men and horses, pressed on all sides by bewil-
dered, trampling comrades. He dismounted in the water, stepped over horses
and men, and managed to pull his horse from the mire and ride to safety. Only
around six other men from his unit managed to escape, while the rest perished
in the chaos or were captured by the Tekes.82

This battle and the ragged early morning retreat, according to Sayyid Mu-
hammad, marked the decisive defeat of the Persian army. By the end of it, all
the Persian soldiers’ property, ammunition, transport carts, and guns were in
the Tekes’ hands. Most of the Persian survivors made it back to Merv, and from
there they commenced a grueling escape through the desert toward Herat—
the commanders Hamza Mirza and Qavvam al-Dawla so far out ahead of the
rest, given their head-start, that the mass of soldiers could not catch up.83 Starv-
ing, these soldiers ate horse and camel meat while 400-500 Teke horsemen
harassed their lagging rear columns, taking four or five new captives each day
for the first three days of the march. Some troops, wrongly believing that their
leaders had headed toward Sarakhs, wandered off in that direction—tragically,
through waterless desert.84 On the third day, several hundred Sariq horsemen
came to aid the desperate troops, and other Sarigs took the opportunity to sell
the starving men food at extortionate prices.85

After a few days, the rumor of a Turkmen assault caused a panic throughout
the retreating columns and among their Sariq fellow-travelers; in their haste
to flee, many left supplies and animals behind.8¢ Ironically, according to the
author of the Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza, it was actually those same fleeing
Sarigs from whom the Persians thought they were fleeing: having heard gun-
shots, a rumor spread that their Sariq allies had betrayed them and turned on

81  Blocqueville, “Quatorze mois de captivité chez les Turcomans,” 243-244.
82  Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza, 74.

83  “Safarnama-yi Merv,” 137; Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza, 78.

84  Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza, 82.

85  “Safarnama-yi Merv,” 138.

86 “Safarnama-yi Merv,” 138.
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them. The real cause of the commotion, it turned out, was the gunshots of a
Turkmen at the market pursuing a soldier who took off with one of his melons.
The ensuing brawl had caused such a sudden and fast-spreading panic that—
the author of the Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza relates—Qavvam al-Dawla, who
was urinating at the time, rushed off on horseback without his trousers! Many
Sarigs took advantage of the chaos to plunder the camp, becoming traitors to
their Persian allies just as the Persians were confusedly fleeing from imagined
Sariq traitors.8”

For the next 40 farsakhs (about 92 miles), the soldiers’ suffering was multi-
plied: they ate wild boars and camel meat, and for lack of water they drank the
blood of camels and horses. Some 200 died of starvation in the desert.88

Soon after the final retreat began, Prince Hamza Mirza had sent a “rather
hurried scrawl” to his superiors notifying them of his defeat. His troops were
straggling toward Herat, and Lewis Pelly, a British official based in that city,
was among the first to hear the news. Hamza Mirza’s “missive still vaunted the
power of the Shah,” Pelly wrote in his diary, “and asked for aid. From all I can
gather, guns commissariat infantry baggage and all are in the Turcoman Camp.
The Turcomans will of course be at the heels of the Prince.”8? Pelly, an influen-
tial point of contact for Afghan and Persian officials, immediately tried to make
himself useful. He attempted to secure a relief convoy of 2,000 armed Persian
troops with food and supplies, and contacted counterparts to see if he could
“stop the Turcomans by remonstrance or arrangement and rescue if possible
the hapless French Photographer who was with the Persian force.”9°

Pelly’s concern was not just for Prince Hamza Mirza’s hopeless army. He was
in Herat on imperial business, and he immediately recognized the regionwide
significance of the defeat. The Salors and Sarigs, deprived of any confidence
in potential Persian backing, would now join the Tekes; Jamshidis who had
insistently guarded their independence in northern Iran would also reassert
their autonomy; and Muhammad Afzal Khan, ruler of Afghan Turkistan, would
seize the moment of Persian retreat to move on Maymana with his army of
thousands and “have the whole North from Meshed to Balk in one continuous
uproar.”! (Pelly’s reports of the disaster, preserved in the British archives, may
be the earliest accounts of it in existence.92)

87  Safarnama-yi Hamza Mirza, 84.
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Pelly’s prediction about Sarigs and Salors joining the Tekes had come true
almost immediately. “News in today of a second disaster sustained by the Per-
sian Force,” he wrote the very next day (October 3rd, 1860). He had caught wind
of the Sarigs plundering their erstwhile Persian allies after panic sparked by a
melon theft, though he did not have all the details. From what Pelly learned, the
retreating Persians had ventured to a Sariq “stronghold,” near Panjdeh. think-
ing they would find sympathy and shelter there with this tribe, which had long
fought the Tekes. They “received the Prince with courtesy and fed his follow-
ers.” Suddenly, the next morning, the Sariq hosts had “rushed on the Persians
seized their baggage animals and supplies, made slaves of some 3 or 4 thou-
sand disarmed many more while the Prince his second in command and some
immediate followers mounted horse, and trusting themselves to the prudence
of an Hazareh chief named Mollah Youssuf fled towards Herat followed by
some 8 or 9 thousand stragglers on foot and who had either escaped in the
confusion or who had been taken stripped and turned loose as valueless.”¥3

This final point, about the valuelessness of Persian captives, is worth empha-
sizing, as it has been repeated in nearly every source on the conflict as a way
of expressing how devastating it was for the Persian army. In fact, it is usually
one of the only details recorded about the war in later histories, a shorthand
for the scale of the mortification. The specific problem for the captive-takers
was that so many captives had been taken during the conflict that oversup-
ply drove down their price. Thus Petrusevich observed that “The Tekes took
so many captives that they did not know what to do with them, for although
Khiva and Bokhara were still open marts for slaves, the price fell so low that a
man sold for 25 krans [7 rubles and 50 kopeks].”94 Percy Sykes, in his History of
Persia, writes that the “army fled in complete disorder, leaving its guns to the
victorious Turkoman; and slaves in Central Asia became cheaper than they had
been for a generation.”®> The eminent Orientalists Francis Skrine and E. Deni-
son Ross, in their Heart of Asia, recount how “The cavalry alone, including the
cowardly commander-in-chief, found safety in flight, and so great was the glut
of prisoners that the price of a Persian slave in Khivan and Bokharan markets

British Minister at Tehran,” 17-17; “On the defeat of the Persian Force at Merv: and on the
present condition and prospects of the Persian Eastern and Herat Northern Frontiers,” 217~
25% “Summary of news relative to the defeat of the Persian expeditionary force at Merv,”
257—26%; “Letter No. g from Lewis Pelly, Herat to His Excellency Charles Alison,” 27.

93  IORMss Eur F126/31 “A journal of Lewis Pelly’s official journey,” 152-153.

94 IOR L/PS/20 Memo 22, “The Turcomans,” 13; Petrusevich, “Turkmeny mezhdu starym rus-
lom Amu-Dar’i (Uzboem) i severnymi okrainami Persii,” 30.

95  Percy Sykes, A History of Persia Vol. 2 (London: Macmillan and Co., 1915), 463.
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fell to a sum equal to a pound sterling.”96 The Khivan chronicle Gulshan-i daviat
by Munis and Agahi reports similarly: “As for the prisoners, they were driven in
droves to be sold to neighboring states, so that all the bazaars of Muslim coun-
tries were overflowing with captives and slaves.””

Several days later, Pelly personally visited what remained of the devastated
Persian convoy as it struggled toward Herat. He “found some 8000 unarmed
men, many foot sore and half clothed, all lying about ... poor fellows they
have been sacrificed to mismanagement but no man complained and only one
begged of me.”9® The next day—October 19th—he met with the campaign’s
second-in-command, and could not keep himself, in his annoyance, from radi-
ating imperial arrogance. Pelly berated the officer as if he himself was a Persian
official; he “remonstrated with him upon his neglect of his men. All to no use ...
I then went to the Prince but found him almost broken down with grief.”®°

Pelly ascertained that “what his highness [the Prince] wants is money,” and
he returned to Herat to have the funds sent, along with counsel on how to pro-
ceed while avoiding the Turkmens and an invitation to leave his injured and
deconditioned men behind, promising to “take care of them and send them on
under escort.” Prince Hamza Mirza declined the advice on his tactical retreat,
but he accepted Pelly’s offer to care for his men—and the money, of course.100
The next day, a Persian minister from Herat gave Pelly “an amusing account of
his visit to the Prince Governor [Hamza Mirza]'s Camp.” He related that “it is
the intention of [the Prince’s second-in-command] to lay all the blame of the
recent defeats upon Prince Humza Mirza—but I should think this falsehood
would hardly hold—unless backed by enormous bribes at Teheran.”0!

Whatever the personal fallout, the impact of the military loss—and espe-
cially of the retreat by unsupported troops—was felt across Iran. The humili-
ating loss wounded the flagging legitimacy of the Qajar monarchy. It also bol-
stered the Russian position, as the Tsar’s empire began to expand southward
into lands where Persian influence had receded. The Turkmen victories over
Iran strengthened their hand for the moment, but the elephant looming in
the region was no longer the weakened dynasty to the south, but the northern
invader whose momentum was daily increasing.

96  Francis Henry Skrine and E. Denison Ross, The Heart of Asia: A History of Russian Turkestan
and the Central Asian Khanates from the Earliest Times (Phila., Lippincott, 1899), p. 271.

97  Munis and Agahi, Gulshan-i davlat, MITT T. 2, 604.

98  10RMss Eur F126/31 “A journal of Lewis Pelly’s official journey,” 154.

99  IORMss Eur F126/31 “A journal of Lewis Pelly’s official journey,” 155.

100 10R Mss Eur F126/31 “A journal of Lewis Pelly’s official journey,” 154-155.

101 I0R Mss Eur F126/31 “A journal of Lewis Pelly’s official journey,” 162—162".
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Meanwhile, as the Tekes resumed raiding around Mashhad from their seem-
ingly secure base in Merv, they could still be surprised by successful Persian
counterstrikes. The very next year, in 1861, such an assault killed many Tekes
and captured 100 others, whose hideous fate in Tehran reveals the depths to
which the Teke-Persian relationship had fallen, infected as it was by dehuman-
izing acrimony on both sides:102

There followed an order by the Shah to deliver the captives to Tehran,
and so, in groups of several individuals, they were shackled by the hands
and feet to a single iron rod and driven on foot to Tehran, which was
over 1,000 versts from Mashhad. The Shah, wishing to reassure the popu-
lace, which was displeased with the shameful showing of the substantial
army [which had been defeated at Merv], ordered that all the captives
be executed in front of the gates of the city. His ministers decided, for the
public’s greater entertainment [dlia bol’shego naslazhdeniia publiki], to tie
the captives to the city walls and begin shooting them at a distance of 300
paces. It should be clear enough that the regular infantry [sarbazy], never
having been trained in arming and firing flintlocks, could not manage to
hit the living targets which were laid out so far from them, such that the
pleasure of shooting could last until evening, subjecting the unfortunate
Turkmen to the torments of hell. Learning of these barbaric orders, all
of the ambassadors immediately appealed for the abolition of such exe-
cutions. But it was too late: the execution took place, though only when
the infantry were summoned closer. Regardless, the shooting still contin-
ued until evening. Some of the bullets hit not the captives, but the ropes
by which they were tied. Thus untied, they would come forward and sit
before the infantrymen, in hopes that they would depart from this life
more quickly if they were closer to the infantry, since they had no hope
for mercy.

For these victims, the glory of the victory at Merv was short-lived.

102

Petrusevich, “Turkmeny mezhdu starym ruslom Amu-Daryi (Uzboem) i severnymi okrai-
nami Persii,” 53-54; see also A. Rzhevuskii, “Ot tiflisa do Dengil’-tepe,” Voennyi sbornik 8
(1884), 285; I0R L/PS/20 Memo 22, “The Turcomans,” 21; Eden, Slavery and Empire in Cen-
tral Asia, 15-16.



CHAPTER 3

The Text, the Genre, and the Translation

The Turkmens of popular imagination are invariably nomads on horseback,
their culture and literature passed on entirely through oral tradition. This image
is wrong, however. The Turkmens of the Akhal and Merv regions (who take
center-stage in ‘Abd al-Sattar’s poem) have blended farming with herding since
they arrived in those lands over 200 years ago.! Their historic settlements con-
sisted of permanent structures like earthen walls and turrets as well as felt tents
(yurts), providing for mobility or protection as immediate needs required. In
the Turkmen villages, bards often sang and recited poetry, but they also wrote
their poems down. Classics of Turkmen verse by Makhdam Quli (Magtymguly),
Seydy, Zalili, Azadi, and many others were preserved in manuscript form. ‘Abd
al-Sattar’s Jangnama is one of over 4,000 manuscripts held in the National
Institute of Manuscripts in the Academy of Sciences of Turkmenistan. These
include masterpieces of Turkmen literature as well as Persian, Arabic, and Tur-
kic classics from elsewhere that were valued in the Turkmen lands.?

Amid the abundance of Turkmen literature, ‘Abd al-Sattar’s Jangnama was
nearly lost. By 1904, when it reached the hands of Aleksandr Samoilovich, one
of the greatest Orientalists of that or any age, there was only one manuscript
copy in existence. It belonged to Nikolai (Karash) Khan Yomudskii, an Imperial

1 Yuri Bregel, “The Peoples of Southern Turkmenistan and Khorasan in the 17th and 18th Cen-
turies,” Central Asian Review 831960, 264—272. Here, Bregel responds to alongstanding debate
which continued for decades to come; see, for example, M. Annanepesov: “O dvukh contsepsi-
iakh v izuchenii khoziaistva turkmen v xvi11-pervoi polovine X1x v.,” Izvestiia Akademii Nauk
Turkmenskoi SR 1 (1968), 83—84. Consensus on all sides, however, supports the conclusion
that the Turkmens of the Akhal region and Merv practiced agriculture as well as animal hus-
bandry.

2 See N.B. Khalimov, “Istoriko-kul'turnoe znachenie vostochnykh rukopisei Akademii Nauk
Turkmenskoi SSR,” Izvestiia Akademii Nauk Turkmenskoi SSR 6 (1985), 48—52. Samoilovich
himself was a key figure in the early development of these collections. During his 1906—
1907 expedition in the Turkmen lands, Samoilovich noted a demand for books as well as the
presence of manuscripts, educated readers, and copyists. He purchased 34 manuscripts con-
taining 61 distinct works by 38 different authors, of whom 25 were Turkmens. 44 of these
works were in verse, seven were in a blend of verse and prose, and the remaining 10 were
exclusively in prose (E.M. Ismailova, “Rukopisnaia kniga u Turkmen v XVIII-XIX vv.," Izvestiia
Akademii Nauk Turkmenskoi SSR 6 [1989], 72—76). Beyond the archive, some learned Turk-
mens kept massive personal libraries: the scholar Molla Tore Akhun was reported to have a
library of up to 7,000 books: G. Shirmamedova, “Bestsennye svidetel'stva istorii,” Neitral'nyi
Turkmenistan 7 (2006).

© JEFF EDEN, 2026 DOI:10.1163/9789004756328_004
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Russian officer of Turkmen descent who was an accomplished ethnographer in
his own right.2 Recognizing its value, Samoilovich personally copied the manu-
script “as accurately as possible.* The original was written on thick, yellowed
Russian paper, in a rough goatskin binding. The original copyist is unknown,
and the manuscript is undated.>

According to Samoilovich, ‘Abd al-Sattar and his work were “completely
unknown” to the descendants of the poem’s main hero, Nur Verdi Khan. None
of the Turkmens in the region, save for Khan Yomudskii and Samoilovich’s
trusted collaborator Khwaja-Eli Mulla (a poet, who made a copy of the manu-
script which Samoilovich consulted), had ever mentioned ‘Abd al-Sattar.6 For-
tunately, four of the poet’s sons were living in Khiva, and Khwaja-Eli was able
to piece together something of his life. Those details are scant but revealing.
‘Abd al-Sattar worked a judge in Khiva for seven years.” He was remembered
as an “educated, good” man, and as an ishan—a leader in matters of religion.?
He was born in the village of Kelete, in the vicinity of Gok Tepe, making him a
native of the Akhal region. The poet hailed from the Makhtam tribe, a holy lin-
eage sometimes regarded as distinct in origin from the Turkmens themselves
(albeit cohabiting with them).? The date and place of his death were not doc-
umented. According to Khwaja Eli, he wrote the Jangnama in 1861-1862, when
the memory of the Tekes’ victory was still fresh.

As a work of art, Samoilovich considered the poem to be a little rough. ‘Abd
al-Sattar, despite his evident erudition and command of Persian and Arabic,
had “a poor command of verse,” Samoilovich wrote. His rhymes were “not par-
ticularly successful,” and the “errors” in the rhyme-scheme were even more

3 Samoilovich, Kniga rasskazov o bitvakh tekintsev, xving. A grandson of the famous Yomut
leader Kiyat Khan, Yomudskii later founded a school for Turkmen children near Moscow. In
the 1920s he was a contributor to the Soviet journal Turkmenovedenie, one of the most impor-
tant early resources for the formal study of Turkmen culture and history.

4 Samoilovich, Kniga rasskazov o bitvakh tekintsev, XVI1.

Samoilovich, Kniga rasskazov o bitvakh tekintsev, 3.

6 Samoilovich, Kniga rasskazov o bitvakh tekintsev, 4—5. Later, the Turkmen archives would
acquire 36 books from ‘Abd al-Sattar’s own library: G. Shirmamedova, “Bestsennye svide-
tel’stva istorii.”

2]

7 Two groundbreaking books explore Islamic law in Khiva around ‘Abd al-Sattar’s lifetime:
Paolo Sartori, Visions of Justice: Shari'a and Cultural Change in Russian Central Asia (Leiden:
Brill, 2017); Paolo Sartori and Ulfat Abdurasulov, Seeking Justice at the Court of the Khans of
Khiva (19th—Early 20th Centuries) (Leiden: Brill, 2020).

8 On the meaning and role of the ishan in Khiva, see Ulfat Abdurasulov, “Advice from a
Holy Man: Ishans in Nineteenth-Century Khwarazm,” in Ron Sela, Paolo Sartori and Devin
DeWeese, eds., Muslim Religious Authority in Central Eurasia (Leiden: Brill, 2022), 180—207.

9 Samoilovich, Kniga rasskazov o bitvakh tekintsev, 7-8.
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frequent than the “violations” of the meter.!® Why, then, would the great scholar
expend such a massive effort analyzing, editing, and publishing the poem? He
had philological, historical, and folkloric motivations, all of which were well-
reasoned: Samoilovich believed that the Jangnama was of monumental impor-
tance as a linguistic sample, as a rare local history, and as an oddity in the (still
understudied) corpus of Chaghatay literature.!!

Samoilovich, a keen collector of local history and folklore, was also able to
place the poem in the context of other poetic records of the same sequence of
battles: he had collected such samples by other local poets (Davan Shagyr and
Allah Verdi, for example).1? Nevertheless, in his view, the Jangnama was reso-
lutely not intended “for the wide masses,” but rather “for a select readership.”?
The poem’s long masnavi format was a stark departure from the short poems
sung by local musician-bards (bakhshi [bagsy) in the Akhal region. The poem’s
contents were also different from practically any other Chaghatay work known
to Samoilovich; the only really comparable work, in his view, was Mulla Bilal’s
Kitab-i ghazat dar mulk-i chin, a war epic about the Muslim fight against China
in the Xinjiang (East Turkistan) region.'*

Here, however, Samoilovich reveals a surprising blind spot. In fact, the
poem’s very title—Jangnama—puts the work firmly in a well-established lit-
erary tradition. One can find many other poetic works calling themselves by
that very name, especially from South Asia, as well as innumerable others in
the closely related genre of ghazavatnama, which was especially prominent in
the Ottoman world.!> A panoply of premodern “war books” produced through-

10  Samoilovich, Kniga rasskazov o bitvakh tekintsev, 58; 68. The meter, incidentally, is hazaj,
for those hoping to test Samoilovich’s verdict.

11 WhileIwill make the case below that the poem’s literary characteristics are not as strange
as Samoilovich believed, his detailed philological assessment of the text demonstrates its
place in the study of Turkic linguistics. One of its distinctions is that it is so resolutely
“local”: while still far more “Persianate” than modern Turkmen, the Jangnama is richer in
local Turkmen vocabulary (or, as Samoilovich phrases it, it contains fewer “foreign” words:
p. 43) than practically any other work in classical Chaghatay.

12 Samoilovich, Kniga rasskazov o bitvakh tekintsev, 55. Other poetic works on the same his-
torical theme were authored by Muhammad Rahim, son of the famous poet Mulla Nepes
(Mollanepes), and by Miskin Kilich (Misgingylyj). See S. Charyev, “Dovan Shakhyryng ve
Mukhammetrakhymyng tarykhy dessanlarynda khalk gakhrymanchylygy,” Izvestiia Aka-
demii Nauk Turkmen ssRr 1(1987), 61-67; Seyit Garryev, Turkmen eposy, dessanlary ve gun-
dogar khalklarynyng épiki doredijiligi (Ashgabat: Ylym, 1982), 51.

13 Samoilovich Kniga rasskazov o bitvakh tekintsev, 9.

14 Mulla Bilal Ibn Mulla Yasuf al-Nazim, Voina musul'man protiv kitaitsev, ed. N.N. Pantusov
(Kazan, 1881); Bilal Nazim: Asdrlér (Almyta: Zhazushy, 1976).

15  For an important early study of the genre and its close literary relatives in Turkic (origi-
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out Islamic Eurasia recount holy struggles against non-Muslims; ‘Abd al-Sattar
was working firmly and reverently within this familiar genre.

Oftentimes, such “war books” focus on medieval Islamic saints: Harry
S. Neale’s recent Sufi Warrior Saints offers a fine selection of classics from the
hagiographical register of the genre, and John Renard’s Friends of God pro-
vides an ideal introduction to it.!6 (I have translated two popular, battle-heavy
hagiographies from Central Asia: the Satuq Bughra Khan narrative cycle and
the sacred biography of Khwaja Muhammad Sharif.)” The most prominent
themes in the classical “war hagiography” are the real, imagined, and cre-
atively elaborated battles fought by ‘Ali Ibn Abi Talib.!® While such tales of early
Islamic “holy war” (called ghazwa, ghazat, ghazavat, and jang/ceng, among
other terms) set the template for the typical “war book,” in later centuries the
genre branched out from hagiography to feature sultans, military leaders, and
conquerors like the Ottoman Suleyman I (“the Magnificent”). To date, over 250
distinct works in the ghazavatnama genre have been identified in Ottoman
and Turkish literature alone.!® In Central Asia, the most prominent stream in
this tradition is the corpus of legendary biographies focusing on Amir Timur
(Tamerlane), which has been brilliantly explored by Ron Sela.20

nally published in 1924), see G. Rdkhim and G. Gaziz, Rukhi miras: ezléniildr hdm tabuslar.
Tatar ddébiyati tarikhi. Boryngy déver. xvii-xix gasyrlar. Ed. L. Sh. Garipova, et al (Kazan:
TAhS]I, 2022), 62—74. On “military epics” in Turkmen literature, see Garryev, Turkmen eposy,
dessanlary ve gundogar halklarynyng epiki doredijiligi, 49—50.

16 HarryS. Neale, Sufi Warrior Saints: Stories of Sufi Jihad from Muslim Hagiography (London:
L.B. Tauris, 2022); John Renard, Friends of God: Islamic Images of Piety, Commitment, and
Servanthood (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008).

17 Eden, Warrior Saints of the Silk Road: Legends of the Qarakhanids; Eden, The Life of Muham-
mad Sharif.

18 I am grateful to Allen J. Frank for offering leads, sources, and insights on this subject.
On the development of these tales in the Turkic world and their prominence in Cen-
tral Asia, see Frank, “Companions of the Prophet as Anti-Colonial Fighters: The Polit-
ical Evolution of ‘Ali Tales in Siberia and the Kazakh Steppe,” Die Welt des Islams 63
(2023), 107-125; Agabay Muhammedov and Bayram Baymiradov eds. /mam Hasan we
Imam Husayn: halk dessani, (Dashhowuz: Hiyal, 1994). On tales about the battles of ‘Ali
and his family in Ottoman and Turkish contexts, see Ismet Cetin, Tiirk edebiyatinda Hz.
Ali Cenknameleri, (Ankara: T.C. Tiirk Kiiltiir Bakanhgl, 1997). As Frank observes, many of
these tales themselves have narrative roots in pre-Islamic (especially Iranian) literary tra-
dition. On the “Islamization” of such traditions in Central Asia, see the landmark study
by Devin DeWeese, Islamization and Native Religion in the Golden Horde: Baba Tiikles and
Conversion to Islam in Historical and Epic Tradition (State College, PA: Pennsylvania State
University Press, 1994).

19  Mustafa Erkan, “Gazavatname,” Isldm Anstklopedist (https://islamansiklopedisi.org.tr/gaz
avatname, accessed May 22, 2025).

20  RonSela, The Legendary Biographies of Tamerlane: Islam and Heroic Apocrypha in Central


https://islamansiklopedisi.org.tr/gazavatname
https://islamansiklopedisi.org.tr/gazavatname

36 CHAPTER 3

The most distinctive feature of the classical “war book,” whether it goes by
the name of jangnama or some other, similar term, is the near-exclusive focus
on warfare. As Sultan Cetinkaya Tahtaci observes, the primary distinguishing
feature of the genre is that anything unrelated to the war at hand will typically
be omitted.?! For those puzzled by the lack of geopolitical stage-setting in ‘Abd
al-Sattar’s, this apt characterization of the genre as a whole offers a clue: if the
poem diverted into politics, biography, or other distractions, it would not be a

jangnama. The genre offers an opportunity to celebrate and reflect on the bat-
tlefield achievements of the ghazian—"“holy warriors” whose victories reflected
nothing less than God’s favor.

In the Soviet period, the poem’s intense religiosity likely hindered its pro-
gress toward canonical status. In post-Soviet times, its religious aspects (which
permeate every page) are still de-emphasized by literary scholars, and instead
the work is hailed as a monument to “the people’s resistance” against colonial-
ism as well as a monument to Turkmen unity; R. Rejebov regards it as of the ear-
liest documents reflecting Turkmen “national identity.”>2 The combined effort
of Turkmen groups to drive out the Persians is meant here, and indeed this is
a prominent part of the victory as the poet depicts it. The common religious
war against “infidel” enemies, however, is emphasized even more strongly; it
is the poem’s central theme, and it is the guiding motif that connects it to a
centuries-old literary tradition.

‘Abd al-Sattar’s poem is a fascinating point of entry into this tradition. While
I hold the poet’s literary talents in higher regard than Samoilovich did and
have attempted to remain faithful to his text, I have not held rigidly to a lit-
eral, word-for-word rendering of the poem. In many instances I found that
clarity, rhythm, and faithfulness was improved by adding or subtracting a word
or two (most of these additions are in brackets, though overall I have tried to
keep “bracket clutter” to a minimum). These additions and subtractions are
invariably small. My boldest departure from the original is structural: I found
that imbuing the translation with something of the original’s percussive poetic
rhythm (without staying too far from its meanings) meant abandoning its tradi-
tional bayt (two-hemistich line) structure. While the resulting translation is in

Asia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2o11). In the Ottoman world (and likewise
in Central Asia, albeit perhaps to a lesser extent), tales of Sayyid Battal were particularly
influential and widespread: see Ridkhim and Gaziz, Rukhi miras, 74—92.

21 Sultan Cetinkaya Tahtaci, “Bir Edebi Tiir Olarak Gazavatnameler ve Dénemsel Icerik Anal-
izi,” Avrasya Incelemeleri Dergisi13/1 (2024), 2.

22 Rejebov, xviiI-x1x Asyrlar Turkmen ddebiiatynyng doredijilin stili (Ashgabat: Ylym, 1995),
78; 99-101.
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“free verse,” I can reassure readers who know some Chaghatay that it hews close
enough to the original that it is easy to follow along using the facsimile pro-
vided; I have included line-numbers alongside the translation to aid this effort.
Transliteration from Arabic and Persian generally follows the yMEs standard;
for Turkmen-inflected Chaghatay there is no standard transliteration scheme,
but I have tried to be as consistent as possible.

The facsimile includes some of Samoilovich’s original notes in Russian,
but readers interested in the text’s linguistic aspects will find a goldmine of
further commentary in Samoilovich’s full study of the text (easily available
online), which is a masterpiece of linguistic analysis and also includes his lit-
eral prose translation of the poem into Russian. I am not a linguist, and I
have not attempted to emulate or update Samoilovich’s linguistic commentary.
Instead, along with the translation, I have tried to provide—both here in the
Introduction and in some of the footnotes accompanying the translation—the
kind of historical background and context that is missing from Samoilovich’s
philology-focused study. Samoilovich recognized the Jangnama as a treasure
for linguists; I hope it might also be recognized as a treasure for historians and
a delight for fans of epic literature.






Translation






Jangnama: Translation

*The line numbers on the lefthand side offer an approximate concordance for the
Chaghatay text; they are not intended to count the lines in the free verse transla-
tion, whose line-count differs from the original.

The Poet’s Preface: Praising God and Holy Ones, and Condemning
Infidels and Heretics!

In the name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful,
Make the task easy, not difficult!

In the name of God the Compassionate, the Merciful:
It is a benediction that I begin in the name of God.
You, divine as You are,
You who are the one true Deity,
You are worthy of absolute worship,
For You alone have no companion.
You are abundant, You lack nothing.
Your name is Allah,
And Compassionate and Merciful
Are the names of your qualities.
5  Yourgrace abounds
For Your mercy’s sake.
You give bread to the faithful and to the infidel.
You are the Compassionate,
And from your mercy,
On Judgment Day, the faithful’s crimes
Are all at once forgiven.
You have no beginning or end,
For there is no end to Your description!
To instill Your existence in Your creation,
You sent forth the light of Your dear one, Muhammad.
You made Your creation [ for mankind),
With amazing and rare things in it.2

1 Section headings are absent from the original text. I have added them for clarity throughout.
2 This is a reference to the concept of the niar-i Muhammad: a divine light popularized by a

© JEFF EDEN, 2026 DOI:10.1163/9789004756328_005
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You gave Muhammad the crown of prophethood.
Drawing him near, you gave him the mi‘raj.3
Through Gabriel* too you sent down your word,
And your greetings along with it.

And you named your prophet Muhammad,

The Highly Praised One,

And You elevated him among the prophets.

To develop shari‘a, You made friends for him,
And You joined several to him.

They are the pure Four Companions, whom

You made as close friends for Your dear one.

You made him some other companions too,

But some people you made to be false toward him.
You said: “Whoever is faithful to My dear one,

It is as if he submits to Me.”

The sahaba® are all friends of the Prophet,

They are better than those who came after them.
If a person treats them with enmity,

They will have much to regret on Judgment Day.

Enemies of the Prophet: Kharijites, Rafizites, Jews, and Christians

After the Prophet’s death,
Troublemakers multiplied.

classic text in Turkic called the Niarnaama (“Book of Light”), translations of which continued
to circulate in Turkmenistan as recently as the early 2000s. I am grateful to Allen Frank for
this information. See Tj. de Boer, “Nur. 2. Philosophical Aspects,” E12, vol. 8, 122-123.
Al-mi‘raj (“the heavenly ascent”) refers to a journey by which, according to many Muslims,
the Prophet Muhammad ascended (either literally or in a dream or vision) to the heavens,
where he met past prophets such as Moses and Jesus. The foundation of this tradition is rela-
tively indistinct in the Qur’an, but has been elaborated over the centuries through the genre
of Qur’anic exegesis (interpretation and explanation) as well as through poetry and the arts.
In Muslim tradition, the angel Gabriel is known as Jibril, and he is believed to be the trans-
mitter of God’s revelation to the Prophet Muhammad. This is what is meant by the poet when
he writes, “Through Gabriel too you sent down Your word.”

Al-sahaba (“the companions”), in this context, were the revered companions of the Prophet
Muhammad. While it is generally held that any Muslim who personally met Muhammad can
be termed a “companion,” the companions the poet has in mind here are clearly those pre-
eminent ones mentioned in the text: Aba Bakr, ‘Uthman, ‘Umar, and ‘Ali (on each of whom
see below).
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One stray group was the enemy of Ali,%

Who was the son-in-law of the Prophet.

They called these stray ones “Kharijites,””

And they went astray (kharij) from the Prophet’s path.
Another group opposed the three companions:

Abu Bakr® Umarn?® and after them ‘Uthman,1°

Who were all bosom friends of AlL.

Know too [his sons]| Hasan"! and Husayn!"?

Know too the nickname of the strays:'3

‘Ali Ibn Abi Talib, the son-in-law of the Prophet Muhammad and the fourth Caliph of the
Muslim community after Muhammad’s death. ‘Ali is revered by both Sunni and Shi‘ite
Muslims, but among the Shi‘ites he is central, regarded as Muhammad’s rightful suc-
cessor and inheritor of his mystical knowledge. Of particular importance to the poem
is the fact that Shi‘ite tradition regards the caliphs Aba Bakr, ‘Uthman, and ‘Umar as
usurpers of ‘Alt’s rightful succession. This rejection is described by the poet as an offense
against these companions of the Prophet and, by extension, the Prophet himself and God’s
plan.

These are al-Khawarij—*“those who went out”: An early Islamic sect known for their vio-
lent rebellions and distinctive view of governance. Rejecting ‘All’s claim as successor to
the position of caliph (leader of the early Muslim community) and imam (spiritual suc-
cessor to Muhammad), the Kharijites espoused the idea that any pious believer could
be elected—Dby vote—to those posts, “even if he were a black slave.” This view of power
is consistent with their central motto, that “judgment belongs to God alone.” Kharijites,
emphasizing the importance of conduct alongside faith, judged alleged sinners to be non-
believers, and often resorted to violence. A Kharijite known as Ibn Muljam assassinated
‘Al1in 661, and Kharijite rebellions erupted during the ensuing Umayyad period (circa 661—
750) and deep into the Abbasid period too (circa 750-1261). Kharijite groups in Iran and
Central Asia declined after the ninth century, and seem to have abandoned violence, but
they remained present in northern Iran and eastern Afghanistan until at least the tenth
century. See Levi Della Vida, “Kharidjites,” E12; Clifford Bosworth, “Kharijites in Persia,”
Encyclopedia Iranica. -

A companion of the Prophet Muhammad and father to his wife ‘A’isha, Aba Bakr became
the first caliph of the Muslim community (r. 632-634).

‘Umar Ibn al-Khattab, the father-in-law of the Prophet Muhammad, his close companion,
and the second Caliph of the early Muslim community (r. 634—644).

‘Uthman Ibn Affan, the son-in-law of the Prophet Muhammad, his close companions, and
the third Caliph of the early Muslim community (r. 644—656).

Hasan Ibn ‘Ali, son of ‘All Ibn Abi Talib, brother of Husayn Ibn ‘Ali, and grandson of
Muhammad. He is regarded as the second imam in Shi‘ite Islam, succeeding ‘Ali, but in
the context of poem he is mentioned in passing simply as an invocation of Muhammad’s
holy family.

Husayn Ibn ‘Alj, son of ‘Ali Ibn Abi Talib, whose death at the Battle of Karbala’ (on which
see below) is a central moment in Shi‘ite tradition. In the poem he is mentioned in passing
simply as an invocation of Muhammad’s holy family.

Ravafid, plural of rafid. The word “Rafizites”—al-rafida (“rejectors” or “those who stray”)—
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[They call them] “Rafizites”

Know their thirst for the Prophet’s intercession/'*
I will recount their case well,

To prove their infidelity.

Christians and Jews

There is a narration of the renowned heir Ali,

Told by an Imam, a guide to the Prophet’s path:'>
Alrrecalled, “That Shah of the two worlds [Muhammad] said:
Among the followers of the Messiah, two perished.”
One was the Jews, [who perished] for their slander:'6
They spoke idle words of Mary,

They said that Jesus was born

Of an unknown father,'

And that a son with no father is strange.

In their surfeit of enmity, these unlucky'® people
Were heedless of God'’s wrath.

When they denied God's Prophet,

They were sent to the gulch of hell.*®

is a derogatory term for Shi‘ite Muslims dating back to early Islamic history, where it can
be found in Sunni polemics criticizing Shi‘ites for precisely what ‘Abd al-Sattar accuses
them of here: rejecting caliphs Aba Bakr, ‘Umar, and ‘Uthman. While some Shi‘ites expro-
priated the term by giving it positive connotations (styling themselves “rejectors of evil”),
it is clear that our poet has the older, pejorative meaning in mind. See E. Kohlberg, “al-
Rafida,”E12.

The word here is shifa‘at, an important Islamic term referring to the ability of the Prophet
or saints to advocate for the faithful as intercessors between them and God (for example,
by helping to convey their prayers to God).

The phrase for a path-guide here is hadi subul. A hadi is specifically a camel-driver.
buhtan (“slander”) more literally refers to false accusations.

majhuli (“unknown”) could also carry the connotation of hidden or concealed, lending
a mystical double meaning to the negative intimation that Jesus did not know his own
father.

The word here is bi-bak, which means “fearless” in Persian, but in this context it most likely
means unlucky or miserable (Uzb. bebakht, Kaz., be-baq). I am grateful to Allen Frank for
this reading.

In Islamic tradition, hell is sometimes envisioned as a “gulch” (a@ghar) or chasm tra-
versed by a narrow bridge (called sirat) by which the careful traveler can reach par-
adise.
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The other was the Christian,2°

Scattering upon Jesus idle words of love,

And raving about their affection.

These people said, “Know this:

That Mary is his mother,

And that God is his father!”

Such an ignorant mob these people are!

In their mouth is a stone from the mountain of calamity.
Know, O friend, that God was not born and does not give birth!
Be aware that this is in the Quran.

The person who rejects these words

Will arise with the Christian on that Day of Judgment.2!
Know what happened to Jesus in the end:

By God’s arrangement he began to speak, and

He said, “Itoo am a slave of God,

I am the beloved mark of grief on Mary’s heart,

And I am indeed a prophet of God.

I am most sincere in these words.”

Some approved of him and became believers.

He made eternal paradise their refuge.

God’s Beloved, Muhammad, said, “O Ali!

God made you the victor over your enemy,

But even in your glory, there are two wayfaring groups
Who have followed a path of delusion.”

Kharijites

One is the Kharijites, the followers of Yazid,??
Who obey the stinging scorpion.?3

The author uses the term nasiri for “Christian” here (“Nazarene”).

The text refers simply to “that day,” but it is clear that the author has in mind géyamat kuni:
the Day of Judgment.

Yazid Ibn Mu‘awiya ruled the Umayyad Caliphate from 680-683. He is best known for pre-
siding over the caliphate during the Battle of Karbala’ (on which see above). ‘Abd al-Sattar
describes the Kharijites as followers of Yazid (whose has been nicknamed “the stinging
scorpion”), but this is not true: in fact, the Kharijites ultimately supported one of Yazid’s
rivals against him in the Second Fitna (civil war). The significant connection, for the poet,
is that both Yazid and the Kharijites opposed ‘Ali: Yazid’s forces battled him, and a Kharijite
later assassinated him.

kazhdum-i gazid: A nickname for Yazid.
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They say, “We love with our heart and soul

Abu Bakr, Umar the Discerning, and ‘Uthman,
But we see Ali the Chosen One

With extreme, ignorant enmity.”

These ones are Amir Husayn’s killers,

Husayn who is the light of the Chosen One’s eye.
Seeing the Prophet as the only eye of certainty,?*
They commit sundry cruelties against his family.
Yet they say, “Muhammad is our guide,

It is his path we follow.”

And with these beliefs, O friend,

They staged such a revolt on the Karbala@?® plain!
They do not say that Muhammad

Is a forebear of Husayn,

That his mother is Fatima, the daughter of Muhammad.
They are unashamed, shameless—no shame!

Yet they count themselves in the ranks of the umma.26
God's mercy does not reach this people.

They taste not a grain of the prophet's intercession.
God, the Prophet, and his companions

Are repulsed by the Kharijites—God curse them!
The Rafizites are the other people,

And they are a repugnant people!

The “eye” (or vision) of certainty (‘ayn al-yagin) here is a Sufi concept: it refers to a stage
achieved by a master mystic or saint on the path toward perfect understanding. The
author’s idea is that mystical knowledge can be gained through devotion to the Prophet’s
holy family too, but that the “wrongheaded” ones in question neglect this path.

Karbal®, in southern Iraq, is where the army of ‘Ali fought the larger forces of Yazid in a
struggle for royal succession in 68o. ‘Al’s son Husayn was killed during the conflict along
with two of Husayn's own sons and many other family members and companions. Husayn
is regarded as a martyr by Shi‘ite and Sunni Muslims alike, but it is among Shi‘ites that his
death is commemorated most passionately. A central event in the development of Shi‘ite
identity, Husayn’s death at Karbala’ is memorialized each year on the Day of ‘Ashiird (the
tenth day of the month of Muharram) with reflective mourning, processions, and per-
formances. The poem is slightly misleading, however, in claiming that Kharijites killed
Husayn at Karbala. There is no evidence that Husayn’s killer was a Kharijite.

While frequently translated as “nation,” that confusing modern word is unnecessarily
complicated when it comes to rendering the clear, simple meaning for “umma” intended
by the poet here: he plainly means to suggest the community of Muslims—excluding,
notably, the Shi‘ites. More specifically, the term umma/ummat can refer to the followers
of the Prophet Muhammad or of another specific prophet in the Muslim tradition.
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The ancestors®” named them Shi‘ite people.?8

“We are friends of Ali”"—they say idly, bewildered,

Yet they hold ‘Alr’s friends as enemies.

If a person befriends another person,

And that person agrees with his friends,

Then theirs will be true friendship—know this, O friend!
Otherwise, your friend will become your enemy.

Alrs friends are the three companions of Muhammad,
Abu Bakr, Umar, and ‘Uthman the Sufferer.

Rafizites are an enemy branch,

And they are several farsakhs?® from Al too.

Abu Bakr

Abu Bakr’s friends are the Prophet and God,

And besides the Prophet, he is higher than all others.
It was Muhammad who said clearly:

“In all things I have a companion:

It is Abu Bakr the Truthful.

Abu Bakr is my intimate one,

Inside that cave3° he was my confidant.

Abu Bakr is my deputy, my successor,3!

He is my imam at the time of prayer.”

The word for ancestors here (salaflar) carries the connotation of those who developed the
early Islamic community, not merely people who lived long ago.

The author uses the phrase “ahli shia” here and elsewhere.

A Persian unit of distance-measurement with ancient origins. In modern Iran, one farsakh
is equal to six kilometers (3.7 miles). Historically the measurement varied a bit, but it is
safe to use six kilometers as a rule of thumb (W. Hinz, “Farsakh,” £12).

This is the cave of Thawr, where Muhammad is said to have taken refuge from enemies
during his migration with followers from Mecca to Medina in 622. This line in the poem
refers to Qur’an g:40, which describes Muhammad comforting Aba Bakr inside the cave,
urging him to have no fear because Allah was with them. In Muslim lore, a spider spun a

»

web across the cave’s opening to help hide the Prophet.

Manab: this is an important theological claim in the context of the poem, clarifying that
Abu Bakr rather than ‘Ali (as the Shi‘ites believe) was the Prophet’s rightful successor to
lead the Muslim community.
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‘Umar

And the Prophet of God also said

Of ‘Umar, the lead-rope of all the world’s creatures:
“Umar is my religion’s path of fulfillment,
Umar is the lamp of the two worlds,

Umar is the second of the First Companions,
He was the rival of my rivals.

With the sword of punishment, one by one,
He smashed infidel people.3?

It is Umar who lit up tyranny’s darkness
With the light of justice.”

And the prophet of God said,

“If there’s to be a successor prophet,

It would be Umar”—so he said.

‘Uthman

And that king of the king-of-kings also said:

“My third companion is ‘Uthman—know this!”

For love of him, the Prophet made him his son-in-law.
Uthman pleased the Prophet with his second born,
And said “If there should have been a third,

I'would have married her to you.”

Then he presented the Prophet gifts of gold and cloth,
And he received Muhammad's blessing.

And ‘Uthman is a mine of humility and knowledge,
And he is the compiler of the sab‘ al-mathani.33

‘Ali

And his fourth companion is Al
He is the head of all saints.3*
Know that he’s Muhammad’s uncle’s son,

Here and throughout the poem the author uses the phrase kuffar ahli.
A nickname for al-fatiha (the opening sura of the Quran).

: TRANSLATION

The term for saints here is awliyalar (sometimes translated as “friends of God”).
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Know that he’s marked by courage

As the lion of God.

It is Aliwho destroyed the gate of Khaybar,35

It is Aliwho slayed Amr and Antar.36

It is Aliwho is a mine of knowledge and courage.
It is Aliwho is the husband of Fatima,

The Lady of the Last Judgment.

If I flatter these ones till Judgment Day,

It still won’t end—know that, O wise ones!

Those who do not know the ways of the Four Companions
Are like unto the Kharijites and Rafizites!

The Qizilbash®

The army of the heretics is a damned devil!
They curse three companions of the Prophet!
In the heretic custom, to curse these three

Khaybar was an Arabian oasis town which had a sizeable Jewish population when it was
conquered by Muhammad and his followers in 628. Muslim tradition holds that ‘Ali per-
formed a miraculous act during the battle: he single-handedly removed the enormous
door from the town castle, which was so heavy that many men together could not lift it.
He used the broken door as a shield and then, according to some narrations, it was used
as a bridge by Muslim combatants entering the castle.

The non-Muslim ‘Amr Ibn' Abd al-Wudd famously challenged Muslim armies to send out
aman to duel during the Battle of the Trench in 627. ‘Ali agreed to fight this much stronger
man and prevailed in hand-to-hand combat against him. Similarly, at the Battle of Khay-
bar the next year, a renowned non-Muslim warrior named ‘Antar Abti Ablit sought a duel
and was defeated by ‘Ali—one of multiple strong adversaries he is said to have bested
during the battle.

This term refers to Persian Shi‘ites in the poem. Literally meaning “Red Head,” Qizilbash
originally referred to the red central column rising from the trademark turbans of Turk-
men tribes following the spiritual leader Shaykh Haydar in fifteenth century Iran. Haydar’s
mystical community was called the Safaviya (Safavids), which later became the name of
the great Iranian dynasty (1501-1736) that emerged from the movement. The Qizilbash
formed the early military core of this dynasty, but over the centuries the term “Qizilbash”
came to have broader meanings, especially in regions to the north and east of Iran: by
the nineteenth century, the term was sometimes used in Afghanistan to refer to Persian-
speaking Turkmens, while to the north of Iran—as seen in our poem—*“Qizilbash” was
practically synonymous with “Shi‘ite.” In that context, Qizilbash also took on the pejora-
tive sense we find throughout the poem: a Qizilbash was, in short, a Persian Shi‘ite, and
therefore an infidel or heretic according to ‘Abd al-Sattar.
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Is better than to praise the Chosen One!

There is also A’isha, the prophet’s wife.

She is above the prophet’s other wives.

Due to some slander, O friend, they became enemies
To her too, and thus to God and the Prophet!

In short, the heretics have their own rites.

“To hide the truth is to confront untruth.”

Their manners and conduct are unseemly.38

On Judgement Day sundry tortures await them.
This is a group without piety,3°

They betray the shar‘a.

They are pupils of the cursed devil!

Their dwelling-place is the far side

Of the fiery furnace.*°

The one who kills them is a ghazi 4!

In paradise, a charming head will turn toward him.
And whosoever is killed by them,

Is the most blessed martyr among martyrs!

These heretics are blatherers. They call them Qizilbash.
In their mouths are earth and stones.

They are the ones who will perish in hell.

Save us, God, from such a people!

The Russian translation has “it is the manner of gypsies,” but I see no reference to Gypsies
in the text.

The word here (bi-diyanat) could be taken to suggest that they are not merely insufficiently
pious, but lack any religion of their own.

Specifically, the author says they will dwell in jahim: a level of hell believed by some Mus-
lims to be the dwelling-place of unbelievers.

A ghazi is a “holy warrior"—one who fights in a war (ghazat or ghazavat) or raid (ghazw)
against non-Muslims. Therefore, Yuri Bregel observes, “the troops fighting the Qizilbashes
(who were considered infidels by the Central Asian Sunnites) were commonly referred to
as ghazis” (Bregel, Firdaws al-igbal, 575n348). The introductory section of the poem offers
an unusually elaborate articulation of the alleged non-Muslim status of the Shi'a combat-
ants, justifying the characterization of the war as a ghazat and each participant as a ghazt.
Notable too are the special rewards (as described here) that are specific to the ghazt: “mar-
tyr” status in case of death in warfare, as well as the euphemized but unsubtle implication
of amorous rewards in heaven—the proverbial “houris” (maidens) of paradise (See Allen
J. Frank and Jahangir Mamatov, Dictionary of Central Asian Islamic Terms [Springfield, VA:
Dunwoody Press, 2002], 40.).



JANGNAMA: TRANSLATION 51

95

100

105

42
43
44
45

46

The Poet Explains His Task

“Well now, poet, be concise in your words!
Declare the goal of your verses!”

Some have made this request of me, saying:

“We desire some words from you.

We are a neighbor to the heretics,

And we are battling them.

It was the Qizilbash Shah who groaned,

His eyes shining like a raging flame,*?

As he gathered and sent his army, along with
Whatever there was of his guard,

His treasury, and his buried treasure.*?

They assembled in all their strength,

But with God’s help we destroyed that army.

We crushed everything.

Thronging and pushing, we left them all lifeless.”
In short, [I thought,] “I will recount their story
And their heartfelt grief,

To put in verse a good war story**

So their experience may be written.

Thus the listeners might be gladdened,

And freed from the heart’s torments!”

After that, I plunged deep in thought,

Worried that I cannot manage it.

I recalled eternal God,

Muhammad the Chosen One, and the four companions.
Reciting my entreaty,*> I said, “My God,

Steady my tongue that I might speak.

For the sake of the name of your beloved, Muhammad,
For the sake of his ascent*é close to you,

For the sake of the friend to his companions,

Samoilovich’s Russian translation has “his eyes filled with blood like a mad camel,” but
there is neither blood nor a camel in the original Turkic.

The word for buried or hidden treasure here is dafina.

Here the poet names the genre of his poem: jangnama.

Specifically, the “entreaty” in question is a munajat: a poetic, supplicatory prayer to God.
The munajat itself follows above.

Here again the poet refers to the mi‘raj (on which see above).
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For the sake of their morning prayers,

Out of respect to all the prophets,

And the expanse of heaven’s vault and throne,
And every slave who turns his face to your court
And enters upon your path.

For the youths fighting jihad*” in a holy war,
For their shared struggle in the fray”

By means of these ones,

I set out on the path, putting my trust in God.
I immersed myself in my work,

And I began it with reflection.

The Shah of Iran Mulls over His Prior Defeat at the Hands of the
Tekes

The narrators have told the news,

And the storytellers have recounted

That there was a Shah in Tehran,

And he was a refuge for the heretics.
Onyxes, emeralds, pearls, corals,

And flawless Badakhshani rubies*®

Were embedded in the crown on his head,
Which let none of the world’s grief enter his mind.
And his throne! On it were countless
Gildings, topazes, onyxes and pearls.

It was crafted to measure,

Lined top and bottom with rubies.

Choice masters crafted it,

Its golden ornaments fit for kings.

That lowly Shah ascended the throne
Imagining himself to be Faridan!49

The phrasing here is blunt and clear: jihad etgan yigitlar (“jihad-doing young men”).

The rubies here serve as a Sufi double meaning: a “ruby of Badakhshan” (lal-i Badakhshan)
is a phrase for a Sufi master’s writings. The idea seems to be that the ruler had some wis-
dom near at hand, although (as we shall see) he was not one to use it.

A mythical king of ancient Iran, Faridin is known as the killer of the evil Zahhak in the
Avesta and, in the Shahnama, as a ruler whose reign lasted 500 years. At two points in
the poem, ‘Abd al-Sattar Qazi mocks the Persian Shah for imagining himself to be this
legendary warrior-king.
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“Such a throne and such a court I have!” He said,
“And such numberless soldiers!

If I set out for any country,

I will take the whole face of the earth, step by step!
Such is my strength and power.

So what feat shall I do to satisfy my will?

I equipped an army from head to toe and dispatched it,
With many sarhangs,®° sartibs,5' and yaviirs.52
Defeated by Tekes, scattering my secret plans,>3
My shameless Qizilbash people came back.
Wasting the gold I gave them,

Begging mercy from the Tekes, they returned.”

He consulted his high officials,

Meeting with them: “Find the best course of action!”
The Shah had one vizier

Whose wisdom was incomparable.

He said, “O Shah, I am your sacrifice!

I will send out the messenger at your orders.

There is a country>* among the Tekes

They call Akhal, and it is boundless.

I chanced to hear tell of it, O Shah.

Listen as I describe it a bit.

In ancient times, flourishing cities there

Were ruled over by many Shahs.

And after Nadir Shah,5° the Teke people3®

In the Qajar military, the rank of sarhang was roughly equivalent to “colonel.”

Also spelled sartip, this was a high military rank in Qajar Iran, roughly equivalent to “gen-
eral”

“Adjutant,” in a military context. This term is clearly related to the Persian word yavar,
meaning “assistant” or “helper.”

The text has simply “secret”—I have added “plans” for clarity, though it is worth noting the
vaguely mystical tone of the original (perhaps implying that the religiously enlightened
Teke adversaries had some special insight to perceive that which is hidden.)

The word for “country” here, vilayat, can also mean “province” or “district.”

Nadir Shah Afshar, one of Iran’s most prominent rulers (r. 1736-1747). Himself of Turk-
men descent, Nadir Shah is best known in the Central Asian context for his conquest of
Khiva and Bukhara. After the Khivan conquest, the Tekes of that realm had to proclaim
their allegiance to him. ‘Abd al-Sattar—no fan of the Shah—claims here that the Tekes
invaded Nadir’s former territories soon after his death in their own campaign of conquest.
This is somewhat of an oversimplification, but suffice to say hostilities between Persian
and Turkmen forces increased after the Shah’s death.

The word I translate as “people” is e/; this remains its primary meaning in modern Turk-
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Took those cities one by one.

The people there they plundered,

Took captive, conquered, crushed, and sold.
And the rest of the villages, one by one,
They oppressed on the way to Khurasan.5”
Clan by clan®® they divided it up.

Recount it, O pure mind!

They dwelled in that land, they took it,
They made many hearts bleed.

The farmers now raise crops,

They make a good and prosperous living.
They eat, and they make love

To charming, cypress-like ones,>°

Enjoying them in winter and in summer.
The pious young men there

Are guileless in speech and courageous in bearing.
Mounted on their Duldul-like®? horses,
Wearing their chain mail,

Donning their mirrored helmets,

Taking up sword and spear, girding their loins,
And fetching countless other weapons,

men. In medieval Turkic, the word meant something like “realm,” and it retained this
meaning in nineteenth-century sources, where one often finds references to the e/ va ulus
(“people and country”). See Bregel, Firdaws al-igbal, 547n82.

Originally an administrative division of the Persian Sassanian Empire, the spatial idea
of Khurasan has varied dramatically over the centuries, meaning everything from the
entirety of northeastern Iran plus all of Turkmenistan and much of Afghanistan, Uzbek-
istan, Tajikistan, and beyond (“Greater Khurasan”) to its restricted usage in modern Iran,
referring only to a region in the country’s northeast consisting of three provinces (Razavi
Khurasan, South Khurasan, and North Khurasan). Historically, Mashhad, Bujnard, and
Balkh have been major Khurasani cities, while its principle city has been Herat (the “pearl”
of Khurasan). In the nineteenth-century context of the poem, references to Khurasan
mostly point to northeastern Iran south of the Kopet-Dagh mountains—the highlands
south of and parallel to what is now Turkmenistan’s Highway M37, from Bereket to
Dushak, extending east to Sarakhs and Herat.

The phrase here is tira-tira. Tira by itself means clan or, in the context of zoology or botany,
family.

A common image from classical Persian and Central Asian poetry: the darling as a charm-
ing cypress (here the poet has sarv-i nazi), suggesting a graceful figure.

This is the trusty white mule of the Prophet Muhammad, which ‘Ali Ibn Ab1 Talib rode
into battle, but in Central Asia Duldul is always depicted as a horse. See R.S. Lipets, Obrazy
batyra i ego konia v tiurko-mongol’skom epose (Moscow: Nauka, 1984).
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They mounted and spurred their arghamaq horses®!
Toward us, their enemy.

They waged jihad®? against the Qizilbash,
In that way, they wrecked those people.
Our heretics begged them for mercy,3
Crying out to the Teke people.

So, send your army toward Akhal,

To arrange a campaign.

That place called Qarri Qala

Seems to be the Akhal border.

If they move to higher ground,%*

They’ll conquer wherever they go!”

The Shah Plans a Campaign to Fight the Tekes at Qarri Qal‘a

When the vizier’s talk had reached this point,
The Shah agreed with his words.
And the name of that Shah was Nasir al-Din.6>

Also known as the Akhal Teke horse, this is the most celebrated breed of horse ever to
emerge from the ancient equestrian milieu of Central Asia. Prized for its stamina, the
Arghamaq could endure grueling desert journeys with minimal food and water—an abil-
ity Turkmens cultivated by putting their horses on a strict diet before a voyage to get
them used to scarcity. While raiding and long-distance travel were the Arghamaq’s pri-
mary practical uses among Turkmens, they were also a high-value commodity in trade,
and their mares were an important source of milk. On the less practical side, they were—
and remain—a focus of adoration: with shining fur and famously good character, the
Arghamagq / Akhal Teke horse is an iconic animal in Turkmenistan today. Some believe
that the “Heavenly Horse” breed for which Chinese emperors proverbially went to war in
104-101BCE was the Arghamagq.

Literally, they “did jihad”: jihad aylap.

Amusingly, the vizier describes his own people as “heretics” here!

The “high ground” here likely refers to the Kopet Dagh highlands just south of the Akhal,
beyond which were the northernmost towns and settlements of Iran.

Nasir al-Din Shah Qajar (r. 1848-1896) was the ruler of Iran at the time of the wars
recounted in the poem. Caricatured by ‘Abd al-Sattar as a buffoon, in reality the Tekes
probably had little familiarity with Nasir al-Din and his character. The independence
of Khurasan’s local governors and tribal leaders was such that the Persian capital of
Tehran rarely intervened in their affairs during the period in question beyond periodic
demands for action against the Turkmens. It is safe to assume, however, that the Tekes
had a low opinion of the Qajar government and its ineffectual (but often hostile) local
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Don't say Nasir, but better: Qasir al-Din!66

Don't say Qasir, alas! It should be “Bi-din”!67

So miserable is he.

After this, the Shah said to his vizier,

“You are the best of my officials!

I have an idea if you would like to know it, friend.
I will gather an army and send it there,

And until the Teke people have been killed,
Until I reduce them to the black earth,

Until I take my revenge on them,

Know, O my guardian of order,

That I will pursue these unfulfilled wishes.”

The vizier replied, “I will sacrifice my life for you,
If you should order it!”

The Shah of the Qizilbash said,

“Lay out before the army every tool it needs!

Let this vizier lay out every tool the army needs!”
That Shah delighted in honey and sugar,

And he said, “cupbearer, bring me my wine-cup,
And cook me up a roast chicken!”

The cupbearer prepared these,

And the Shah took them and tasted them, smacking his lips.
Looking to his officials, the Shah said:

“Take heed, you people, listen here!

Is there a hero in our midst,

Courageous and heroic®® enough

To drink wine from this cup,

representatives—an opinion that could hardly have been burnished by their catastrophic
attempts to invade Teke lands.

“Deficient in religion.” Qasir typically means deficient or defective. In modern Uzbek, for
example, someone dimwitted might be called aqli gosir (“deficient in intelligence”).

“The Godless One” (literally, “without religion”).

“Sahibgirant.” Literally, a sahib-qiran is someone born under the auspicious cosmic con-
junction of Jupiter and Venus. The term is most closely associated with the great Central
Asian conqueror Amir Timar (Tamerlane), but has been deployed to honor many other
monarchs in the region. Given its usual patina of royal prestige, Yuri Bregel aptly trans-
lates the word as “imperial” (Firdaws al-igbal, 543n2). In the poem, it takes on a broader,
less specifically regal meaning; the poet deploys it to praise warriors young and old, and
uses an adjectival form (sahibqgirant). “Heroic” therefore seems like a decent translation
here.
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To go impose tribute®® on those Teke people?

To besiege that country,

To tear the vein? from their throats?

To steal away their women,

And put the ranks of men to slaughter?

To expel them to a different country?

And, having weakened the country, to conquer it?
If so, I will appoint him va/li” of Khurasan,

And I will give him rewards and largesse.”

From amid the assembly, Jafar Quli Khan"2
Came forth with a respectful greeting.

He said, “Shabh, if it suits your wishes,

Let me, your slave, set off!”

That ill-fated Shah held out the cup

And said, “You are welcome, thank God!”

Ja‘far Quli took the cup of wine,

And he gulped it down to the dregs.

He said, “Since I am in royal service,

Know that if you bid me go right now,

Wherever the enemy may be, O Shah,

I will turn everything upside down?>—know this!
If there be one thousand souls, not one soul will escape.
Even if Rustam? is there, he won't easily escape!”

The word for “tribute” here is ihtisabi, which connotes something closer to a tax than a
one-time “gift” or extraction. The intimation is that the Tekes are to be brought under a
more permanent kind of subjection, paying regular tribute.

Samoilovich’s translation has “spirit” rather than vein, but damar is quite literally the jugu-
lar vein.

“Governor"—and, in the context of the poem, governor of Khurasan. In the Qajar period,
Iran consisted of four provinces: Khurasan, Kirman-Sistan, Azerbaijan, and Fars. Each of
these provinces (ayalat) had its own governor (valr).

A Kurdish governor from Khurasan who served as the Persian Qajar dynasty’s appointed
ruler of Astarabad and of Bujnurd. Ja‘far Quli Khan plays a key role in the poem as com-
mander of the military forces routed by the Teke Turkmens and their allies. See the Intro-
duction to this volume for more information on Ja‘far Qulf’s strange career.

One of the poet’s favorite phrases, recurring throughout the poem: ostin-ustin giliirmdgq
(“to turn topsy-turvy”).

The most popular hero of Iranian mythology, Rustam features in tales dating back at least
to the Sasanid period, though he is best known from the depiction of his heroic feats in the
epic Shahnama. The poem evokes Rustam’s legendary physical strength to compliment
Turkmen combatants. Like wrestlers and champions of hand-to-hand combat through
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Rejoicing at these words, the Shah said:

“May God protect you from the evil eye!

Go, then. I appoint you commander,

I appoint you sardar of the army.”

Saying these words, he bestowed many gifts

And largesse on Ja‘far Qul.

He dressed him in a royal robe,

And paid him various kindnesses.”

He said, “Ja‘far, you are a Khan of Khans!

In your heroism you are a second Sohrab!7®

If you lift the Tekes from the Atak,””

Your head will rise through the celestial sphere!"®
So saying, he sent out a rider to all countries with the order:
“Let the governors of all countries come here,
Gathering sarbazes,” sartibs, and sarhangs!”

In short, the Shah'’s orders reached all quarters,
Telling of the Shah’s adventure.

In a few days it was complete:

The army gathered, and troops of all lands were ready.
One rider from the Shah

Came to every country with the order:

the ages, ‘Abd al-Sattar’s heroes are frequently compared to Rustam either explicitly or
implicitly by using one of his epithets: tahamtan (“strong in body”).

Samoilovich’s translation has “caressing him most graciously,” but the key word here, altaf
(graces, dignities, kindnesses), is not so explicitly physical.

The legendary son of Rustam (on whom see above) in the epic Shahnama. Famous like his
father for strength and bravery, Sohrab is tragically killed by Rustam in a wrestling match
in which neither realized the other’s identity.

This term refers to the hills and fertile plains north of the Kopet Dagh Mountains in
modern-day Turkmenistan, near the border with Iran. These plains were settled by a large
group of Teke Turkmens who came to be known as the Akhal Tekes.

Otdrdy bashing gardiin-falakdin. Samoilovich translates this line as, “I will save your head
from the heavenly thunder,” but there is no mention of thunder here. He may have
assumed falak here (orb, sphere) carried its less common meaning of “bastinado,” but
this is unlikely. The sense of the verb dtmdgq (to pass, to go through, to surpass), mean-
while, is more probably intended to mirror the upward “lifting” motion of kétdrmdgq (to
lift, to raise) in the previous hemistich.

This is the generic term for the soldiery (specifically, infantry) formed in Qajar Iran. Cre-
ated with the help of French military consultants, the sarbaz corps blended European
and Iranian military customs right down to their uniforms, which matched Western jack-
ets with distinctly Persian sheepskin hats (see Vanessa Martin, The Qajar Pact: Bargaining,
Protest, and the State in Nineteenth-Century Persia [London: Bloomsbury, 2018], 133-150).
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“The Shah decrees—know it!—that you should
Come to the Mazandaran woods.8° Don't delay!”
Following the Shah'’s decree,

They all set off for those woods.

The battalions went regiment by regiment,
Saying: “We will destroy the Tekes!”

The Shah’s Armies Reach the Mazandaran Woods

Finally they reached the woods,

Reported for duty and sent a rider [to the Shah].
When this rider came before the Shah,

He greeted him and straightaway handed off his report.
The Shah read it and understood its meaning:
He learned that the army had assembled.

The Shah said, “Vizier, how is your work going?
Have you got everything ready?”

The vizier said, “O world-conquering Shah,

It is ready! Everything is all set!

I filled trunks with much gold and silver,

And turned them over to the sarkar.8!
Likewise robes of elegant silk brocade,

And layer upon layer of goods.

I was busy, and now it’s all set,

The work is done from top to bottom.

And there are several canons and guns,

And crossbows and mortars

Pointing their muzzles toward the enemy.

I had them cleaned and loaded them up.

And everything else necessary

The reference to “woods” may be surprising in the context of the arid region in question;
this undoubtedly refers to the lush region ecologists call the Caspian Hyrcanian mixed
forests, which still cover over twenty-thousand square miles south of the Caspian Sea,
extending from Eshaqj, Iran, in the east to southern Azerbaijan in the west. Nearly all of
the province of Mazandaran lies within this wooded zone.

A generic term (rather than a formal military rank) meaning “commander” or “intendant”
in nineteenth-century Qajar and Central Asian contexts. In Persian, the word means sim-
ply “boss.” In the Indian context, the word can mean a “district” (the English spelling in
this context is often “circar”), or even “government,” e.g. “the British sarkar.”
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Is likewise at the ready.”

The Shah said, “Vizier, hear this!

Have the army set out toward the enemy.”
Then the Shah commanded Ja‘far Quli,
Giving him his orders.

He said, “O Ja‘far Quli Khan!

Here is an order concerning Qarri Qal‘a.

I heard that one group has come

From the Goklen tribe of Turkmens—know this!
Go and take tribute8? from them,

And take strong precautions against them.
Then go to the Tekes—

You must tear the artery from these people!
Until you subdue the Tekes,

Don't even think about taking their country!
Fight them until your last breath!

You have a good protector.

May God be your companion,

And may [the saint] Hasan Kashi®? be your helper.
Go, then, to the Mazandaran woods,

And when you've passed through, keep going.”
Ja‘far Quli received the Shah'’s blessing

And prayed in his own manner.

Bowing his head, he said, “Salam alayk!”
Reassuring the Shah, he set out.

Ja‘far Quli then went and said “You, vizier!
In our time, alas, you have no equal!

Come now, send me on my way,

Know this, that it is the Shah’s orders!”
Striking up the kettle drums and karnay,3*
Hoisting the flags and banners,

The vizier put in action the cannons

Here, a different phrase is used for “tribute” than the one used earlier: baj-kharajj. “Baj”
is a generic Persian term for tax, while the Arabic kharajj historically refers to a land tax
imposed by Muslim rulers on non-Muslim subjects.

A Shi‘ite saint of the 14th century, Hasan Kashi is famed for his poetry, which is credited
with helping to develop and disseminate Shi‘ism in Iran. His mausoleum to the south of
Sultaniya, Iran, remains a site of devotion today.

Aloud, long metal trumpet used in military bands (as in the poem) as well as for celebra-
tory occasions such as weddings.
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And other foundations of power,

Making heaven'’s seven layers tremble.

Ja‘far splendidly sent off the sipahsalars?

As the sardar of the army.

“The shadow of the Companion® is upon his head!” He said,
“The tools of kingship were made for him!"8”

So, when the leading officers88

Had marched nearly two farsangs,°

The news came to those woods:

The awaited army has drawn near!

In no time they heard the voice

Of the karnay—know this!—sounding nonstop.
Know now what Ja‘far Quli Khan did then:

He arrived at the woods, O friend!

Officers gathered in their ranks,

They all came and bowed their heads in order.
After that they all conferred,

Deciding to continue at dawn.

Marching for several days, they reached Gurgan.
They came to a meadow and settled in its midst.
They pitched capacious tents and canopies,
They filled up the entire plain.

They said, “We shall gather here,’

And then and there they added: “Let’s have a fine time!”

The title of the “commander-in-chief” of the Qajar Iranian military, and its highest attain-
able rank. The term goes all the way back to the Sassanian period, where it could denote
the military governor of a province.

Samoilovich has a “cloud” (sahab) here but the text has a “companion (of the Prophet)”
(sahabi). The pun is certainly intentional on the poet’s part.

Samoilovich translates the key word as “armor,” but the text reads asbab (tools, instru-
ments, articles).

Literally, the sartibs and sarhangs. I have translated these oft-mentioned grouping as “offi-
cers” for the remainder of the poem.

Equivalent to—and generally interchangeable with—the farsakh. A measure of distance
equal to around six kilometers. Tradition holds that the farsang (“parasang”) was origi-
nally a measure of the distance one can march in a single hour across a given terrain. See
A.D.H. Bivar, “Weights and Measures i. Pre-Islamic Period,” Encyclopedia Iranica.
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The Goklen Turkmens at Qarri Qal‘a Learn of the Enemy’s
Approach

Well now, poet, leave them here

So that they might rest a few days.
[At that time according to the Ajjra
It was 1277 (1860),%° remember!]
Tell of news from elsewhere,

Of the events at Qarri Qal‘a!

230 They say a messenger arrived from Gurgan,
From the Gurgan Goklens [to the Goklens at Qarri Qala].
The messenger said “Oh you heedless people,
Countless Qizilbash have come against you!
Be attentive to the infidels,
Strengthen the fort, get to work!
And be united,*!
Or else they will turn everything topsy-turvy.”
So all the Goklen people,
Conferring, agreed.

235 They said, “Strengthen the fort,
And prepare for war!
If we kill the infidels,
Then on Judgment Day we will be ghazis,
And if we die,
We will join the ranks of the martyrs,
And the friends of the four Companions.”
At last, they readied their fort,
Taking every precaution.
They sent scouts toward the enemy,
Following the infidels’ path.

240 They drew up a letter for the Tekes and Yomuts,
Telling them in a few words to rise up.

It was brought by messengers to every land,
Saying, “Come here without delay!”
It also said: “We are brothers,92

9o  Samoilovich notes that this was added to the text at a later date and was presumably not
in ‘Abd al-Sattar’s original poem. The real year of the Qarri Qal‘a battle was 1858.

91  Alternatively, one might translate this as “be of one mind” or “be in agreement” (bir fikrt).

92  The word here is gardash, a common shortened form of garinddsh: brothers, siblings.
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As Muslims?®3 we share our faith!

The infidels are coming, and they are sure to attack.
Theirs is an enemy religion,®*

Against God and the Prophet.”

So these people sent out their letter of intent,

And they raised their call to war.

Then they made their entreaties to God,
Comforting one another.

Meanwhile, the Persians Fight the Tekes and Sarigs at Merv

Well then, poet, let these ones wait here,

And let the pen start speaking of other lands!

They say that in Merv “the Shah of the world"®®

There lived several great warriors—know this!

(In ancient times, the flourishing cities

Were all led by great warriors.)

A river flows there,%6 from up high to down low—know this!
Its waters are sweeter than honey and sugar—know this!
It is an endless land, gifted in grain,

One year’s sowing is ten years’ eating, in ease.

Know;, finally, that through heaven’s conduct,®”

It became home to Tekes and Sarigs.

Within this dwelling-place both these ones

Have clashed with one another terribly.

Fomenting enmity, causing unrest,

They’ve made the earth run red with blood.

For some time, they battled equally,

And their enmity surpassed all bounds.

But they say that in ancient times,

Both groups had been brothers,%8

Or, more literally, “in Muslimness”: musulmanligda

This is a literal translation from the Turkic: dushmani din.

Merv’s better-known epithet is “the queen of the world,” but the poet prefers this (likewise
common) epithet.

The river in question is the Murghab.

“Fate” would be the more intuitive translation in this context, but the key word is raftar,
which more specifically means “conduct” or “behavior.”

The “emish” grammatical form in the Turkic, used to construct evidential statements
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And had grown to be close friends.%®

One day, the Sarigs sent two messengers—know this!—
To the Shah of the heretics.

These two arrived and pleaded for help,
Bemoaning their [oppression by] the Tekes.
They said, “O world-conquering Shah,

Solve our problem for us!”

After this, the Shah of the heretics,
Gathering several hosts of armies,

Sent them to Merv—know this!

Several officers were among them—know this!
Passing several settlements,100

They continued to Merv and reached it.

And these Sarigs, unashamed, went to them,
And said: “We are your servants!”

In the end, the Sarigs and the Shi‘ites

Met with the Tekes foe-against-foe.

They warred for some time,

Locked in battle from morning to night.

In the end, the Shah’s troops

Could not find refuge.

One evening they thought to flee

By trickery and deceit, leaving the Sariqs

[To fend for themselves.]

And they rushed off and by next evening
They came to Sarakhs, the bloodsuckers!
There they rested a few days,

Catching their breath, they were at ease.

(“hearsay”), gives this sentence the sense of reportage from “bygone days”: gardash emish-
lar (“they were reportedly brothers”).

More literally, they had become confidants or (still more literally) those who share secrets
with one another: sirdash.

Samoilovich’s translation has “stops and crossings.” The text has manzil, which literally
means “habitation” or “settlement,” but in the context of travel though the Turkmen
regions this was actually a measure of distance (essentially a shorthand for the common
phrase manzil be manzil, “from one manzil to the next”). Masson writes that a manzil
among the Turkmens was generally considered to be the equivalent of about 21-23 kilome-
ters in the nineteenth century, though Bregel observes that the distances varied whether
one was referring to inhabited areas or desert travel (Bregel, Firdaws al-iqbal, 614n661;
638n909).
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They built a good fortress!®! there,

Indeed, not a fortress, but maybe a terror!102
Appointing some soldiers there,

They got up and departed,

Disappearing from that place.103

When the news reached the Shah in Tehran
Of what had become of his army,

He groaned many times in distress.

With constant sighs, he moaned to no end.
“The reason why I made Ja‘far Quli commander,
And sent the army there,

Is so they should do my bidding,

And finish off the Tekes!

And now Ja‘far Quli Khan,

Coming to Gurgan, has settled there.

He’s lying there like a whale,

But insha'allah we will lay [the Tekes] low!”

The Tekes Gather Heroes to Fight the Persians at Qarri Qala

What did the Tekes and Sarigs do in the end? Know this:
They started in with their old custom!%4 [of war].

The Sarigs befriended the Qajars,05

And for the Tekes this was a good pretext [for war].
They said, “The Sarigs have grown delusional,

So their property and blood is licit'6

In this context, among Turkmens, a “fortress” most likely meant sturdy walls within which
they would set up their tents. In keeping with their hybrid nomadic and sedentary ways of
life, Turkmen architecture tended to be a hybrid of fixed and moveable forms: thick walls,
sometimes with guard posts or guard towers, ringing an open interior space for moveable
tents (yurts).

Samoilovich’s translation has “a thunderstorm” here, but the text has ashob: terror, dread,
confusion, or chaos.

Samoilovich'’s translation has “the game was lost!” But the verb in the text appears to be
gum bolmak: to disappear, here following u yerdin (from that place).

The phrasing in Turkic suggests an ancient cultural norm, not just a pesky habit: gadimghi
adati.

The Qajar dynasty was the ruling dynasty of Iran from 1789-1925.

The word for “licit” here (haldla) is unambiguously religious in character, a basic term in
Islamic law.
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Since the Qajars are a criminal people:1°7
Those who collaborate with them
Surrender control over their souls!"108
Thus they spoke, know this!
Unanimously, the Teke people said:
“There is no way to overtake the Sarigs!
Wherever there may be help

From kin, family, or peers, gather it!
Then things will go differently,

We'll tear the vein from their throats!
Find a strong, fine man,

Very experienced and a master of battle,
Send him to Akhal,

Let him gather a numberless army!”
They said: “There is one, great in body,'0?
A smart one named Qulten,!0

His heroism is extraordinary,

He is mighty, a falcon’s child.

In eloquence he is a parrot,'!!

If he speaks, stone turns to wax!

His mind is utterly perfect.

He is guileless, no blatherer.

He is fit for any task,

He is zealous in his passion.”12

And so, having spoken these words,

“A criminal people”: ahli jinayat.

The phrasing here is ambiguous: the poet writes that they surrender the Aukm of their
souls, which could refer to authority or control but could also mean judgment (that is,
they put themselves at the mercy of divine judgment).

One of the poet’s favorite descriptive words appears for the first time here: tahmtan,
famously an epithet of Rustam. Henceforth many of the Teke heroes are implicitly likened
to Rustam through this idiosyncratic choice of vocabulary.

According to Samoilovich’s interviews, he was actually called Qul Tok Bay. He hailed from
the Bakhshi sub-branch of the Otimish Tekes.

While slightly jarring in English for the uninitiated, the parrot is proverbially an eloquent
bird in Persian and Central Asian literary tradition. No mere gossip or copycat as he is in
English lore, the “Persianate” parrot is a charmer and a raconteur, oftentimes featured as
the narrator of clever tales. Here, the poet describes his eloquence as capable of “melting”
stone (this is what is meant by stone turning to wax).

Samoilovich’s translation has “he is dandy and quite courageous,” but the text has ghayuri
dur ke ghayratligh erur. The translation above is not literal, but it is closer to the mark.
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They sent this man off promptly,

With a message, to Akhal, and

He set off without hesitation.

After this, some leaders of the council said:
“There are still some things we need!”

In the vicinity of Tejen there is a great warrior
His name is so-and-so son of so-and-so,13
And they call him Bay Tursun.!'#

So upright his character is!

He is a companion to the stranger, the hungry,
The careworn, the orphan, and the widow.

He is a benefactor to the poor,

A consolation to the pained captive.

He is the remedy for the pains of the needy,
He is the companion to the oppressed slave.
He has blocked the evildoers’ path,

And has forgiven the evildoers’ evildoing,

He is a comfort for the people of the ulus,'5
He is the adornment of the garden of justice,
He gives the people fruit from the flowerbed of justice,
And receives the people’s prayers.!16

He is content with the sword of justice

When taking revenge on oppressors.

This phrasing appears awkward in English (perhaps inappropriately casual), but it accu-
rately renders the text’s Perso-Arabic fulan ibn fulant.

According to Samoilovich’s interviews, he was actually known as Tursun Bay, and hailed
from the Yagir-Bash sub-sub-branch of the Aman Shah sub-branch of the Bek branch of
the Toqtamish. Samoilovich was able to locate his grandchildren in Tejen (Samoilovich,
Kniga rasskazov o bitvakh tekintsev, 129).

An ancient word found throughout the Mongol- and Turkic-speaking worlds, ulus usu-
ally means “the people subject to a certain ruler” In the context of the Mongol Empire,
this could mean the entire territory governed by the Mongols (in which case “state” or
“empire” might be an appropriate translation), or it could refer more specifically to the
Mongols themselves (in which case “people” is a better translation) or their ruling house-
hold (“dynasty”). In the context of the poem, in which the word recurs four times, it
appears to refer to the Teke Turkmen people specifically, though it is unclear if allied Turk-
men groups might also be included in its scope. (On the history of the word, see Reuven
Amitai, “Ulus,” E12).

Here, as elsewhere, Samoilovich’s translation has “good wishes” for du‘@ (prayer), which
may be a better translation in this context. I stick with its usual meaning, however, in
order to indicate the religious connotations.
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Jewels and pearls from the treasury of justice
He scatters on the people’s heads.

His justice has no equal,

Even in Anushirvan the Just.11?

He is a partridge!!® in the wave of generosity.
He is the hazel grouse!® the ulus needs.!2°
His gift reaches every noble and commoner,
And all the people of the world.

In his lot there seems to be every quality,

And in his kingship'?! every coat of arms.!22
At dawn the praise of God is on his tongue,
And he has no other refuge but God.

He is thankful for the grace of God’s protection,
And hopes for God’s mercy.

He is not saddened by the world’s sorrows,
But grieves for the world’s end.!?3

He seems satisfied with whatever fate has in store.
He entrusts all things to God.

Resigning himself to God’s will in all things—
The saints also lived this way.

People with such praiseworthy qualities
Should find repose in heaven.

And his intellect is perfect, it is fully mature.
The mature ones are immature next to him!

Antshirvan is the common epithet for Khosrow 1, the Sasanid emperor (r. 531-579) who
was famous for his virtuous character. The Sasanid Empire reached its greatest extent
under Anaishirvan’s reign, which is generally depicted as a golden age for ancient Iran.

I am unsure about the special significance of the partridge (daraj) here.

I am likewise unsure about the significance of the hazel grouse (alghi).

Samoilovich’s translation struggles with these lines, catching the hazel grouse (riabchik)
but missing the partridge and the syntax.

The setup for a pun completed in the following line: khani is a pool, but also carries the
connotation of “kingly.”

This line completes the pun: Iram is the name of a famous garden said to have been built
by Shaddad b. Ad, fulfilling the “pool” imagery, while arm is a coat of arms, evoking the
“kingship” imagery. Samoilovich’s translation does not appear to attempt these challeng-
ing, poetically masterful lines. In general, his generally excellent translation appears to
slacken its diligence throughout this long section of epithets and praise.

Samoilovich’s translation has “sighs for the world to come,” which is less literal than my
translation but may be more faithful to the intended meaning.
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His every work is well done,!24

His insights lead the council.?

Finally, they said “O people!

Bring this suitable man to us!

When he has arrived here, let this Bay Tursun
Give counsel to us and stay here!

Agree with his every pronouncement,

By the looks of it, he knows many things!”
They sent many riders to him,

Telling the great man they would bring him.
Coming back, they transported this man

In comfort, as well as in honor.

Great and small alike assembled—know this!
They said, “Welcome! Greetings to you!”

As a counsel they prepared the necessities
Of war from first to last.

Let them mind their own work,

And listen to the events in another place!

Tekes Gear up for Two Battles: The Tekes of Qarri Qal‘a Learn of the
Persian Army’s Approach Just as a Teke Envoy Asks Them for Help
against Sarigs and Persians at Merv

The narrator says the following things—know this!
Qulten the Hero was sent off—know this!

They sent him past dwellings and settlements,
Giving precedence to the ulus’ cause.

He arrived at Akhal, and they said:

“What's the news, whoever you are?”

He said: “Have you heard about the Teke-Sariq war?
How it goes on day and night with no rest?

They sent me to help,

For the sake of their kinship and unity.”

Samoilovich renders this line as “his every matter is debated,” but the text reads khosh
ravishdur (“it is in a good condition”).

Although I have opted to hew closer to the literal translation, Samoilovich’s rendering is
delightfully playful and captures the poet’s tone well: “He is insightful, and oh what a man
of advice he is!”
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The [Akhal people] said, “Welcome, from the bottom of our hearts!
Give the news to our Khan, [Nar Verdi Khan!?6]!”
The hero set off,

And arrived at the Khan’s citadel.

He entered the Khan's court with greetings.
Sitting down in the Khan's dwellings,

He took out a letter, and handed it over,

Having Nur Verdi Khan read it.

He had him read the letter

So that he would be aware—

And suddenly another messenger arrived.

With greetings, he likewise honored the Khan,
And sat down together with Qulten, that falcon.
He took out his letter and handed it over.
Reading from beginning to end,

Nur Verdi learned that Ja‘far Quli had come
With an army to Gurgan.12”

He also learned that he was rumored

The most prominent Teke leader of the nineteenth century, Nar Verdi Khan is also the fore-
most Turkmen in ‘Abd al-Sattar’s narrative. He was born in 1826 in the village of Megin,
northwest of Gok Tepe, a member of the Qara-Yurmek sub-sub-branch of the Vekil sub-
branch of the Toqtamish Tekes. While best known as a military leader, whose achieve-
ments on that front continued for years after the victory over the Persians memorialized by
‘Abd al-Sattar, one of his key talents seems to have been his diplomatic skills. For example,
after aiding Qushut Khan (on whom see below) against the Sarigs in Marv, he managed to
forge a relationship of peace and cooperation between the Tekes, Salors, and Sariqgs—an
achievement which the historian Mehmet Saray, perhaps thinking of it as a prelude to later
Turkmen nationalism, describes as “probably the most significant event in the whole his-
tory of the Turkmens” (Saray, Turkmens in the Age of Imperialism, 58—59). After the victory
narrated in our poem, he became the uncontested leading figure among the Akhal Tekes,
while Qushut Khan led the Tekes at Merv. During Nar Verdi’s absences from the Akhal,
his eldest son Verdi Murad Khan governed in his place. Upon the death of Qushut Khan,
Nur Verdi was elected Khan of the Merv Tekes too. After his death in 1880, another son,
Makhtim Quli Khan, was elected as his successor. (Samoilovich, Kniga rasskazov o bitvakh
tekintsev, 17-124; Grodekov, Voina v Turkmenii, 41-43; S.Dzh. Atdaev “Nur-Berdy-khan—
pravitel’ Akhala i Merva. Chast}” Vestnik RGGU 2024 [ 4], 23—40; “Nur-Berdy-khan—pravitel’
Akhala i Merva. Chast’ 2,” Vestnik RGGU 2025 [1], 40—60.)

Here and elsewhere, Samoilovich’s translation has “the banks of the Gurgan” for suy-i Gur-
gan, perhaps mistaking the text’s Persian suy (direction) / siy-i (in the direction of) for
something to do with the Turkic su (water), and probably reading it as a poetic inversion
of “Gurgan suyi” (“the Gurgan water/river”). Most likely it is not the Gurgan river meant
here, but the region of Gurgan (formerly Astarabad).
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To be setting out in this direction,
Determined to seize the Tekes and Goklens.
He said to Qulten, “O champion!

Be patient for a few days, have a rest.

Know that the enemy of religion has come,
Gathering up his army.

The first duty is to be pure before God,

And after that, go to Merv.”

Then Nar Verdi Khan

Said to his herald,

“Send out the cry, O dear one!”

The herald cried out his cry in every land,
Spreading the news as he arrived in each.
And so several units of the army

Arrived at the ready before the Khan.

They said, “Hey, O ruler!

Many riders have come here.

Whatever the orders, there’s no delay:

There is no good way but war.

We will battle the infidels,

We will tear the vein from their throats.”
Taking up his royal armaments,

This second Sohrab set off.

All the experienced ones, council leaders,
Who had seen so much,

Were all armor-clad,

Strapped with sharp swords, holding spears.
Mounting their keen-nosed horses,

Such jockeys they were! Such Arghamags they had!
They fixed scarlet banners atop their spears.
Several yasavils'?® got ready too.
Majestically, these ones

Drew near to the adventure at Qarri Qal‘a.
When the Géklen people saw, in plumes of dust,
One thousand riders approaching,

In the Central Asian context, Yuri Bregel writes, “The yasavul was an official performing
various special errands, especially passing the orders of the Khan and high dignitaries to
lower standing officials.” They could also be found rounding up troops in preparation for
military campaigns (Bregel, Firdaws al-igbal, 612n640).
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They knew that it was Nar Verdi Khan,

That courageous and heroic one.

Coming out before him, they greeted him,
Great and small, with all honors.

They helped him dismount with due respect,
And did the same for the entire army.

They said, “O Nur Verdi Khan,

You have brought happiness to these people!”
Great and small assembled,

Saying, “Welcome, ruler!

May everything in the world be yours!

May God and his Prophet be your companions!”
Then, while they were talking like this,

One came up running, saying something.

That garaval'?? said, “O people,

The infidels have come

In their detachments and battalions,

Wasting no time, arriving quickly,

Turning the face of the earth to smoke with their cannons,
The noise of the cannon, karnay, and surnay'3°
Is like the devil's hallucination.

They've come and settled among the hills,
Fixing their tent-ropes to bits of stone.”

The messenger rushed off to alert troops.

Now the infidels’ business took a different turn:
Ten thousand Teke riders came,

And Nur Verdi Khan was at their head!

All of them decked out in iron,

All of them drunk with vigor,

Each one battle-tested, at the ready,

A master of his craft.

Derived from the Mongolian word gara’ul, meaning “vanguard” or “scout,” the garavil in
Central and South Asia could refer to anything from the chief huntsman of the court (in
the Mughal context) to a sentinel or patrol guard. The most appropriate translation for the
present context, however, is clearly “scout.” See Thomas Allsen, The Royal Hunt in Eurasian
History (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006), 83; Hendrik Boeschoten, A
Dictionary of Early Middle Turkic (Leiden: Brill, 2022), 238.

Also known as a zurna, this is a double-reed woodwind instrument which may have orig-
inated in Central Asia. It remains popular today in folk music traditions throughout Eura-
sia, though it is perhaps most closely associated with Anatolian and Balkan folk music.
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The Tekes and Their Allies Confront Ja‘far Quli Khan’s Persian
Army near Qarri Qala

The Persians also learned: “From the Yomut people,
Coming from their day camp,

An army had gathered and was coming without pause
To swallow the Persian army in one breath like dragons.
Won't this disaster, with its terrors and its sorrows,
Bring us a hundred thousand troubles?”

Jafar Quli grew anxious at the messenger’s words.!3!
What presence of mind remained to him, what intelligence, what heart?
That night he lay there without closing his eyelashes,
His eyelids never coming together.

Finally dawn alit from the sun’s rays,

And the sky took the crown from its head.

At that time a picture was revealed:

A river of troops, moving to and fro,'32

Filled the face of the earth.

It was Niir Verdi Khan who had emerged,

His army came out to the battlefield.

Out of despair, Ja‘far Quli Khan laid down,

And they said to him: “Get up, O dear one,

Your friend has come and stands ready, look!

The army has filled the world from top to bottom.”
Perceiving this, he got up and said,

“IT'had a dream, and it struck me deeply.”

He said, “The saint Hasan Kashi came,

Grabbed me, and polluted me!'33

Oh so-and-so, interpret my dream!”

So-and-so said, “Get up, quickly!

Perform the ablutions and tell no one this dream, O Khan.
A superior enemy is pressing upon you.”

While they were engaged in this talk, know this:
Coming from the direction of Islam

Samoilovich’s translation has “thoughtful,” but the text has vahmnak (frightened, anx-
ious).

Lit.: attacking and retreating: karr u farr

The Turkic text leaves no doubt that this is sexual “pollution” ( jaban)!
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There was a man strong in body, a mighty figure
Demanding single combat—know this, oh creature!
[We have never had a lion like him!

His famous name is ‘Avazli Tentek.]!34

Loudly he said, “O Qizilbash,

Send out a combatant like me!

I'll battle him one on one,

And I'll tear the vein from his throat!”

After some time, he made his demand again:
“[Send] a man—or have the Qizilbash grown cowardly?”
He said, “O heretics,

If you're afraid to send one champion,

Then send out two brave ones!

And otherwise, spit out combatants,135

Line up several of your soldiers!

We'll have a war never to be repeated.

Let those who hear of it say, ‘Hail them!"”

In the end, for fear of this man,

No one emerged from the Qizilbash ranks.

Crying out again, this champion said:

“O heretics, you have mulled it over!

I've not even stretched out my hand with a spear,
You've tasted not a drop of poison from my sword,
But you've already grown frightened, reflective,
Sunk in thought!

And Ja‘far Quli Khan has fallen ill,

He lies about in a bewildered state.

And what's this about a dream in which

Hasan Kashi pressed up on him and defiled him?”
Hearing this champion’s words,

Ja‘far Quli struck himself in the face and said,
“How did the hero know about my dream?

Samoilovich notes that this line was written in a different hand, evidently by Khwaja Eli
Mulla. ‘Avazli Tentek was of the Vekil sub-branch of the Toqtamish branch of the Tekes,
and hailed from Qizil Arvat—but he may, in fact, have been the same person as Fali Mer-
gen (who is also mentioned in the poem). “Tentek” and “Mergen” were likely nicknames:
tentek means “fool” or, perhaps better here, “crazy”; mergen means “sharpshooter” (I am
grateful to Devin DeWeese for these readings). Samoilovich, Kniga rasskazov o bitvakh tek-
intsev, 124.

The Turkic deploys a nice onomatopoeia for the “spitting” here: mubariz tuf tuf aylap.
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He is standing there telling my dream!”

His companion!® said, “O elder brother Khan,
Put aside your dream and look at the mayhem!
An enemy has come before us,

With no beginning or end to be seen.”

Ja‘far Quli Khan came to his senses,

And summoned the crier, saying:

“Sound the cry, O dear one!”

The crier sounded the cry among the army, saying:
“Gather on the battlefield, get in formation!”

So the armies came face to face,

And they filled the battlefield from end to end.
Ja‘far Quli sent a combatant to the arena.

The fighter came riding out,

And he said: “O champion!

Come out, stand here, and compete!

You, who were running your mouth to no end
About how you didn'’t find a rival that very minute.”
He turned his horse in his rival’s direction,

And both riders drew near one another.

Each tested his mettle against the other,

They strained themselves in the fray.

[And his name was Fali Mergen,'3” know this!

He is from the country of Qizil Arvat.]'38

Finally, that Sunni champion,

Going before him face to face,

Hit him on the top of the head with his sword,
Cutting him in two down to the saddle!

Ja'far Quli said, “What time is it?”

His fortune-teller'3® said, “This hour is ill-omened.”
He turned his army back to their tents,

And everyone went back to his place and settled.

The word here is a generic term for an intimate confidant, sometimes used to refer to a
spouse: mahram.

According to Samoilovich, he was of the Vekil sub-branch of the Toqtamish branch of the
Tekes, and hailed from Qizil Arvat—but he may, in fact, have been the same person as
‘Avazli Tentek (mentioned above). Samoilovich, Kniga rasskazov o bitvakh tekintsev, 124.
Samoilovich notes that this line too was written in a different handwriting from the rest
of the text, presumably added later.

The word for fortune-teller here is one I have come across relatively rarely: quraji.
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Rejoicing, the army of Islam
Returned happily from that place.
For several days they did not fight—know this!

Introducing the Teke Champions

Then a messenger arrived.

That soul gave the Muslims the news:

“Ja‘far Quli Khan will come to you tomorrow.”
Conferring, all the officers [said]:

“Having readied the cannons and cleaned their muzzles,
We traveled several farsangs

And sat here to no practical end.

Let’s battle with [our fellow] Sunnis!

We'll take it or we'll give it, as they say!

There is a hill over there—

If we should show our strength!4? and take it now,
And drag our cannons atop it, then know this:

We will take the fortress straight away!”

Having heard this news, the believers

Held a council, spoke of this and that,

And sent several riflemen to that hill.

Their preparations were done, all those experienced ones.
At last they were ready for the coming battle 1!
United in their composure.

They entrusted themselves to God,

May the Creator of all things aid them!

After that came the night, and then the dawn:
The sky thrust forward a spear—

That is, the sun came out, and it was day.

The face of the earth was dyed with color.!42

Samoilovich’s translation has “insolence” but the text has zor (strength, might).

Here the text has bulut (cloud), but bolup is certainly intended.

The poetic image in the original is beautiful and difficult to translate: rangrez boldi. A ran-
gréz in Persian is a dyer of fabric, but here the word has taken on a looser and more literal
etymology: literally, the word means “color-pourer,” and the sense in the poem is that the
world, illuminated by daylight, has been filled with color as if it was dyed. The Russian
translation has “the face of the world was filled with bright light,” which is serviceable.
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The infidel people sounded the war drums,

And sundry sounds rang out.

The artillerymen moved their cannons,

The officers collected their ranks,

Their cavalry and infantry,

And led them out to the battlefield.

And from the other side, all the people of faith,43
At the ready, came out to the battlefield.

In front of them stood a hero, [Durdi Khan 44—
In his glory he was like Nar Verdi Khan.
Standard-bearers with standards atop their lances!#>
Rode before him,

Along with several detachments marching,
Group by group, at an easy pace.

Both rivers of troops were ready,

In their ranks, standing face-to-face.

A cloud poured across the battlefield—know this!
Lightning spread the scent of hyacinth.

When the wind swept across,

It was pure, like the heart of a saint.

The face of the battlefield was clean and ready,

It was tidied for warfare.

After this, Nur Verdi Khan said:

“Let the combatants gather on the battlefield!”
Durdi Khan spurred his horse and it rode out,
Prancing and galloping.

He was a champion with heart,

And could throw down an enemy,

Even one strong in body.

He had seen many battles,!46

And he'd launched quite a few barbs at his enemies.
He went to the battlefield, at the ready:

The phrase here is ahli iman, contrasting with the ahll kuffar (the heretic people).

A Goklen Turkmen leader, mentioned together with Yakhshi Mergen (also mentioned
in the poem) in at least one other Turkmen historical source from the same period
(Samoilovich, Kniga rasskazov o bitvakh tekintsev, 123).

Samoilovich’s translation has “banners reaching to the end of their horses’ bits,” but I do
not see this content in the Turkic text.

Literally, “many battles had passed over his head.”
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He was determined to fight.

Another young hero spurred his own horse,

He was a strong figure, a champion.

They called him Jari Bahadur,#”

And such a hero is very rare!

Another champion!4® was from the Sichmaz Tekes,
From the main settlement of the Biirmi clan.

He too was a man with which none could compare,
He was chief among the combatants.

This superior one knew his way around a weapon,
And he joined the [ranks of other] elites.!4®

There was also another champion,

Who was necessary for the task at hand:

He was from the Yazir Khan!5° Tekes,

And did not fear his enemies.

He too went out on the battlefield—know this!

He joined the mine of champions.

The Yomuts Arrive to Help the Tekes

From the direction of the sunset, dust appeared,
And amid the dust there was a clearing.

A boundless army came into sight.

At its head, the ruler of the age approached.

On his head he had the crown of the Prophet.15!
He was the leader of the world’s people.

He was clothed in green, with a green staff.152

I have not found any further information on this figure.

The text reads baduri (?) but bahadurt is probably meant.

Samoilovich’s translation has “among the combatants he was a leader,” but the text has
bayvast (Persian: payvast), which means “joined to / with” rather than “leader of.”

With apologies to the reader for the inadequacy of English for translating the many subdi-
visions of Turkmen social organization, “Yazir Khan people” most likely refers to the Yazi
sub-sub-sub-branch of the Ak-Vekil sub-sub-branch of the Vekil sub-branch of the Toq-
tamish branch of the Teke Turkmens. (Saray, p. 1)

The word for “prophet” here is payghambar, a common way of referring to Muhammad.
Green is considered a sacred color in Muslim tradition, representing paradise (whose
denizens are thought to be dressed in green, as per Quran 76:21). Rulers and sayyids
(descendants of the Prophet Muhammad) have often sported green clothing to evoke this
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In his heart was the memory of God, and in his mouth a prayer.
Before him were eight standard-bearers,
Representing eight thousand troops.

They call that man Mahmud Ishan,!53

And he was the head of the Yomut people.

He personally arrived at that moment,

And put his troops in order on the battlefield.
They came and joined the believers,

And sorrow reached the infidels.

They too were in their ranks to one side as,
Spurring their horses, the champions emerged.

A Great Battle Begins: Tekes, Yomuts, and Goklens against the
Persians

Finally, these champions leapt from the ranks
Of the Tekes, Yomuts, and Goklens.

Spurring one another in their zeal,

They rode into battle all at once.

These men held out their spears,

And spurred their horses,

Saying: “Come here, heretics!”

Hearing these champions’ words,

association. The staff here is also a religious symbol: holy figures like prophets and saints
typically carried staffs, supposedly in imitation of Muhammad. In Central Asia, a typical
hagiographical motif features a saint planting his staff in the ground to make the desert
bloom, usually as a way of establishing a sacred site around which a new settlement would
develop.

Memorialized by a shrine complex and cemetery near Ashkhabad (Ashgabat) named in
his honor, Mahmud Ishan (ca. 1790-1880) was a renowned leader among the Yomut Turk-
mens. Honored with the title of sardar (military commander), he was also a religious
teacher who graduated from a madrasa (Islamic college) in Khiva. He hailed from Bed-
erkend (now called Gorogly, and formerly Tahta) in the Khanate of Khiva. According to
the poem, he joined the fight against the Persians and led a wing of the Turkmen armies
to victory at Qarri Qal‘a, where (Samoilovich writes) he settled for several years after the
war. According to lore, he wore a distinctive green turban and went on hajj (the pilgrim-
age to Mecca) no fewer than seven times. Some 500 meters from his hillside grave, at the
entrance to the cemetery named in his honor, there is a major mosque, completed in 1998,
which is lined with fine marble and designed to accommodate 1,500 people (R.G. Muradov,
https://islamology.ru/content/maxmyza-umran-%E2%80%8E/, accessed May 17, 2025).
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The infidels aimed their cannons,

And fired several shots in their direction—
That is, toward the army of Islam.

Those brave ones, unafraid of the cannons,
Rushed into the vanguard of the soldiers.

Their spears tore through the latter’s chests,
And emerged, glistening, from their backs.
With several soldiers in ruins,

The Qizilbash were begging for mercy.

Ja‘far Quli said, “Woe to my army!

They devoured my army like a dragon!

A cavalry group from the Turkmen people

Is tearing the artery from the army’s throat.
Hey, officers!

Let’s steady ourselves for battle, eyes open!”
Saying these words, he appointed inspectors!>*
To the right and left flanks of his army—know this!
He moved the cannons, had them fire,

And the world was filled with smoke.

The sound reached the heavens,!55

Such that earth trembled

Right down to the fish [that supports the world].156
Forming ranks, he shifted his army,

Setting straight their movements.

With undiminished strength, the infidel people
Swallowed up the champions.!57

The brave ones fought as they retreated,

And they reached Niir Verdi Khan.

They said, “O Khan of Seyilkhan!'58

A surprising use of the word muhassil, which typically means tax collector (Persian, Ara-
bic), cashier (Arabic), or train/streetcar conductor (Arabic).

This line contains a word I have been unable to interpret; Samoilovich’s translation sug-
gests that he also struggled with it: kamiras.

This is the fish (samak) called Bahamit. According to medieval Islamic cosmology, the
earth rests on the shoulders of an Atlas-like angel standing on a slice of precious stone
which is balanced on the back of a giant bull who is himself balancing on this giant fish.
Samoilovich’s translation has “began to push back,” but the verb in the text is awbar gildilar
(“they swallowed”).

Seyilkhan (usually transcribed as one word) is a mythical ancestor of the Turkmen people.
The epithet here appears to be a shortened form of: “Khan of the people of Seyilkhan.” See
Samoilovich, Kniga rasskazov o bitvakh tekintsev, 133.
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The infidels gathered and pressed us back!
Suddenly they were upon us,

Firing cannons and shooting their guns.”

The army of Islam regrouped bit by bit,

And then the infidels too went into a frenzy.
Emerging from the hillocks, they moved their cannons
To the top of the hill,

Drawing them near and opening fire,

Filling the world with smoke.

The Muslim people

Were bewildered and dazed.

The people of the Qarri Qal‘a fort wept mightily,
Cried out to God, and sobbed in pain.

They said, “O God, creator of everything!
Receive the captives’ prayers!”

The Tekes, Yomuts, and Goklens Regroup

Finally, Yakhshi Mergen!59
(He was a wise man, and very perspicacious)
Said: “O kadkhudas'®® and Khans and princes!'6!

The Khan of the Goklen Tekes, Yakhshi Mergen is mentioned by name in at least who other
sources from the period (one Turkmen, one Russian). See Samoilovich, Kniga rasskazov o
bitvakh tekintsev, 123.

Kadkhuda is an ancient Persian word meaning “master of the house,” and while the ety-
mology suggests a family elder, its functional meaning in more recent centuries was that
of a community representative, interfacing between a village or tribe and the Iranian gov-
ernment. “Village elder” or “tribal elder” can be a serviceable translation, but the position
could be temporary. (The word had a slightly different meaning in the Ottoman con-
text, where it referred to a deputy official.) Of the kadkhudas of the Tekes, the British
Lieutenant-Colonel C.E. Stewart, who traveled in Khurasan disguised as an Armenian
horse-dealer (!), wrote: “Each clan is divided into many families, and these families have
each a person called a khetkhoda who acts for the family in matters of policy, but he can
only act according to the wishes of the clan. I do not know the exact number of khetkho-
das in the Merv country. I believe there are 24, but there may be more.” He went on: “In
times of danger the khetkhodas elect some person, who by family influence and determi-
nation of will obtains paramount power for a time, but Turkomans are too independent
and free to allow him to retain it when the danger is past.” See C.E. Stewart, “The Country
of the Tekke Turkomans and the Tejend and Murghab Rivers,” Proceedings of the Royal Geo-
graphical Society and Monthly Record of Geography. Vol. 3, No. g (Sept. 1881), 542; Cengiz
Orhonlu and G. Baer, “Kethuda,” E12.

The word here is beg, which is difficult to translate in this context; among Tekes of the
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The infidel dogs have come!

Remembering the eternal God,

Let’s set off on our horses,

And renew the fight with the infidel people!

My God will please us with victory,

And he will give many troubles to the infidels!”
All at once they said, “Agreed!

We are hungry for the fray, we demand it!”
Spurring one another with zeal,

They armed themselves and got ready.

They set off on horseback and returned to battle,
Crying out, “Allahu akbar!”

Those dashing ones tightened the reins,

And the world was covered with their dust.
Without looking right or left,

They drew near to the infidel people.

The infidels knocked down their own fire temple,'62
As the faithful people raised up our Lord.

The voices of cannons chortled,'63

And swords and lances clattered along.

Both armies were in a pitched melee,

And for some time, it was an all-out fray.
Muslims’ swords struck the infidels’ heads,
Falling on the devils’ heads like stars!

They say that Nar Verdi Khan

Began roaring'64 like an angry lion.

Striking out with his sword, he galloped,

He raced right and left, slicing infidels asunder.!65
Sometimes he wielded a sword and sometimes a spear.

Merv region, it appears to have referred to clan-representatives who sat on a local council.
See A.R. Ikhsanov, “Turkmeny-tekintsy v xvii—nachale xvi11 v.,” Tiurkologicheskii sbornik
(2011—2012), 158.

Samoilovich’s translation has “brought down the temple fire,” but the text has: yigip kuffar
eli atashkadasin [sic). The sense of the action here may be that the infidels, in their haste
and fear, knocked over their own temple.

The poet uses a nice onomatopoeia for the rattle and crackle of the cannons: figirlip.
Another nice onomatopoeia, here for the roar of a lion: ghurrish.

Samoilovich’s translation has “he chopped left and right, (as if) he had sharpened a
feather,” but I see no feather in the text, which has the verb galamlab—a rarity which may
mean “to cut in two” (see the Persian galam kardan). The translator was perhaps thinking
of the galam here as a feather quill?
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He flipped some officers upside down!166

He took them under his right hand like a shepherd,
He devoured them like a dragon!

Biting his lip, he wielded his spear and struck,
And some, flipping over, dove for cover.

With a sword-strike he made some babble

And bury their chins in the ground.!6”

Now two men, strong in body, are drawing near:
One is Durdi Khan, and one is Qulten.

They are slaughtering the infidels,

Leveling them to the ground,

Turning many of the living into the lifeless.
Putting their swords to work,

They fix their gaze on the infidels’ banners.
Then four lions leap out from one side!
Roaring lions are approaching, striking with their swords!
One is Jari, along with a kinsman,

The other is Ashraf, along with a comrade.

The swords shone in their hands!

They gathered up soldiers and beat them.
Another young hero of great quality,

Known as Batir Bek,168

This man too drove his fleet horse—

Regard this man’s deeds!

He struck out into battle, attacking,

Striking honorably with sword and spear,
Slashing, he cut several into pieces,

And sent them to hell.

He was malevolent to the infidels,

He drew cries from those heretics!

These men caused much wailing,

They caused such rivers of blood to flow!
Several other avid ones, these from the Yomuts,
Joined the fray, making a massacre.

I am indebted to Samoilovich for the translation of the rare verb ommolmak (?) (“to flip
upside down”), which I have not seen elsewhere.

The idea here seems to be that they hit the ground face-first, kicking up the dirt cartoon-
ishly with their chins.

I have not found further information about this figure.
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520 They slaughtered the infidels’ left wing,
And spilled much of the infidels’ blood.
And so all the faithful people
Cut infidel heads with a slicing sword.

The Enemy Flees and the Heroes Rest

At that moment Nur Verdi Khan said,
“Brave ones, break through to the banner!”
Everyone looked toward the banner,
And turned everything topsy-turvy with slaughter.
And then Ja‘far Quli Khan said,
“The Sunni people are advancing and defeating us,
525 We have lost the battle here.
Fleeing is better than staying here!”
So they gathered everything,
And turned their faces to the path of escape.
Learning of their escape, the people of Islam
[Sent] combatants who cut down their banner.
In the end they defeated the infidel people,
Who left by the same road that brought them.
The people of faith pursued them, attacking.
They left the Qizilbash bewildered.
530  Since the champions had tired from battle,
It was time to give the cowards a chance!
Hills of dead bodies grew,
And the victors sat
With hands upraised in prayer.
Ja‘far Quli was in a dazed state.
Jettisoning his cannons, ruining his army,
He hit the road fleeing,
His soul could leap out from grief.
The hail and rain that had fallen from the sky
Pooled, and he let it freeze
The troops that remained on the battlefield.
535 With grief169 in deep regret, he cried out “Alas!”
And he set off from there to Gurgan.

169 The text has hasrab, but clearly hasrat is meant here.
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The people of faith were victorious and triumphant,
And they came back from the battlefield happily.
When they returned to the Goklen country,

To the fort of Qarri Qal‘a,

The people [there] said, “Hey, O Khan and princes!
Rest and recover for a while!"70

They rested for a few days and relaxed,

They took a breath in repose.

The Tekes and Yomuts said to the Goklen people,
“We'll go back home if it’s alright with you.

Live here in good health!

We give you our respects.

May God give you all the good things

Of that world to come, and this one!”

Finally, they said farewell to one another,

And each went back to his own dwelling-place.
Nir Verdi too headed back,

Along with his army.

He arrived victorious at his dwelling-place,

And his army dispersed, each to his own land.
Then Nur Verdi Khan said,

“Well then, Qulten, be on your way!

Tell those people [in Merv] about this business
That happened with the Qizilbash!”

Nir Verdi Khan gave him a letter, know this!

And Qulten headed to Merv.

Nir Verdi’s Mission of Peace to the Sariqs and Tekes at Merv

Qulten traveled for several days,

And then he reached Merv.

He gave the news to the people of Merv, O friend!
And those people were very happy.

He also said, “Nuar Verdi Khan will come

And gather an army, hero that he is.”

85

An idiomy; literally, something like: “Don’t be tired since a few days [ago]!” (Nechd kiindin

beri kim harmanglar).
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Hearing this, the people rejoiced.

They began to live as they had before:

They made war day and night,

So that the earth was stained with blood!

One day'™ the Sariqs and Tekes, [still warring, |
Were in their ranks on the battlefield,

When dust appeared

From the direction of sunset,

And from the midst of the dust

A standard-bearer emerged.

One brave man was striding before him,

He was like that Nar Verdi Khan—

[And indeed, it was he!]

He had gathered a numberless army,

And arrived at the scene.

There, that man stopped at the edge of the battlefield
And sent a messenger to all sides:

“Let the Teke and Sariq chiefs!?? assemble here!”
So, when many great ones came from each side,
That is, the chiefs and notables,

They saw one another, greeted one another, and conversed,
Saying, “Welcome! You must be tired and hungry!”
They said, “O ruler, what is the news?

Explain: what is your aim here?”

The perspicacious ruler said,

“We heard that you were warring without end.

So we came to reconcile you,

To bring you two brothers!”® together.

Ease up! Spill the enmity from your heart!

There is a hadith from our Path-Guide,

That is to say, from the Prophet of us all:
‘Whosoever has enmity has no religion’”+—know this!”

This line begins in the traditional manner of a folktale or hagiographical anecdote: Kiin-
ldrdd bir kiin, which has the sense of “Once upon a time ...”

Here and below I translate ketkhuda as “chief” to conserve syllables.

As above, the word here is gardash (brother, sibling).

The author may have in mind one of several hadith traditions here, e.g. Sahth Muslim
Book 1, Hadith 142: “The love of the ansar [Muhammad’s helpers] is the sign of faith and
hatred against them is the sign of dissemblance”; Hadith Qudst 25: “Whosoever shows
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The chief of the Sarigs said [to Nar Verdi],

“[We] will go to [our] people,

And gather the nobles and commoners.

We will confer, and then tell you our answer.

If you agree, we will go to our people now!”

They immediately received permission to go,

So they went and gathered the nobles and commoners.
These ones said, “a good knight has come,

And he has gathered an army, that knight Nar Verdi.'”s
He came to us with an appeal, saying: ‘Make peace!
Let us build the unity of the Sunni people!"176

The Sarigs Reject Peace with the Tekes

Finally, after some talk, the Sariq people

Chose for themselves the way of conflict.

They got ready for war,

And at once entered the fray.

They fought for several days, growing tired and hungry.
The poor Sarigs fell into disarray.

Finally, they begged for mercy, [saying] “al-aman”*"7

enmity to someone devoted to Me, I shall be at war with him.” This line is also evoca-
tive of some Qur’anic passages, e.g. Quran 47:9: “That is because they [the disbelievers]
have enmity for what Allah has revealed, so He has rendered their deeds void.”

In ‘Abd al-Sattar’s text, they seem not to recognize Nar Verdi here, describing the visitor
only as one resembling Nur Verdi—a detail  have omitted to reduce confusion and tighten
up the syntax. The idea seems to be that if they had realized it was Nar Verdi, they might
have taken a different path from the one they take below.

Samoilovich’s translation has “peace,” but the text has birlik (unity)—an important dis-
tinction in this context.

Literally meaning “safety” or “protection,” aman has a deeper meaning in the context of
historical “holy wars.” In medieval tradition, a non-Muslim enemy combatant (sometimes
called a harbr), by receiving aman from their Muslim adversaries, could be provided with
formal legal protections for themselves and their property, similar to that which was fre-
quently offered to pilgrims, traders, and other welcome foreigners. According to J. Schacht,
the pioneering German scholar of Islamic legal history, the specific legal status received
under a system of aman was comparable to that enjoyed by dhimma (non-Muslim sub-
jects) in the same domain. More simply and immediately, however, the combatants in the
poem are clearly using the phrase as a kind of white flag of surrender. In modern Central
Asia, amanat refers to the branch of law concerning safekeeping and pledges, as well as to



88

580

178
179

180

181

182

183
184

JANGNAMA: TRANSLATION

They shouted, “Islam!"78

The Teke people said, “O kinfolk!

There will be peace

If you gather yourselves!”® and leave!”

The Sariq people agreed to these words,

And they left, parting from their homeland.

Finally, Merv “the Shah of the World"—know this!—
At last became the dwelling-place of the Teke people alone.!8°
There is a saying: It is a mistake to race against a horse
And to fight against a strong man!

The simple!®! Sarigs forgot this saying,

And they were parted from their homeland.

They dispersed.

The Persian Shah Learns of His Army’s Defeat at Qarri Qal‘a'82

Well, poet, this story is over!

Now then, get to the remaining stories.
Jafar Quli, acting like an ass,83

Like a standard-bearer fleeing the field,!84
Rushed to the borders of Gurgan,

securities in general. (]J. Schacht, “Aman,” E12; Frank and Mamatov, Dictionary of Central
Asian Islamic Terms, 10.)

Literally, “Muslimness!” (musulmanliq).

Literally, “if you take your heads” and leave (I am not aware of this phrase as a typical idiom
for departure, so it could be a snarky reference to the severed heads littering the proverbial
battlefield).

While the chronology here (and throughout the poem) departs from what is known about
the period, the expulsion of the Sarigs from Merv at the hands of the Tekes is well-attested
in historical sources (see the Introduction to this volume).

“Simpleminded” would be a sensible translation given the context, but the word for simple
here (sada) is less evocative of foolishness than of rustic or childlike naiveness. In general,
the poet seems to pity the Sarigs here, depicting their predicament as a tragic mistake on
their part rather than the result of evil or heresy.

Here, there is a strange and incongruous section heading in the original Turkic text: “The
events concerning Ja‘far Quli, who was miserably defeated and killed in Astarabad, and of
the fugitives from the army he sent to Tehran.” I have removed it, since it does not describe
the events that follow, and replaced it with a more descriptive heading.

Literally, “like a donkey”: kharr.

Samoilovich’s translation has “like a horse running away from a kite,” but the text has a
tughdar (standard-bearer) fleeing the otlag (meadow).
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That is, to the frontiers of Astarabad.

He made a promise to the Shah of Tehran:
“I'will crush the Tekes!”

The Shah said, “If you fulfill your promise,

O Khan, I will make you the boss!®> of Khurasan!”
[But] he ate misery and died,

And Malik made him boss of hell.186

And the narrators also recount

That several people arrived [in Tehran]

And said: “O world-guardian Shah!

We can't tell you what happened.”

Seeing in their words a sign

That many calamities had struck his army,

The Shah did not believe what they said.

His face turned crimson,

And he gave an order to his executioner,'8”

Who cut off their ears and noses on his block.!88
Suddenly, arriving in their ranks,

Were several generals, along with other officers.
They said, “All this is true, O Shah!

That is, the death of your army—be aware!”
[The Shah] lost his senses, collapsed flat on his back,
And broke wind several times.18°

Since there were several princes in his midst,

As well as several servants and freedmen,

“Governor” is closer to the literal translation here (the Turkic text has valr), but “boss” is
closer to the blunt spirit of the joke.

Samoilovich’s translation has “an angel” giving him this fiery promotion, but the text
has Malik—who was the warden of hell. According to Samoilovich, local Turkmen lore
reported that Jafar Quli Khan had attempted to poison himself after his defeat—this may
be what the poet means by “eating misery.” Mentioned in the Qur’an as a chief angel of hell,
Malik is featured in a striking passage describing the suffering of hell’s residents: “Indeed,
the wicked will be in the torment of Hell forever. It will never be lightened for them, and
there they will be overwhelmed with despair. We did not wrong them, but it was they who
were the wrongdoers. They will cry, ‘O Malik! Let your Lord finish us off. He will answer,
‘You are definitely here to stay” We certainly brought the truth to you, but most of you
were resentful of the truth.” (Quran 43: 74—78). This is the warden of hell to which our
poet refers.

This is no mere killer, but literally the official “court” executioner: jallad.

This is a veritable butcher’s block: dor.

Literally, “several winds came out from behind him”!
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The princes kissed him,

And said to the servants, “Get him up immediately!”
The servants lifted him, propping him up,

Or rather they sat him atop his throne.

They said, “This hour our Shah

Has been struck by a blow from the devils and fairies!"90
After some time, the Shah came to his senses,

And life flowed through all his limbs.

He got himself together and,

Opening his mouth, yawned once or twice.19!

His cupbearer brought him a cup of wine.

He drank the wine to the last drop,

And he got drunk from that cup of wine,

And boasted about his kingdom.

He said, “My decrees reach to Isfahan,

Which they call the Center of the World.192

And I also rule Shiraz and Kashan, O friend!

And Qazvin, along with Tehran!

And Azerbaijan and Damghan,

And Hamadan and Mazandaran!

And Shahrad, Bastam, and Astarabad,

Whose oppressed ones turn to me for help!

And on this side, Khaf, Tan, Tabas,

And Sistan are mine, as far as Herat.

In short, all the climes of Iran

Greet me, bowing their heads!

Once a person has such power,

Can he countenance [such] foreigners?

I know of one group, the Tekes,

They came like a whirlwind descending on a lake!"193
Such was the anger of that lowly Shah [for the Tekes].

The devils and fairies here are the devs and paris of Muslim lore.

The verb here, iskamak, typically means “to sniff,” so it is tempting to read this line as the
Shah sniffing the air and opening his mouth in distaste, realizing how he had “perfumed”
the area during his convalescence. More likely, however, is that the word means “to yawn”
here.

The epithet is a pun: “center of the world” is nisf-i jahan.

Samoilovich’s translation has “whirlwind” for jilak, but I am unable to find this word else-
where. The closest alternative—jolak, meaning “sheep tick” in modern Uzbek—does not
seem auspicious, so Samoilovich is most likely correct.
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From his arrogance,

He held himself to be Faridan.

He sent inspectors!®* to every country,

Saying: “Gather an army and send it to one place:
Let it go to Mashhad,

And let the leaders of each district gather there,
Setting up their tents, canopies, and pavilions.”

The Shah Appoints Prince Hamza Mirza to Lead the War against
the Tekes

Having finished with his pretensions,!9
[The Shah] then took a cup of wine,
Saying, “Is there a hero here—

But let him be strong and powerful!—
Who might lay the Tekes low?

If he does not take vengeance on them,
May the wine I offer be haram'®6 to him!”
There was one in his midst, a braggart,
Who forgot himself boasting of his valor.197
He stood up respectfully and said “O Shah,
I am your sacrifice! I will go if you order it!
I swear an oath to fulfill this task,

I will do battle with the enemy!

I will take all their families captive,98

I will pillage whatever there is to pillage!”

The word here is muhassil; in the Ottoman context this was a tax collector, and indeed the
role here involves troop levies, but “tax collector” would sound awkward above.

The word here is iddi‘a’ (claim, plaint, arrogant pretension).

The Shah is trying to communicate that one who fails to carry out the task at hand would
be forbidden from enjoying his wine, no less than if it was religiously proscribed. Of
course, most Muslim jurists would consider wine to be ~aram on any occasion—anote of
comedy which was probably intentional in the poem, given its depiction of the Shah as a
bit of a drunk!

These philologically interesting lines are almost impossible to translate literally from the
Turkic: yaninda man-manlik aytgan bahadurman [sic!| teyup ozin unutghan. Roughly: “In
his midst was one who forgot himself, saying ‘me-me-etc., 'm a champion!"”

The word for captive here is asir, suggesting something more like a prisoner than a slave
(qul or ghulam).
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It was Hamza Mirza'®® who spoke,

Blathering so many words.

So the Shah accepted him,

And he sent him off—know this!

[But first] he gave him the cup of wine in his hand,
And the man drank it down to the dregs.

The Shah said, “O you hero!

You are the champion of the world!200

Go then, and I appoint you commander of the army,
That is to say, sardar of the troops.”

He gave him countless gifts and largesse,

And entrusted him with the army’s equipment.20!
He said: “Take what you need for the journey too,
And prepare all you require.

After that, go to the tomb

For ziyarat?°? at the grave of the Imam.203

Then head onwards from there to Merv,

And do battle with the Tekes!

Trample them into the ground,

Hurt them and drive them off!

A Persian prince and governor in Khurasan who led the disastrous campaign to Merv in
1860, which is the focus of the second half of the Jangnama. Sometimes called by his hon-
orific title Khishmat al-dawla in Persian sources, prince Hamza Mirza is one of only three
direct participants of the 1858-1860 battles from the Persian side whom ‘Abd al-Sattar
mentions by name (the others being Jafar Quli Khan and Qara Sartib).

Samoilovich’s translation has “the owner of the happiest destiny,” which is a good read-
ing but perhaps overdone; the text has sahibgirani, which—while literally meaning “lord
of the auspicious conjunction (of planets)’—is deployed formulaically and routinely
throughout the epic to mean simply “champion” or “great warrior.”

Literally, the army’s accountancy (iAtisab). Yuri Bregel writes that the full armament of a
Turkmen at war consisted of a rifle with a bayonet, one or two pistols, a dagger, a Persian-
style saber, and a hooked spear: Bregel, “Sochinenie Baiani ‘Shadzhara-yi khorezmshakhi’
kak istochnik po istorii Turkmen,” Kratkie soobshcheniia Instituta narodov Azii 44 (1961),
78-79.

Pilgrimage—in this context, specifically pilgrimage to the grave of a saint.

Imam Riza is probably meant here, whose shrine—one of the holiest sites in the region—
is at Mashhad. In fact, the word for “tomb” in this line is mashhad, but without being
completely certain that the Imam Riza shrine is meant here I opted not to translate it as
“Mashhad” (the city). In Central Asian hagiography, it is common to find warriors or rulers
visiting a shrine before heading off to war; see, for example, Eden, The Life of Muhammad
Sharif, 48-49.
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If you don't carry out these orders,

Disappear and don’t come back—know this!”
So saying, the Shah gave him a blessing,
Saying, “May Allah be your companion.”

And after that, taking his leave, Prince Hamza
Trembled in every limb.

He regretted his business—

The trouble of warring with the Tekes.

And then the Shah said, “O vizier!

Supply this soldier with peerless gear!

Give over the war provisions,2%4 don’t skimp!
And get the armory in good order.

Send him on his given way,

And don't delay his journey”

The viziers left the Shah’s midst.

They got the armory in good order,

Fetched donkey-loads2% of gold,

And arranged [their donkeys] in rows.206
They got broadcloths too, and various fabrics,
And many carpets, which they loaded on camels.
Then all the officers

Summoned the music of the shayfiir?°? and jang,2°8
And had sixty-six cannons dragged forth

And arranged in their rows.

Literally, the tax or tribute (khirajat); “requisitions” would be a good alternative translation
here.

The word here, kharvar, can refer to the donkeys themselves or (as is most likely here) the
load of goods carried by a donkey.

Samoilovich’s translation has “loaded them onto the horses, of which there were sev-
eral rows,” but I see no reference to horses in the text (donkeys are mentioned, how-
ever!). It is likely that he reasonably saw the reference to donkeys as non-literal, refer-
ring only to animal-loads, and concluded that the animals in question were most likely
horses.

More commonly spelled shaypur, this is an ancient trumpet similar to the karnay. It is
noted by the great Persian poet Firdowsi, author of the epic Shahnama, as one of the mil-
itary instruments of ancient Iran. (H.G. Farmer, “Buk,” E12)

Usually spelled chang, this word typically refers to a type of vertical harp. Rarely played
nowadays, it was once a prominent stringed instrument in Iran, attested from ancient
times in imagery and literature. It is possible, however, that the author has the Uzbek chang
in mind, which is a type of hammered dulcimer similar to a ganan.
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Prince Hamza laid out his silk robe,20?
And they put together his regal outfit.

645 Mounting Arghamagq horses unhurriedly,
The lead officers set off group by group.
Suddenly the cannons fired,

Covering the world in smoke and dust.
Prince Hamza set off majestically!?10
The viziers saw him off and then went back.

Prince Hamza Travels to Merv

Passing several settlements,
Prince Hamza arrived at Mashhad.
For several days he drilled his troops,
Gathering an army from the first man to the last.

650 He counted the size of the army,
He arranged the people in their camp.
He determined that the troops in the camp
Numbered seventy thousand—know this!
They filled the outskirts of the city of Mashhad.
The Khans and all the officers came.
They said, “O Shabh, let’s set off!”
And so, leaving that place,
They set off for Merv, “the Shah of the World.”
After passing several settlements,
They drew near to Merv.

655 A messenger arrived among the Tekes,
His face yellowed with dust,
And he said, “The infidel people have come!
They’re approaching, firing their guns.
The officers are lined up in their ranks.
Don't hesitate! Get ready and follow your duties,
Get everything straight and in order!”

209 The text has kufi lasin. Las is silk, but kif (or kufi?) in this context has been elusive for
me.

210 Samoilovich’s translation has “solemnly,” but the text has shukiih ila, which is close to the
opposite (with festivity, greatness).
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Qushut?!! was the Khan of this people—

But don't say Khan, say he was their soul!'—

And he said: “Let some brave ones gather here,
And let them stand face to face with the enemy!
And have the rest, without delay, head to the fort,
Taking their families and belongings.”

The criers put out the call,

And the news spread everywhere among the people.
The riders who heard it mounted their horses,
Setting off together with their Arghamags.

Many youths gathered there—

All heroes who had seen many battles.

They sported their battle attire.21?

Biting their lips, they armed themselves.

Each one was ready for battle.

Qushut Khan’s Merv Tekes Confront Prince Hamza’s Persians

Smoke and dust arose

From the direction of the mountains.

Seeing this, the Tekes said,

“Lie in ambush in the lowlands,

Then set your horses toward the enemy!”

The infidels came, causing a commotion,
Covering the earth’s face with smoke and sand.

One of the most prominent leaders in Turkmen history, Qushut Khan (also spelled Kou-
shit, Kousheed, etc.) was a chief of the Tekes in the mid-late nineteenth century. A Turk-
men from the Gokche sub-branch of the Bek branch of the Toqtamish Tekes, Qushut rose
to prominence among the Tekes when many of them were based at Sarakhs. He partic-
ipated in the successful fight against the Khivans in 1855 and then led the Tekes from
Sarakhs to Merv, where he joined forces with Nar Verdi Khan to drive the Sarigs from the
area. The high point of his resume, however, is the victory over the Persians described in
our poem. Another poem, by Davat Shair, is named in his honor: “The Victory of Qushut
Khan over the Armies of Nasir al-Din Shah.” Qushut’s death years later, in 1878, has been
attributed in local lore to poisoning at the hands of the English, but this seems extremely
unlikely. (Samoilovich, Kniga rasskazov o bitvakh tekintsev, 55; 124-125.)

I follow Dzhikiev here in translating ayna sowut as “battle attire”: A. Dzhikiev, Ocherk
etnicheskoi istorii formirovaniia naseleniia iuzhnogo Turkmenistana (Po etnograficheskim
dannym) (Alma Ata, 1977), 136-137.
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The Tekes sent marauders?!3 to every side,

And they posted scouts in all four directions.

They leapt from their hiding-places and spurred on their horses,
They turned the world upside down!

They came out from one side, wielding their spears,
Made a slaughter and fought for some time.

They left many lifeless.

Taking blows from all four sides,

They gathered together in one place,

Standing in formation with swords drawn.

The infidels too gathered

Their scattered and exhausted troops,

And pitched their canopies and tents,

Filling an expanse of two farsangs.214

After some days, they left there—know this!

And moved toward Niyazmat Qal‘a.

They fired the cannons, blasting out a cannonade,
But restrained the ranks of officers.

They went to that fort and entered it,

And settled themselves there.

The Second Phase of the Battle

They stayed there for some days, whispering,5
Gathering their great ones and conferring.

There were several among the Sariq people

Who gave their advice at any given moment.

At last, their meeting’s decision was this:

To vex the Tekes with a tight siege!

They started beating the drums with each breath,
The sound reaching the nine vaults of heaven.
They struck up the shayfurs and jangs,

And right away they headed out on the march.

The word is chapavil, here spelled “jafavil’—providing an interesting and rare window,
perhaps, on nineteenth-century Turkmen pronunciation and phonology.

That is, six or seven miles.

I must defer to Samoilovich for his translation on this unfamiliar (to me) verb: kurrfash
aylamak.
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All the officers readied their falcons,?16

Arranging them in their ranks.

The soldiers marched, swaying,

Their legs in unison, rising and falling.

Their movements were lumbering,2!” like the gypsies’.
They moved as one together.

They moved in rows like the Russians,

Their beards and mustaches were plucked like the English.28
They are a mindless people!?!°

They wear a look of bewilderment.220

Finally, rattling the cannons along,

They approached the Tekes with a clamor.

They came up to the Tekes' right side and stopped.
The Tekes recognized their guests.?2!

They heard that they were Qajars,

And unveiled, for those guests, regal honor.

Because the heretics came

And sat before them, they became guests.

Look at those guests with their hosts!

What kind of bread do the hosts have for their guests?222
At the tip of sword and spear

They gave them bread—and they fled from it!?23
What did he do, that Khan Qushut,

That consciousness of the Tekes, Qushut?

Baz, though the soldiers are meant here of course (not literal falcons!).

Samoilovich'’s translation has “as one,” but the text has mazang (lumbering, ungainly). The
reference to gypsies is surprising; there were historical communities of Roma (/it/f) in Cen-
tral Asia, but I have never come across another reference like this, which seems to hint at
a stereotype about their deportment.

The text has andlis, but—as Samoilovich notes—inglis is certainly meant here.

Literally, an “undiscerning” (bébasirat) people.

An unusual phrasing: surat taghayyur gilip. The poet probably means tahayyur (perplex-
ity, bewilderment) by taghayyur.

There is a hint of irony here; the word for “guest” is unambiguous: mehman.

A customary, respectful offering for guests in Central Asia was bread and salt (served
together).

An interesting near-pun: the text has yughurlan (clearly meant to be yughurlab), blurring
the verbs yugurmak (to run away) and yughrilmak (to be nourished). Samoilovich’s trans-
lation has them “cower,” but this does not seem correct. On the contrary, the verb here has
the sense of rushing about rather than huddling in place. It's clearly meant to be a humor-
ous image: the “guests” are fleeing from the Tekes’ “hospitality” rather than settling into it.
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He gathered the Khans of his people,

And the elders and the sardars,

And, conferring with them, he said:

“Shall we send a spy

On the pretext of sending an envoy?”
Everyone approved and agreed,

And the champions were hidden from the light.224
They sent one youth

Who was mature—know this one!

He was an eloquent speechifier,

He gave his addresses like a Khan.

He was called Rahman Quli Khan.225
Entrusting him with a few words,

They sent him off.

He approached the infidel people,

And suddenly stopped at an apt distance.
The infidels realized that he was an envoy,
And they sent out Qara Sartib.226

They spoke a few words to one another,
Exchanging greetings from a distance.
However, their talk and their chat
Concluded in war.

Qushut Khan said, “O great ones,

And all you chiefs and wise men,

Let’s do something beyond compare,
Such that those who hear of it say, ‘Marvelous!
Move the cannons up the hill,

That is, they were kept in reserve for the time being.

Qushut Khan's envoy in the poem was a Toqtamish Teke of the Aman Shah sub-sub-branch
of the Bek sub-branch of the Toqtamish Turkmens. Samoilovich interviewed his son, Allah
Quli Khan, who served for many years as deputy assistant (pomoshchnik) of the Yolatan
police chief (pristav). This participant’s son played an important historiographical role:
faced with two divergent versions of the events of the war, one by our poet and another
by Davan Shair, he confirmed for Samoilovich that ‘Abd al-Sattar’s version corresponded
well to his personal knowledge of the events (Samoilovich, Kniga rasskazov o bitvakh tek-
intsev, 128).

The Turkmen name for one of only three direct participants of the war from the Persian
side whom ‘Abd al-Sattar mentions by name (the other being Ja‘far Quli Khan and Prince
Hamza Mirza). He served as a deputy governor of Khurasan. His honorary title in that
capacity was Qavam al-dawla, but his real name was Mirza Muhammad.



JANGNI_\MA: TRANSLATION 99

And I'll be alongside to work them [with you].

Let there be a few people around me,

Counsellors, advisors, wise ones,

On foot and on horseback, all on hand,

That they should track the enemy wherever they go!22”
710 Remember God and the Prophet!

Resign yourselves to the path of God’s will!?28

And to the four Companions, the bygone prophets

And the saints—

Have recourse to their spirits,

For the Creator of all things

Will grant you the joy of victories!

Pursue this course for several days,

Not breaking from it—then fight the infidel people!”

The Persians Plan an Ambush

After this, the infidels
Dug themselves into a trench,
715 And both sides were ready for battle,
Having both collected their strength.
But they did not fight for several days.
The Tekes only captured
Gatherers of water and firewood.229
At their council, the Qizilbash said,
“The Tekes won'’t let us stick out our heads!
Let’s send out one thousand riders with four cannons,
And we'll hide somewhere unbeknownst to them,
And let’s lie in ambush till late morning,

227 Samoilovich’s translation has them surrounding the enemy from all sides, but this is not
really the sense of the text, which continues the theme of a sneak attack. Moreover, the
advisors and counsellors could assess tactics on sight or by learning of troop movements,
but could hardly be expected to besiege an army!

228 Samoilovich’s translation has “the path of hope,” which is reasonable, but tavakkul is a bit
more complicated than hope—it is more like acceptance of God’s will regardless of the
outcome.

229 lamunsure of this translation for suvji va odinji. Notably, the idea that people caught alone
gathering firewood and water were taken captive during the conflict is likewise mentioned
in historical sources.
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And after that let’s join them in battle!”

At midnight a thousand riders,

With cannons, set out.

They rode and then dismounted

At an irrigation ditch,23°

And remained hidden there.

The believers were aware of their doings.
They conferred, saying this and that.

Several brave youths gathered,

Each one a hero, battle-tested,

And they set off toward the enemy,

That is, to the infidels” hiding-place.
Guiding their horses as if unaware,

As if just passing by on their way,

They were furtively calling out to one another,
Keeping an eye out for the Qizilbash ambush.
Two brave ones perceived the ambush,?3!
And they rushed to join the Teke group.

The artillerymen readied their cannons,
And [the others], sharpening swords and spears,
Approached as if they knew nothing.

They sent their horses on ahead,

As if charging the infidels—

But they didn’t go themselves!
Remembering Eternal God,

And the prophets and saints,

All those ready for battle

Said the exaltation, “Allahu akbar!”

They set their horses toward the enemy,
And rushed at the infidel people.

The Qizilbash realized what was happening,
Equipped themselves, and prepared to fight.
Both armies stood face to face,

And they battled for some time.

: TRANSLATION

I have followed Samoilovich’s lead for the word navkhana, which is unknown to me.

Samoilovich’s translation has the two young men starting the ambush, suggesting that
they were Persian, but this misses the verb fahmlamak (“to perceive”) in the text which
shows them to be among the Tekes (hence also their positive epithet); they were evidently

Teke scouts.
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The Deeds of Teke Heroes

There were several brave falcons there,

All battle-hardened sardars!

One of them is Khali Bahadur,232 the Rustam-like,
Who was unique in his strength of body.
Striking with his sword at the Qizilbash,

Left and right he slayed them.

He spilled the infidel people’s blood

And relentlessly took their lives.

He struck mightily with spear and sword,

He battled with many strangers.

Devouring enemies like a dragon,

He turned the infidels topsy-turvy!233

He raced up from behind

And tore their lives from their female asses!?3+
Then several royal falcons flew in from one side,
And landed on the infidels’ heads.

These ones were Shah Murad,23% ‘Avaz Khan,236
Qilich Ghafan?37 and Muhammad Aman,?38
Pir1 Kajjat?3® and Piruy Bahadur.240

I have not found any further information on this figure.

Samoilovich'’s translation has “he caused complete destruction to the infidels,” but the text
has the phrase zér u zabar gilmdg (to turn s.t./s.o. upside down).

Samoilovich did not attempt to translate this vulgarity, and my best guess may be a stretch.
The text has chigdrib janni kiisi zanidin (or, to smooth the poetic inversion into more
ordinary syntax: janni kusi zanidin chigdrib ) with kis usually meaning “kettledrum” and
zan meaning woman. Persian-style kettledrums are usually two round drums attached
together at the middle, perhaps resembling buttocks (forgive me, reader!). Since the war-
rior in this sentence is rushing up on his victims from behind ... I need not go on.

He reportedly hailed from the Gokche sub-branch of the Bek branch of the Toqtamish
Tekes (Samoilovich, Kniga rasskazov o bitvakh tekintsev, 128).

He was from the Kauku-Zereng sub-sub-branch of the Aman Shah sub-branch of the Bek
branch of the Toqtamish. (Note: Saray and others regard the Kauku and Zereng as two sep-
arate groups in the Aman Shah line.) See Samoilovich, Kniga rasskazov o bitvakh tekintsev,
128.

He was from the Yagir-Bash sub-sub-branch of the Aman Shah sub-branch of the Bek
branch of the Toqtamish (Samoilovich, Kniga rasskazov o bitvakh tekintsev, 128).

I have not found any further information on this figure.

I have not found any further information on this figure.

Also called Payra Batir Bek, he was from the Kauku-Zereng sub-sub-branch of the Aman
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Each one of them is like a dragon!

With a spear and a sword they made magic,

And from the heretics’ blood they made the Jayhiin River.24!
Striking with a sword, they cut the enemy

From head to toe.

The earth was scarlet like a tulip

From infidels’ blood.

They thrust their spears through the infidels’ sides,
And the spearheads passed through their ribs!

They toppled infidels with a clatter,

They spilled their blood with a bubbling sound!

Then from one side, several lions arrived,

Crying out and shedding blood.

These ones are Verdi Niyaz,242 son of Uraz Khan,?43

At the head of the Otamish?#* champions.

Crushing, trampling, they squashed each to the ground,
They made many hearts bleed out.

They struck all the infidels’ heads with their swords,
And sword-tips reached their pommels!?4

Thus they massacred, they slaughtered relentlessly,
They devoured infidels with a dragon’s breath,

And finally the infidel people fled

Together, all at once.

They dragged their cannons with a clatter,

And the combatants came up behind their necks,
Struck with their swords, pointed spears to their backs,
And, full of vengeful feelings,

Shah sub-branch of the Bek branch of the Toqtamish (Samoilovich, Kniga rasskazov o bit-
vakh tekintsev, 128).

The Jayhtn is the Amu Darya river, known in older English sources as the Oxus, following
its Latin name.

I have not found any further information on this figure.

A well-known Teke leader who is mentioned in at least two other Turkmen sources from
the period (Davan Shair and Garra Oghlan). Uraz preceded Qushut Khan as the ruler of
the Tekes who ended up in Marv, and it was he who had led them to Sarakhs before their
move from there to Marv. At the place from which he led the Tekes, a fortress was named
in his honor: Uraz Qal‘a.

One of the two main branches of the Tekes, the other being the Toqtamish. This branch
was itself divided into two sub-branches: Sichmaz and Bakhshi.

egar qashi: the gruesome idea seems to be that the heroes split their enemies asunder from
their heads down to their horses’ pommels. This is a common image in the genre.
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Pierced all the way through their chests.
There was one champion in particular,

A one-of-a-kind hero—

Spear leveled, he leapt at a gunner from behind,
Struck him in the back with his spear,
Knocked him down, seized his two cannons,
And, jumping on top, made off with them.
They say his name was Nefes,

And he was eager for the fray.

Finally, the infidel troops

Threw themselves toward their trenches.

The Enemy Regroups

Lead scouts set off,

And arrived before the Shah,

Saying, “O royal Shah!2+46

Your army has been destroyed, be aware of this!”
The lowly Shah heard this news,

And his sadness and despair increased.
Hostility arose in him,

And a dark night replaced the day.

The Shah gathered his khans and princes,
And they conferred till dawn.

In the end, the meeting’s outcome was this:
“We will fight, and either win or lose!”
Then they sounded the war drums,
Raising a cry of sundry noises.

They played shayfurs and jangs,

And fortified their ranks.

They moved their cannons with a clamor,
And set off at a steady pace.

They arrived on the battlefield,

The troops standing in their ranks.

Qara Sartib24” was their leader,

The text has “O prince of the Shah,” which is clearly an unintended slip (this scene features
the Shah himself, not Prince Hamza).
I have not found any further information on this figure.
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He was courageous and very steadfast.

And from this side, all the Iranian people

Got in formation and arrived at the battlefield.
These ones too, dutiful in their ranks,
Gathered up their strength.

Both armies stood face-to-face,

And readied themselves from head to toe.

The morning wind swept in,

And a cloud poured rain,

Watering the battlefield.

The face of the battlefield shone resplendently.
The hearts of the people of faith lit up.

After this, Qara Sartib—know this!—

Holding back his horse,2+8

Shouted out “O so-and-so!

Come and serve our Shah!

Be elevated by his graces!

Do not disrespect our Shah.

Discourtesy is not proper.”

From the other side, Rahman Quli Khan spoke,
Saying with a loud voice, “O friend!

You don’t know what'’s going on,

Because your Shah doesn’t know the Turkmens!"24°
Qara Sartib ordered the artillerymen,
Venomously, speaking with rage:

“Fire nonstop from the cannons!

Devour those people with the breath of a dragon!”
The artillerymen fired the cannons nonstop,
So that smoke and wind filled the world.

On this side Qushut Khan too was standing,
Overseeing the cannons.

Samoilovich’s translation has him holding back his spear, but the text has at (horse).

A challenging line to translate: ke bilmas shahingi turkmanjilik dur. Samoilovich’s transla-
tion has “because your Shah doesn’t recognize the Turkmens,” which is a good hypothesis.
The use of turkmenjilik (“Turkmen-ness” or the “Turkmen way”), however, inclines me to
believe the issue is the Turkmens’ customs and behavior rather than their existence or
subjecthood.
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More Teke Heroes and Their Battlefield Feats

Many youths from the first battle

Who fought and shed much blood—

I have already recounted their names.

I said that it was so-and-so

On the battlefield, fighting,

Thinking the fray their duty.

But there was one man

Among the faithful people,

A brave one, master of war,

Who attacked the heretics from a young age,
An excellent one among the champions,
The chief of the chief of combatants,

A stone of disaster?5° for the heretics,
Who in the dark nights was a guide,

An example for the ghazis,

A man—know this!—

Named Aman Sa‘id,25! the hero.
Donning a mountain of armor,

He was a mountain of a man!?52
Steering his fleet horse to all sides at once,
He rushed at the enemy.

The brave ones around him, O friend,
Rushed off together to the battlefield.
Several brave ones leapt from their ranks

“Stone of disaster”: afat tashi.

According to Samoilovich, Aman Sa‘id’s real name was Aman Sakhat (alternately spelled
“Sagat”), and he was from the Otiamish branch of the Tekes. A close associate of the Merv
Teke leader Qushut Khan, he helped Qushut repel the Khivan army in 1855, a conflict
which famously culminated in the Khivan Khan’s killing. Qushut and Aman Sakhat had
been based at Sarakhs at that time, but moved to Merv in 1857, where Aman Sakhat latter
commanded the cavalry in the ensuing conflicts with Iran. Samoilovich notes that Aman
Sakhat goes unmentioned in a folkloric account of those conflicts written by Davan Shair,
but the itinerant Turkmen poet Kor Mulla praises him alongside Qushut Khan in one of
his poems. Samoilovich was able to reconstruct his entire family tree, from his great-great-
grandparents down to his grandchildren (Samoilovich, Kniga rasskazov o bitvakh tekintsev,
115; 126-127; 134).

Samoilovich and I both struggled with this curious line. His best guess was “assuming an
imposing appearance like a mountain,” but this omits the word langar (anchor or pole in
Persian, counterweight or ballast in modern Turkmen) which appears in the text.
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And joined those other brave ones.
8oo In short, several war-drunk youths
Went together to that battlefield.
They vigorously spurred one another on,
Rousing each other to fight.
They went to attack the enemy,
Who all fell back together.
Aman Sa'id said, “O Qizilbash!
Come bow your head in remorse
Before our Khan!
Accept our religion,
Take up our devotions and customs.?53
805 Otherwise, we will cut off Qara Sartib’s head,
And throw his corpse to the dogs.
We will bring black days upon your heads,
Flies will make their camps on your corpses.”254
After this, recalling God, the Prophet,
And several jurists,?%°
Shouting “Allahu akbar,” and spurring their horses,
They went out with their spears upraised.
They struck the troops’ ranks,
And approached Qara Sartib’s cannon.
810 Then all the people of faith,
On foot and on horseback—O friend!—
Spurred their horses [sic] all at once,
Shouting the exaltation, “Allahu akbar!”
They fought together for some time,
Striking the infidels’ heads with swords.
With a shout Verdi Niyaz,256 son of Uraz Khan,
Drew his sharp sword.
His war equipment clattered.
And the sound of that clatter reached the nine vaults of heaven!
815 He grabbed some infidels by the belt,
And threw them up toward heaven.

253 “Devotions and customs”: ikhlas ila ayin.

254  This line sounds no less brutal in the Turkic: chibinlar qosh tutar kim lashingizga.

255 The phrase here is sahib usul, suggesting masters of the subject rather than (say) literal
appointed judges.

256 The son of the well-known Teke leader Uraz Khan.
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They returned to earth topsy turvy,

Their bones scattering all around.

He head-butted several infidels,

Causing their brains to spill from their skulls.
That man slaughtered them like Rustam!

The infidels begged for mercy.

At that time, two [more] brave ones

Tore the heads off the Qizilbash

And slaughtered them.

They were a fire in the reed-bed—

What a figure they cut in battle!

Their saddle-axe handiwork?5? brought havoc,
They turned the infidels upside down.

They led two thousand people,

And put them all in order.

Know their names!

They were called Aqali and Taji Mirab.258

A certain lion leapt out from one side,
Courageous and so very keen.

He struck with his sword, spilled Qizilbash blood,
And the earth’s face was dyed like crimson basil.259
He slaughtered, giving quite a shout,

He beheaded infidels with a battle cry.

The infidels’ army

Was swatted away, O friend!260

And the people of faith went into a frenzy.26!
That man’s personal name is Mugim,

How forthright262 he was in the fray!

This phrase (“saddle-axe handiwork”), delightfully, can be expressed in one concise word
in Chaghatay: tabarzinlik.

By some accounts, Aqali was from the Gokche sub-sub-branch of the Bek sub-branch of
the Toqtamish; others held that he was from the Yagir-Bash sub-sub-branch of the Aman
Shah sub-branch of the Bek branch of the Toqtamish (See Samoilovich, Kniga rasskazov
o bitvakh tekintsev, 128).

The word for basil here is rayhan, which is generic for the plant, but some basil varieties
have bloody coloration; the variant called “crimson basil” tends to be more purplish, but
approximates the image better than “basil” alone.

Samoilovich’s translation has “dried up,” but the verb in the text is gorilmdg (to swat or
shoo away), which has the sense of swatting or shooing away insects.

Literally, they found themselves massed or teeming (together): ghuliv tapip.

The word for “forthright” here is a pun on the warrior’s name: mustagim. Like his name,
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In short, a river of blood flowed,

And many cries were wrested from the infidel people.
In the end, the people of Islam staged a massacre,
And made a hill from the corpses.

They broke the ranks of the troops.

Punishing them, they filled gaps in their ranks.263

A Sufi Master Enters the Fray with His Disciples

There was a guardian of shari'a, however,
Ascetic in both tarigat?6* and hagiqgat,?65
And that man was a model for the ulus,
And people followed him.

Know that man and be aware of him—
They called him Shaykh ‘Abdallah.266

He too came out to the fray, O friend!

He led his countless followers.

He arrived amid the battle,

And he stood in formation together with his disciples.
He held up his hands in prayer, weeping,

the description also has a religious connotation, evoking the “straight path” (sirat al- mus-
taqim) mentioned in the opening section of the Qur'an (al-fatiha).

The idea here is that they invaded the ranks of the enemy and, behind their lines, stood
where the vanquished had been.

Literally meaning “path,” a farigat also has a more technical meaning in Sufism: it refers to
the spiritual path of the Sufi. The term is also sometimes contrasted with sharat, which
also carries the literal meaning of “path’—with tarigat suggesting an esoteric path of
spiritual development and right conduct, while sharrat connotes an exoteric ordering of
conduct and society through, for example, the legal system and its application.

In Sufism, hagiqat refers to esoteric, mystical knowledge or understanding, of the sort that
comes from following the Sufi path to communion with the divine (on which see farigat
below). In short, ‘Abd al-Sattar wishes to impress upon the reader that the leader in ques-
tion, Shaykh ‘Abdallah, had mastered both exoteric and esoteric knowledge.

A famous figure among the Tekes, also called ‘Abdallah Ishan and nicknamed “the Great
Ishan.” Hailing from the Gokche sub-branch of the Bek branch of the Toqtamish, this Sufi
master founded a madrasa (Islamic college) in a village near Marv which still existed at
the time of Samoilovich’s research in the early twentieth century. Rumor among the Tekes
held that he was poisoned by Englishmen, though I found no evidence to support this
hypothesis and it is unclear what motive any English agent might have had for such a
thing. (Samoilovich, Kniga rasskazov o bitvakh tekintsev, 127-128; Saray, Turkmens in the
Age of Imperialism, 11.)
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And recited an entreaty, sobbing mightily.267

He said, “O Creator of time and space!

You are a grace to your slaves.

Give defeat to the infidel people,

Have mercy, give strength to Islam!

For the sake of Your pure being’s greatness,

For the sake of your facets, O Creator!

For the sake of your beloved Muhammad,

Whom you made leader among the prophets,

For the sake of Adam the Father,

For the sake of Mother Eve’s cries,

For the sake of Noah, Shaykh of the Prophets,

Who saw such cruelty from the infidels,

For the sake of your Abraham, whom you distressed,
And turned the fire of Nimrod into a rosebush.268

For the sake of Jacob and the fire of separation,

As he cried out ‘My Joseph! in parting.269

For the sake of Job, the patient sufferer,

Who bore worms and ulcers, winter and summer.

For the sake of Jonah the pious one—O friend!—
Who said within the whale, ‘You are the Praised One!
For the sake of blessed Zachariah and John the Baptist,
Famously resigned to God’s will.

For the sake of the family of Muhammad’s Companions,
For the sake of all those who follow Muhammad,

For the sake of Khadija, wife of the Praised One,

For the sake of Fatima, daughter of Muhammad,

For the sake of Hasan and Husayn,

Both of whom were the light of the Chosen One’s eyes!”
That man finished his prayer,

Raised his hands to his face, and said “amen.”

Thus he fired the arrow of his prayer,

And it was received.

109

The word for “entreaty” here is munajat, and what follows (each line starting with “For the

sake of ...”) is the munajat in question.

An allusion to Abraham being thrown into the fire by the king Nimrod; according to the

story, the fire turned into a rose-garden.

In the Biblical and Qur’anic story, Joseph was Jacob’s favorite son, and Jacob’s jealous

brothers sell him into slavery among the Egyptians.
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The Tekes Are Victorious

Everyone, together with the disciples,
Spurred their horses and set off, whooping.
All the infidels turned to flee,

And the Muslims, striking with their swords,
Rushed to the cannon of Qara Sartib,

That is, to the front ranks of the infidels.
At that moment a man appeared,

While the Qizilbash were scattering about,
And he went up, grabbed the cannon,

And pulled it from the infidels’ hands.
Finally the people of Islam

Lunged forward together,27°

Quickened their sword-tips,

And they struck the infidels

Through the back with their blades,

And chased them to their trench.

[The dust from the infidel army settled,

It curled up like a hedgehog,?!

And they fell silent.]?72

The infidels were in disarray.

They entered the trenches and hid there.
When Prince Hamza saw this,

His senses left his head, and he trembled.
Then all the people of Islam

Went back, rejoicing and exulting.

You too, poet, from happiness,

Arrange here a pentastich!?73

Samoilovich’s translation has “got excited,” but the verb in the text is khéz etishmak—to
lunge or lurch forward together.

In this charming image the text has kirfi, which must be a classical Turkmen spelling for
kipri (hedgehog).

Samoilovich notes that this line was written in a different handwriting than the rest of the
text.

Mukhammas: This is a “strophic” poem, containing in each stanza five hemistiches.
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(1
Thank God, the people of faith found victory on this day!
They bashed the infidels’ heads with swords on this day!
They spilled the infidels’ tulip-crimson blood on this day!
The enemy people were leveled to the ground on this day!
Hard work was made fine and easy on this day!

(2)
Anguish came to the heretics, they were turned topsy turvy!
They ate sorrow, their misery bountiful from the fire of despair.
Those proud ones, against religion,?”* were overthrown,
Finding no hiding place, a black day descended on their heads.
Suffering and sadness left us—fortune came on this day!

(3)
O heaven! Make me happy like this again and again!

Making the day of sadness pass, and free me from its sorrow!
Remember [to touch] me with the hand of good fortune!
Repulsing your evil [sic], guide me to your goodness!

You have fulfilled all, leaving no regrets on this day!

(4)

The heretics have all come, attacking,

Sarbazes and sarhangs, sartibs and nobles, in their ranks,
And royal princes in all their honor.

They moved their fire temples,?’> consumed with worry.
Not one had a cure for their ailment that day!

An interesting linguistic construct in Turkic: ghayrdinlar (“the against-religion ones”).

Here again, we have the intimation that the Shi‘ite Iranians are actually Zoroastrians (or
similar), worshiping at “fire temples”: ateshkada. It is unlikely that the author actually
believed this to be the case; more probably, the pejorative idea here is that their religion
was a mere “veneer” of Islam grafted on to pre-Islamic “pagan” practices—an idea that
helps to justify, perhaps, their treatment as non-Muslims despite the Shi‘ite’s own Muslim

identity.
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The Enemy Tries to Flee

Finally, the heretics—know this, O friend!—
Were besieged, hiding in their trench.

All the state officials gathered,

And said, “O Shah, our time has passed!

For everyone has their own good time,

And now our time has come and gone.”

The Shah said, “O officers,

We can't put up a fight right now.

Let’s move from this place,

And go to Niyazmat Qal‘a.

After this we'll do things differently,

If the heavens grant us strength.276

We should stay here a few days, though,
Taking care and waiting for now,

So this rabble does not think about us

And say, ‘The Qizilbash have fled.

Stay in hiding for a few days,

And wait for the right time to flee.”

But there was one official,

He said, “O Shah, my predicament is this:

I heard some unfortunate news, O Shah!

I will tell the news, be aware of it!

It seems someone will come from Akhal—know this!
Gathering an army—it’s Nur Verdi Khan!
And the moment of his arrival is soon,
Today or tomorrow—now you know!

Right now the Tekes of Merv, [that country of | sycamores,2””
Have deprived our people of the choice to flee.
If more riders come from Akhal,

And if both armies gather together,

How will our case be then?

When will our fortune return?

Samoilovich'’s translation has “time,” but the text has madari (strength, vigor).

This is the chinar: the Oriental plane tree (platanus orientalis), a popular image in Cen-
tral Asian poetry. In fact, the wetland-loving plane tree is not especially abundant in the
Turkmen lands or northern Iran (Turkey, Greece, and southern Tajikistan are where they
thrive in abundance). This is part of the point: plane trees hint at a river or an oasis.
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So escape from this place of no avail,

Hope for fortune in another place.

Don't stay here for one moment!

Wherever you're headed, be off!”

That lowly Shah heard this news,

And his sadness and sorrow increased.
After holding counsel, in the middle of the night,
The blood-sucker decided to get underway.
That prince ordered his army,

[His words] an ignorant wine of sorrow:278
“Do not light the fires till dawn,

Do not strike tinder and make sparks!

But be ready. We will leave here at dawn.
Emerging quietly from the trenches,

We will move through the lowlands.”

He gave his orders to the experienced ones.
He understood the enemy all too well.

That stupid, simple, confused, nasty slave!

The Tekes understood him too—know this!
There were, around the Qizilbash,

Several mighty, preeminent Teke spies.

They ascertained the Qizilbash’s designs,

And their plan to escape by cunning.

They sent back a messenger, saying,

“We Teke people should not wait a minute!

On foot and on horseback, without standing still—
And if they are standing, don't let them sit!—
Let them arm themselves, hurrying together,
Get ready, then swoop upon the infidels’ heads!
Striking their heads with swords and spears,
Unleash your aggression upon them!”

After some time, all the Muslim people,

On foot and on horseback, O friend,
Surrounded the infidel people,

Gathering all around.

However, they said to one another:

An interesting composite in “Turko-Persian”: ghambada.
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“Everyone stay in your place!

When the heretics leave their trench,

Only then go follow them,

And do battle! We will fight,

And tear out the heretics’ throats!”

The infidel people, however,

Were heedless to the question:

“When will the Sunnis come and surround us?”

The Enemy Is Caught Fleeing

At the time of dawn’s crescent,

When the cannons’ call rose in several places—
This was their call to action,

Like the commotion of the Day of Judgment!?7®
The troops emerged gradually,

Squadron by squadron,

And slowly headed out on the road.

Finally, the rearguard emerged,

And the morning light spread through the world.
But there was one captive there,

They called him Safirak Khan280—

For years, he was chained in a dungeon,

But he had been a great hero

Among his own people.?8!

The Persians used to bring him along

As an informant?82 on raids against Tekes.

At that time, he was chained to a camel,

Samoilovich’s translation has “a commotion arose, as if at a light show,” but the text has

chun shorishi rizi giyamat (like the trouble/calamity of the Day of Judgment).
According to local memory, Safirak had been captured by Persians while the Tekes were
still living in Sarakhs, before their move westward in 1857. He was from the Khar sub-sub-
branch of the Bek sub-branch of the Toqtamish Tekes (Samoilovich, Kniga rasskazov o
bitvakh tekintsev, 128).

Samoilovich’s translation has “an outstanding rich man,” but I see no reference to his
wealth in the text.

The word here, damsaz, more literally means a “confidant,” and usually suggests friend-
ship, but in this context it is clear that the man in question was no friend to the Persians.
The implication, however, is that they mistakenly held him in their confidence.
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And made to ride with the army.

He emerged from the trench,

Leaving a trail of laments in his misery.

Tears came to his eyes—rolling pearls!

Like pearls threaded on a necklace!

He was sunk in prayer, from the bottom of his heart,
And from his throat came the scent of hyacinth!
He said, “O Master, Almighty God!

Change my separation to union!?83

Give defeat to the infidel people!

With grace, give strength to Islam!

Grant being to those who recognize you,

And non-being to those alien to you!?84

Before my life departs from me,

Save me from the hand of the infidels!”

This man’s prayer was accepted,

And at dawn his wish was fulfilled.

Dawn is the time of the Merciful One’s warmth,
And from that warmth his heart found strength.
Exerting his strength,

He tore away his ropes and chains,

Freeing his arms and legs from their shackles.
That strong man arose,

Rushed upon the [closest] heretic,

Struck him in the back with his fist,

And, snatching his dagger, stabbed him in the back,
Spilling that Qizilbash’s blood.

The blood flowed, as red as crimson basil.

Then he ruined the infidels’ existence,

He thinned their close ranks!

Though he was a little injured,

Though he was depressed from captivity,

Such a sluggish worker as he

Tore the throats from the heretics!

Little by little he made his way to the army of Islam,
Tired and hungry, he stood among them.

A common concept in Sufism and in Islamic mystical poetry: the goal of spiritual progress
is to achieve union with the divine, overcoming the pain of separation.
The pair here is bud (being) and nabud (non-being).
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Finally the people of Islam
Joined together in their effort,
Sharpened their weapons,
And rushed toward the enemy.
Just admire their work!

Celebrating More Teke Heroes

There was one warrior, though,

A courageous, excellent sardar,

He recruited several men as comrades,
So brave, such masters of the fray!

He rushed out before the infidel people,
And saw in one place a lowland.

He went there and hid,

He sat there hunting his enemy.

His name was Ghiyas Sardar,?8>

And they called him “the Brave One.”

At that time, the people of faith
Approached the infidels in their ranks.
Ghiyas Sardar leapt from his place of ambush,
Spurring his horse after those soldiers.
When the infidel people saw this,

They put fire to their cannons,

The sound of those cannons thundered,
And their smoke reached the heavens.
From the flight of one cannonball,
Ghiyas Sardar fell from his horse.

His horse fled to one side,

And the [kicked up] earth reached his ribs.
This man jumped up from the ground,
Having no fear of the infidels,

JANGNAMA: TRANSLATION

And the brave one rushed toward them, grabbing his sword.

He came right up to the gunners,
Striking with his sword, causing havoc.

An Akhal Teke of the Toqtamish branch, from the village of Kipchak (Samoilovich, Kniga

rasskazov o bitvakh tekintsev, 127).
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He filled the mouths of some with sand,286
And some others he skewered.

He crushed the lives of the infidels
Without standing still!

Finally, he slaughtered the artillerymen,
And lunged at the cannons.

He seized several cannons,

Knocking down the enemy—

Even if it be Bahman!287

Then the faithful ones arrived together,

Crying out from their souls,

Passing by the cannons,

And chasing the heretics.

A pitched battle ensued.

They were all united in honor,

And the Qajars too drew swords and daggers,
And, stopping their retreat, fought together.
The Muslims fought with swords and spears,
And they slaughtered rancorously.

This was a mass battle, beyond all limits!

The angels and heavens looked on!

The weapons fell like stars!288

It was as if devils were driven off.

Around that time two lions

Slaughtered the Qizilbash, making blood flow.
One was Sultan Bahadur,289 that mountain-peak,
And another was Fazil Bek,290 like a mountain!
They made war with such a clamor,

The image here is adversaries “biting the dust” when they fall to the ground—for example,
hitting or sliding in the dirt with mouths agape.

This Bahman is most likely Bahman Jadilya, a Sassanian general who in 634 led
Persian troops to their only significant victory against Arab armies in the first
decades of the Islamic period, at the Battle of the Bridge on the banks of the Euphra-
tes.

I defer to Samoilovich for the translation of this line.

I have not found any further information about this figure.

He hailed from the Perreng sub-sub-branch of the Sichmaz sub-branch of the Otimish
Turkmens (Samoilovich, Kniga rasskazov o bitvakh tekintsev, 129).
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They struck the infidel people with a whoop,

They cut their bodies in two,

Their souls leaving soundlessly.

They sent off their souls, O friend!

The ones who went to hell became guests there.
980 The one who welcomed them there

Is the ruler of hell, O people!

He gave them some clothes made of fire!

He burned them up like coal!

They drink blood and bile,

They boil inside and out!

In the end, the war

Became a bazaar,

And the bazaar became a rose-garden!?9!

At that time a dragon appeared,
He was crazed, drunk, “in heat”!292

985 It seems it was Muhammad Shaykh Oghli, 293 know this!
He rained sword-blows on the infidels’ heads,
Now striking with a sword, now with a spear,
He turned the infidels topsy turvy!
He brought havoc to the heretics,
He struck them dumbstruck with his sword.
Taking vengeance without stopping,
He subjected the Qizilbash to a general slaughter.
He knocked some on their front-sides,
And others on their backsides!?94

291 The idea here seems to be that plundering the enemy was like shopping at the market,
and that the battle was as pleasant and easy for them as strolling around a rose-garden
(the typical Central Asian and Iranian poetic image for a place of ease and beauty).

292 Samoilovich’s translation has “maddened” for shayda, but this word is closer to “passion-
ate” (it is used in romantic contexts, i.e. for the lovelorn). “Fanatical” is a good alternate
translation for those averse to thinking about a randy dragon.

293 According to Teke interviewees, this combatant was called by the honorific sarkarda,
meaning “senior chieftain.” He hailed from the “Medzheur” tribe, by which Samoilovich
may be referring to the Medjek sub-sub-branch of the Gokche sub-branch of the Bek
branch of the Toqtamish Tekes. Others interviewed by Samoilovich said he was from the
Yagir-Bash sub-sub-branch of the Aman Shah sub-branch of the Bek branch of the Toq-
tamish. (Samoilovich, Kniga rasskazov o bitvakh tekintsev, 127).

294 Idefer to Samoilovich for this translation.
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Slaughtering with sword and spear,

He turned the Qajar’s heads red, 295

He spilled the infidels’ blood, [scarlet] like a tulip,
He leveled the infidels to the ground!

At this time one man leapt out,

And he turned the infidels upside down!
He was the chief of the combatants.
They called him Bay Qul Ahmad.296

To the eye he was like Jam,2%7

And in battle he was such a Rustam!

He struck many in front and behind,
And infidels fell from his loud voice.
That man fought like Rustam,

He made the infidels beg for mercy!

Several dragons leapt out from one side,
Striking with their swords,

And cutting off heretics’ heads!

These ones are Taji G6k?%8 and Sufi Mergen,29°
Both battle-tested and experienced.

They struck their enemy with swords,

Looking neither right nor left.

Exacting vengeance on the Qizilbash,

They carried out a general massacre.

And three brave ones were at their side,

A visual pun on Qizilbash (“red head”). Samoilovich’s translation misses the image, unfor-
tunately.

Samoilovich mentions only that he was, according to interviewees, the son of Bay Tursun,
who is also mentioned in the poem (Samoilovich, Kniga rasskazov o bitvakh tekintsev, 128).
This is Jamshid, a mythical Iranian ruler whose glorious reign is described in the Shah-
nama. Ruling for three hundred years, according to the legendary epic, Jamshid ushered
in an age of unprecedented prosperity and innovation. In addition to his secular achieve-
ments, Jamshid is described as having mystical powers too, ruling over demons and angels
alike.

Two other Turkmen sources from the period mention this Teke elite from the Sichmaz sub-
branch of the Otamish Turkmens. According to one (Davan Shair), it was he—rather than
Rahman Quli Khan, as our poet writes—who served as Qushut Khan’s diplomat during
the wars recounted here. (Samoilovich, Kniga rasskazov o bitvakh tekintsev, 128).

He hailed from the Sychmaz sub-branch of the Otamish Turkmens. (Samoilovich, Kniga
rasskazov o bitvakh tekintsev, 129).



120

1005

300
301
302

303

304

305

306
307
308

JANGNAMA: TRANSLATION

Leveling infidels to the ground:

Two were Muhammad Riza3%0 and Verdi Bahadur,30!
How hungry they were for war!

And one was Khwaja Nafas3°2 from the Burqaz3°3 people.
They are among the first

To join in for a massacre.

Striking heretics through the stomach with swords,

Their swords pierce through their backs!

They fought like Bahram Gur,304

They killed like the ill-fated Sohrab!

In this crowd several more war-drunk ones fought,
Constantly spilling blood.

One, from the Makhtam395 people, is Nazar,

How careful he was in the fray!

There were [also] Qarr Bay3°6 and Aqa Jan,307
Each of them a hero.

One [other] is Baba Jan,3%8 who is forthright,

He brings no chicanery to the business of battle.

I have not found any further information about this figure.

I have not found any further information about this figure.

A Teke combatant from the Sichmaz sub-branch of the Otamish Turkmens (Samoilovich,
Kniga rasskazov o bitvakh tekintsev, 129).

A Turkmen clan. Specifically, the Burqaz (Borkhoz) are a sub-branch of the Otamish
branch of the Tekes. Not to be confused with the identically named sub-branch of the
Nar ‘Ali branch of the Yomuts! (See Marvin, Merv, Queen of the World, 83; Saray, Turkmens
in the Age of Imperialism, 11; Napier, Collection of Journals and Reports Received from Capt.
G.C. Napier, on Special Duty in Persia, 1874, 334.)

Meaning “Bahram the Wild Ass,” this is the respectful epithet of the great Sasanid king
Bahram v (r. 420—438). Remembered as a popular ruler who oversaw a period of stabil-
ity and prosperity, his fame was cemented in Persian history by his prominent place in
great medieval literary monuments like the Shahnama and the Haft Peykar (which is also
known as the Bahramnama: “The Book of Bahram”).

The poet himself, ‘Abd al-Sattar Qazi, was from the Makhtiim group of Tekes. These are not
to be confused with the sacred Khwaja tribe known by the same name. Samoilovich identi-
fies the Makhtams as a sub-sub-branch of the Vekil sub-branch of the Toqtamish branch of
the Tekes, based around Kelete, 35 kilometers northwest of Gok-Tepe (Samoilovich, Kniga
rasskazov o bitvakh tekintsev, p. 7).

I have not found any further information about this figure.

I have not found any further information about this figure.

An Akhal Teke of the Yazir Khan branch (Samoilovich, Kniga rasskazov o bitvakh tekintsev,
127).
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There was [also] that man from the Yazir Khan people,
His homeland was Kozsiz.

These ones, in their time, are all one of a kind.

They are elite combatants.

The Enemy Tries to Submit to the Victorious Heroes

In short, all the believers

Massacred the heretics.

The infidels turned to flee.

Swords and daggers fell from their hands.

[The believers] pulled together against the [infidel] prince,
And rushed toward him, “goblet of sorrow” that he was.
When the prince saw this,

He said, “Alas! Our fortune is gone!”

Perplexed by their confusion,

He said again to his state officials,

“Dig a trench, don’t wait!

It will be a happy refuge for our people!”

They leaned into digging their ditch,

And the Muslims struck with their swords and caused havoc.
They rushed up to this group,

And drew screams from the heretics.

In the end, their ditch was not finished,

And the Tekes consigned them to a mass massacre.

In that state, the prince

Looked around—know this now!

He said to his shayfur player, “O so-and-so!

Cry for mercy in the language of the shayfur!”

At that moment the sound emerged,

And that shayfurchi blew into his surnay,

As if into *Israfil's3%9 trumpet.

There were sundry sounds—know this!

He said, in the shayfur’s language,

’Israfil is one of the four archangels in Muslim tradition (along with Gabriel, Azrael, and
Michael). It is said that he will blow his trumpet as a herald of the Day of Judgment—
hence the reference to his trumpeting in the poem, as the horn-players signal the battle
to come.
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“Teke people!

Grant us mercy and safe passage!

We will leave!

We have no business here.

We are in no condition at all

To battle with you.

You may take gold and money, however much.
With mercy, let us pass through the dangerous crossing.
Give us mercy then,

We have come for mercy!

The final moment has come for us!

Give us mercy!

We have sincerely repented.31°

Have mercy, grace us with mercy!”

1030 Aman Sa‘id replied, “O Shi‘ite people!
Like devils, you have fallen into confusion!
You put a necklace of curses around your necks.3!!
In this condition, your repentance
Cannot be accepted.”
The Shah said, “O Khans and beks,
Officers and wise ones,
It is too cold to stay here now!
We are like crowing roosters whose time is up!
Should the rooster crow when its time is up,
The people will beat it to death anyway!
1035 Heaven finally deprived us of life.
Smashed to the black earth, we were leveled!
All our royal equipment—abandoned,
As well as our tents and pavilions and dwellings.
And my sixty-six cannons,
And the ranks of my officers—so many!
They have all been destroyed or seized.
And if we stay here, the same will become of us.”
He spoke these words,

310 The phrase in Turkic is explicitly religious: tawba qildiiq chun nasithi.

311 In Central Asian Turkic literature, a common image of submission in battle is to place
“the rope (of submission) upon one’s neck.” The imagery here seems to play on that trope,
casting the veritable “white flag” as a mark of their sinfulness and their unfortunate fate.
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And spun his horse like a wheel [in his frenzy].
During this commotion, several fled

Along with this veritable “house in mourning.”312
That wretched Shah set off along the riverbank,
And disappeared from people’s sight.

So the shepherd left,

And the sheep were left to rule themselves.

The Spoils of Victory

The Muslims clashed with them until their retreat.
And seventy thousand soldiers

And several excellent Khans and officials

Were taken captive, and the Muslims

Put chains upon their necks.

They were sent to Khiva and Bukhara

And sold, all together.

The price for them was one donkey,

Or even cheaper than that.33

And there were several camels,3* with loads of gold,
On whom the bird of fortune’s vessel once alit,

And they made a show of taking these,

Such that the loads of seventy-thousand camels,
Packed with priceless wares,

Were divided among the Muslim people,

And they rejoiced and delighted in this!

The number of weapons exceeded one-hundred thousand.
They gathered them together, making a spectacle.
Several thousand sharp, jeweled swords,3!>

Several thousand spears and double-edged daggers,
Several thousand knives with ivory handles,

The phrased I have translated as “house in mourning” is matam-sara.

On the fluctuating exchange value of slaves in Central Asia in the nineteenth century, see
Jetf Eden, Slavery and Empire in Central Asia, 29.

Samoilovich’s translation has “horses,” but gatr is the counting word for camels in Chagha-
tay.

Samoilovich’s translation has “made of Damascus steel,” but jawhari suggests simply
“bejeweled” (there is no mention of Damascus).
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With gold-embossed handles, with gilded sheaths,
Several thousand flintlock guns,

Double-barreled pistols and perangi®'¢ guns,
Several thousand gold-repoussé shields,

Chain mail, and mirrored helmets,

Several thousand more shamkhals,317

Several cannons and mortars—

These were parceled out

To the people of Islam,

Who divided them up, rejoicing.

Several thousand pieces of gold-brocade clothing,
Robes stitched with jewels both top and bottom,
Several kinds of cloth and good fabrics,

Several silk brocade carpets,

Several thousand pieces

Of Frankish broadcloth clothing,

Every one of which seemed to be of several colors,
Several thousand precious tents,

Crafted with silk.

There were still more Qurans, beautifully written,
Gilded, festooned with gold,

And several books of tales, in good bindings,
With no end of pictures.

In the end, when they took the property and spoils,
The poor became the people of means,

And the people of means became elites!

The Khans and officials became worthy

To be called Shahs!

But some lucky ones—know this!—

Drank the cup of martyrdom’s nectar.

The related term firangi in Central Asia generally refers to an Indian straight sword based
on European models, but in the poem the word refers to a firearm. Firangi (sometimes
spelled feringee) was a blanket term for foreigners—especially Europeans—in Central
and South Asia. A perangi pistol, therefore, is probably a design recognized as distinctly
European. This must have been a high-value item, since, as Yuri Bregel observes, pis-
tols were rare in the region until the late nineteenth century (Bregel, Firdaws al-igbal,
5861n383).

The shamkhal in Central Asia was evidently a firearm with along barrel and a two-pronged
rest (see Bregel, Firdaws al-iqbal, 585n383). More generally, the term can refer to a barrel-
loaded rifle, such as a harquebus.
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Having heard this news, I say—know this, O people!—
“Truly, to Him we will return.”

This book is completed with the help of the Lord, the Giver.
And God knows best what is meritorious!

“On the tower of Jamshid’s throne, an owl constantly cries.

At the top of Bahram’s castle, a spider makes its home.

The sun’s reflection shining on the goblet is tranquility’s divine light.
A voice came from the cup: look at His reflection in the wine!”

God! Make this poet, in this condition as your slave,
A partaker of the meritorious deeds of the ghazis!

It is over. The End.






APPENDIX

Four Documents on the Turkmen-Persian Conflicts,
1858-1860

The following four documents are among the earliest sources on the 1858 Bat-
tle of Qarri Qal‘a and the 1860 Persian defeat at Merv—the two subjects of
Abd al-Sattar’s poem. Written from multiple vantage points (a Persian news-
paper, two Russian officials, a British diplomat), they are also among the only
extant sources produced while these conflicts were underway or immediately
afterwards.

Document 1

One of the only extant sources on the Battle of Qarri Qal‘a written while it was
in progress, this report from a Russian diplomat in northern Iran offers valuable
context on Persian-Turkmen relations immediately preceding the battle.

“From the report of the Russian consul in Astarabad, V.V. Gusey, sent to the
Russian mission in Iran with proposals on the possibility of Iranian troops’
encirclement by Turkmens in the Kara Kala region, on the cessation of com-
munications with them, and on the situation in Astarabad itself.”

January 12th, 1858

In Astarabad there are the most contradictory rumors regarding the fate of
the Ilkhani [Jafar Quli Khan] and his companions, but in reality it has already
been more than a month since there was any positive information here about
his actions against those Turkmens who had come from Khiva and have been
inhabiting Kara Kala, because for all that time no one whatsoever came here
[with news] from those places, and the Ilkhani [Jafar Quli] himself did not
write anything to anyone. Five days ago, I found an occasion to send him a
letter via one of the Yomut Turkmens, but down to the present time I have
not received any answer at all. All that is known here, most likely, is that the
Ikhani [Jafar Quli] left the Goklan Turkmen nomads about a month ago, and
should now be in the Sutliar steppes, around about 8 farsakhs from Kara Kala
on this side. They say that the elders of the people [i.e. Turkmen tribes] who
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came from Khiva went to him with a request to give them a reprieve until next
spring so they could migrate to other places, but that the Ilkhani [ Jafar Quli] did
not agree to their request, and therefore it is entirely natural that he should at
present be surrounded by enemies from all over. Although he has up to 15,000
cavalry and infantry, according to local denizens, his enemy is nevertheless, in
any event, much stronger in number, since besides the Kara Kala inhabitants
their neighbors, the Tekes, have also armed themselves against [Jafar Quli] ...
Beyond this, the Yomut Turkmens neighboring the city of Astarabad, most of
whom are from the Jafarbay tribe upon whom the Ilkhani [Jafar Quli] delt a
sudden defeat on September 5th of the previous year [1857] ... cannot in any
way forget this blow, during which they were nearly [all] deprived of their
wives and children, who were taken into captivity and conducted to the city
of Astarabad, where they are to the present moment kept under guard with
the goal of ransoming them for those Persians who were taken into slavery
(v novoliu) during the Ilkhani [Jafar Quli]’s eight-month absence in the first
months of the previous year [1857].

Jafar Quli Khan and those with him, Mir Panj Abdulla Khan Saremud-Dawla
and Riza Quli Khan Afshar, notwithstanding all their bravery and their shared
readiness to fulfill the orders received from the Persian government on the
removal of the Turkmen force from Kara Kala, were hardly able to overcome
their many adversaries, due to their lack of military resources, such as experi-
enced sarbazes, field artillery, etc. Therefore only that happiness which always
accompanied the Ilkhani [Jafar Quli, on previous occasions,] gave local
denizens some hope for a happy conclusion to this campaign.

The spiritual leader of the Jafarbay Turkmens, Tagan-Kazy, known to the
imperial mission from the reports of the commanders of the Astarabad [naval]
station, zealously incites his fellow tribesmen to robberies and attacks on local
provincial villagers. As they moved away from [Astarabad], the Jafarbays began
to plunder villages almost every day, to take captives, and to kill their inhabi-
tants and steal their cattle. To the present date, as far as is known, they have
taken into slavery (v nevoliu) up to 40 people, among whom there is even Prince
Ibrahim Mirza and eight of the Ilkhani [Jafar Quli]’s own servants who had
[previously] been released by him near Sengir, a place lying on the border
between Astarabad province and the [lands of ] the Goklan nomads. These ser-
vants of the governor were captured by the nomads in the Dukabran steppe,
one farsakh’s distance from Ketul and around five from Astarabad. As far as
I know, the commander of the Astarabad [naval] station, Lieutenant-Captain
Likharev, has already advanced all the instructions in his power to ensure that
the aforesaid prince and Ilkhani [Jafar Quli]’s eight servants will be rescued
from captivity without fail and presented to him. According to the Astarabad
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mayor, the aforementioned Tagan Kazy invites the Jafarbay and Atabay Turk-
mens to go to the aid of the Kara-Kala inhabitants; however, the said Yomuts,
whose wives and children are presently held in Astarabad, do not agree to set off
on this campaign until they are convinced that the Ilkhani [Jafar Quli] will fail
to get the best of their adversary. Nevertheless, there are other rumors that they
actually sent subsidies to Kara Kala [to aid its defense]. Aside from the unrest
being carried out at the present time by Turkmens, no lesser unrest is also being
aggravated by the Astarabad jurist Akhund Mullah Muhammad Riza, known to
the Imperial Commission for his intrigues and his tendency to interfere in mat-
ters other than his own, who, to the obvious displeasure of Mirza Muhammad,
the temporary governor of Astarabad province, and to all sensible people, has
been going out of the city every two or three days, armed head to toe, in the
company of various bastards on horseback, and, heading out to the surround-
ing villages, inciting their inhabitants to “jihad”—a general uprising against the
Turkmen. Such actions by Mulla Riza, of course, cannot remain secret from the
Turkmens, who are well within their rights to consider themselves, after this,
offended by the Persians, and therefore to strengthen their plundering. Under
such circumstances, in the opinion of Mirza Muhammad and other inhabi-
tants of Astarabad, even the very city itself is in danger, having no means of
defense due to its lack of any force whatsoever. Mirza Muhammad must also
be thanked for that fact that, by way of astute instructions, he manages to keep
the townspeople from hostile clashes with the Turkmens; otherwise the latter,
being pushed beyond their patience, would perhaps decide in the end on a
unanimous and desperate invasion of [Astarabad]. No more than five days ago,
alarge gang of armed Turkmen horsemen rushed under the very city walls, but,
fortunately, from here they dispersed to neighboring villages to plunder ...
Around evening time on the same date, from the Ilkhani [ Jafar Quli]’s camp,
being located now within cannon-shot of Kara Kala, one of the respected res-
ident holy men came to Astarabad: Sayyid Nizam al-Din. According to him,
to the present moment, the Ilkhani [Jafar Quli] was not able to do anything
decisive against the Turkmens, and is in a very difficult situation due to the cur-
rent shortage of provisions for the troops. Besides this, the Yomut Turkmens
who accompanied him betrayed him and went over to the side of the Kara
Kala inhabitants, with the exception of their elders, to whom the Ilkhani [Jafar
Quli] gave permission to return to their auls, not seeing any need for them any
longer. Moreover, Sayyid Nizam al-Din said the Ilkhani [ Jafar Quli] has the good
intention of sending his brother Shir Muhammad Khan along with 200 Bujnurd
Kurds to Astarabad to secure the city. Be that as it may, however, in my extreme
understanding, it would not hurt for His Majesty the Shah’s government to pay
serious attention both to the difficult situation in which the Ilkhani [Jafar Quli]
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finds himself, and to the extreme danger to which this local region is exposed
due to the lack of any military means and forces.

Document 2

Written five days after the previous document, this report is similarly sympathetic
to the Turkmens and likewise anticipates the Persian defeat. It includes rare infor-
mation on ja'far Quli Khan's role in the conflict and his communications with the
Turkmens on the eve of the battle.

“Report from the head of the Astarabad Naval Station to the Commander-in-
Chief of the Caucasus Army on the reasons why a punitive mission was sent
to Kara-Kala district.”

January 17th, 1858

I consider it my duty to inform your excellency about the events taking place in
the local region. Last year, on November 21st 1857, the local Astarabad governor
Jafar Quli Khan Ilkhani set out on a campaign at the behest of His Majesty the
Shah against utterly obedient Turkmens who had migrated from Khiva in 1856
and had settled, with the consent of the Persian government and the Ilkhani
[Jafar Quli], on the same fertile plains from which they had departed for Khiva
approximately 50 years prior, and where they had been dwelling on that side
of the Sumbar river that flows to the right of the Atrek. There was a fort on
this plain, the nearly ruined fort of Kara Kala, which the Turkmens have now
strengthened a bit, and they do not want to leave that place, where they have
managed to get settled and provide for themselves. The Persian government,
not only perennially suspicious of foreigners but not even trusting its own gov-
ernors, became suspicious of Jafar Quli Khan Ilkhani—who had already taken
part in a rebellion against the Shah on one occasion—with regard to his inten-
tions in settling Turkmen migrants so close to the Persian borders, and ordered
him to resettled them from Kara Kala to another place. No matter how hard
the Ilkhani [Jafar Quli] tried to convince his government not to drive off those
Turkmens who had resettled there, and who were ready to pay tribute from that
place, he did not succeed in this; and thus, without resorting to force, he began
to persuade the migrants from Khiva to move away from the fort of Kara Kala,
in which and around which they had been roaming. But only around 3,000
families listened to him and migrated to the other side of the Sumbar, to the
Chandyr Valley, watered on two sides by the Sumbar and Atrek rivers and closed
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off on a third side by a branch of mountains running northwest from Bujnurd;
the remaining 6,000 families stayed in the placed they previously occupied
and did not want to leave there. The Ilkhani [Jafar Quli] headed out against
them with an army consisting of 10,000 on foot and on horseback, with three
cannons. These troops were poorly armed, little supplied with provisions, and,
according to many who saw them, they should not achieve success in the event
that the Turkmens take a notion to resist, because the governor will have to
deal not solely with the migrants from Khiva but also with their nearest neigh-
bors, the Teke Turkmens, a brave people and one always hostile to the Persians.
Now a lot of time has passed, and there is no positive news whatsoever con-
cerning the governor and his actions; it is known only that he is surrounded on
all sides by Turkmens and that their numerical force exceeds his force. Local
Yomut Turkmens of the Jafarbay and Atabay tribes, whom the Ilkhani perfidi-
ously plundered when he was here on September 5th 1857, taking their families
into captivity and holding them hostage in the city of Astarabad, have now
rebelled and have begun pillaging the whole country around Astarabad, which
was left without an army. They are taking the majority of Persian captives into
slavery (mnozhestvo plennykh persiian uvodiatsia v nevoliu), they are burning
villages, and all because of the injustice and perfidy of the governor [ Jafar Quli].
The calamities resulting from this will be incalculable. Pertaining to our detach-
ment, the coastal Turkmens express their complete submission (pokornost’)
and goodwill; I will not fail to inform Your Excellency of all details concerning
further incidents in the country.

Document 3

Lewis Pelly, a British diplomat in Herat, wrote the earliest extant reports about
the disastrous Persian defeat at Merv in 1860. His journals provide an even more
forthcoming perspective on the catastrophe, including the details of his personal
visit to the defeated army’s convoy.

Excerpts from “A journal of Lewis Pelly’s official journey overland from Per-
sia to India through Afghanistan including Mashhad, Herat and Kabul”

India Office Records: Mss Eur F126/31
October, 1860

I commenced a letter to Sir Henry Rawlinson, and was in the middle of it, when
the Minister came in hurriedly with a message from the Sirdar to say the Per-
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sian Army of some 50,000 men had been utterly beaten and destroyed by the
Tekkie Turcomans at Merv and that the Shahzadeh / commanding [sic] in chief
with a wreck of some few thousand men was in swift retreat upon Herat. In a
short time the Comm. In Chief brought me the Ameer’s letters announcing his
victory, and an autograph letter or rather hurried scrawl from the Prince Humza
Meerza announcing his defeat. The latter missive still vaunted the power of the
Shah and asked for aid. From all I can gather, guns commissariat infantry bag-
gage and all are in the Turcoman Camp. The Turcomans will of course be at the
heels of the Prince. The Saloor and Sarrokh Turcomans must even if they like
not join the Tekkies. The Jumsheedees still unconquered at Moor-Achak will
take fresh heart. And it only wants Mahomed Afzul Khan to make his threat-
ened appearance at Memaneh to have the whole North from Meshed to Balk
in one continuous uproar. Some two thousand Persians of all arms who chance
to be here in route to Merv can at once be pushed on to the Prince’s Camp with
provisions—shall move on to Roussau myself directly confidence is vested here
and then see if I can aid the Prince stop the Turcomans by remonstrance or
arrangement and rescue if possible the hapless French Photographer who was
with the Persian force. Employed till late in the evening in writing reports rel-
ative to this disaster. [...] In the afternoon the Sirdar himself called. Both he
and his minister are desirous that I should not leave Herat until things settle
down.

[Saturday, October 3rd]—News in today of a second disaster sustained by
the Presian Force at the hands of the Saloor and Sarookh Turcomans of Pun-
jdeh. It appears that the force turned off its directive of flight and moved east
to the Sarookh stronghold. These tribes were in enmity with the Tekkies and
had secretly aided and provisioned the Persian Army. They now received the
Prince with courtesy and fed his followers. Suddenly the following morning
they rushed on the Persians seized their baggage animals and supplies, made
slaves of some 3 or 4 thousand disarmed many more while the Prince his sec-
ond in command and some immediate followers mounted horse, and trusting
themselves to the prudence of an Hazareh chief named Mollah Youssuf fled
towards Herat followed by some 8 or 9 thousand stragglers on foot and who
had either escaped in the confusion or who had been taken stripped and turned
loose as valueless.

[Tuesday, October 6th]|—Was just mounting to ride out to the Persian camp
beyond the river when the courier arrived from Teheran 14 days en route ...
Reached the camp and sent to ask to see the Prince, but he postponed the visit
till the following morning. Found some 80oo unarmed men, many foot sore
and half clothed, all lying about ... poor fellows they have been sacrificed to
mismanagement but no man complained and only one begged of me.
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[Wednesday, October 19th]—Saw the Khisham-ool-dowlah and remon-
strated with him upon his neglect of his men. All to no use ... Followed me
out of his hut and mounting his horse rode towards Meshed, some cavalry fol-
lowing him. I then went to the Prince but found him almost broken down with
grief. Straight after ascertaining that what his Highness wants was money. After
learning also that the French gentleman who went to photograph the Turco-
mans was dead. And after urging his Highness not to go by the frontier road
but by that of Khaff. I rode back to Herat and consulting with Sultan Ahmed
Khan sent out money for the Prince and wrote to him a latter also, pointing
out that his best plan would be to leave his footsore and damaged men behind
when I'would take care of them and send them on under escort. That he himself
with his efficient should move t once, as every day is of importance, the winder
setting in and the Turcomans being on the alert. Finally that he should move
his infantry by the Khaff road, have a cavalry flanking party along the frontier
road and so be in a position to find shelter ...

[Sunday, October 21st]—The Minister gave me an amusing account of his
visit to the Prince Governor’s Camp from which he has today returned. He says
it is the intention of the Khan-ool-dowlah to lay all the blame of the recent
defeats upon Prince Humza Mirza—but I should think this falsehood would
hardly hold—unless backed by enormous bribes at Teheran. Meanwhile the
Prince has got his two thousand sovars [?] from this place, has left a few of his
footsore men, but has I believe taken the Frontier Road. If so I feel pretty sure
he will yet have another mishap ere he reach Meshed. It appears that one of
the Persian surbaz who visited the city yesterday was found this morning at
the Candahar gate with his head cut off.

Document 4

Weeks after the Persian defeat at Merv, news of the catastrophe was finally
reported in a Tehran newspaper. That article was translated and reprinted soon
afterwards in Kavkaz (“Caucasus”), a Russian journal known for its in-depth
coverage of Iran. An insightful analysis of the defeat’s context and significance
accompanies Kavkaz’s translation of the Persian document.

“Persia. Private Correspondence,” in Kavkaz No. 91 (Tiflis, November 20,
1860):

Tehran, October 2gth.
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We did not want to fatigue your attentions by reporting on the unpleasant
rumors which have constantly been spreading about the misfortunes expe-
rienced by the Persian troops sent this spring on an expedition against the
Turkmens inhabiting the vast steppe north of Khurasan. Finally, however, the
government itself, seeing that it was impossible to hide its detachment’s dis-
aster, in the last issue of the Tehran Gagzette, from the gth of Rabi‘ al-akhir
(October 13th) ... describes the final defeat and flight of the detachment. Here
is the translation of the text, which we give in order to avert the thought of any
biased opinions:

“We noted before that after the Shah’s troops took the Merv fortress, the
Teke Turkmens, crossing the river, began to reinforce themselves in the aul! of
Alisha, erecting earthen fortifications. The Prince Khishmet al-Dowla (Hamza
Mirza) and Qavvam al-Dowla (his vizier), busy with punishing the Salor tribe
and securing food supplies, from the 26th of DAu al-Hijjah, that is, from the time
of the occupation of Merv, until the 27th of Safar, did not conduct any military
actions whatsoever, while the adversary was carrying out serf duties [sic]. The
Turkmens even crossed the bridge that was in their hands and built ramparts
and a bastion on that side of the river, at which they placed a lookout point.
On the 27th of Safar, Khishmet ud-Dowla [Hamza Mirza] and Qavvam ud-
Dowla, leaving part of the detachment with guns and supply wagons in Merv,
set off themselves with the other regiments against the enemy and, arriving at
the Samanduk fortress, located three farsakhs from Merv, stayed there for two
days. On the 1st of Rabi‘ al-awwal, they headed farther on and stopped with
their troops 2,000 steps from the Turkmen fort. On the 2nd of Rabi‘ al-awwal
(September 6th), the Persian troops occupied a very unfavorable position: high
reeds and deep streams made it difficult to make use of the cannons and to
make the correct movements. Nevertheless, a pitched battle ensued, contin-
uing for nine hours; the sartip of the Ferakhan regiment, Muhammad Hasan
Khan, was killed in this engagement. Despite the inconvenient location, the
Persian troops fought very courageously and fulfilled their duty. Since that time,
as seen in the news received now, no military actions have taken place whatso-
ever, and the sarbazes were engaged in the building of ramparts and digging
trenches to the river and to the Turkmen fortifications. On the 16th of the
same month (September 20th), the Turkmens, both men and women, gath-
ering in a great mass, set out from their fortification, and the Persian troops
moved against them. The battle continued from morning until sunset, eleven
hours in all; the inconvenient location once again impeded the working of the

1 The common term for a Turkmen settlement or village.
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artillery. Although the Persian troops did not gain victory that day, they nev-
ertheless returned in due order to their camp at sunset. They say that around
4,000 people were killed that day, but the losses on our side were much more
considerable than those on the Turkmen side. On the night of the 17th, Khish-
met al-Dowla and Qavvam al-Dowla, seeing the undaunted courage, numbers,
and readiness of the Turkmens, and, at the same time, discussing the inconve-
nience of the positions taken up by the Persian troops, who could not operate
their artillery, arrived at the conclusion that the expedition would stretch on a
very long time for these reasons. Moreover, they were threatened by the inade-
quacy of the food supplies. If they resolved to send out a part of the detachment
to get supplies, it still would not make it back soon enough, and besides this,
their detachment would need to be considerably reduced. They were menaced
by the most powerful adversary—hunger. So they decided to head off with the
detachment toward Panjdeh, in hopes of finding food supplies there, but they
did not take stock of the fact that setting off with the troops not long after a
pitched eleven-hour battle meant giving cause to the enemy to act with still
greater courage and obduracy. Deciding in the end [nevertheless] to carry out
their plan, they set out with the troops.

“The Turkmens, who had endured much in battle, learning of this move-
ment, sent at night their cavalry and infantry, who settled along the stream-
banks and in the reeds in order to block the detachment’s path, while those who
were able to carry weapons set off in pursuit of it. On the 17th (September 21st),
striking from afar at the vanguard, rearguard, and flanks, the Turkmens seized
everything they could from the convoy, taking captive or killing on the spot
whomever they could. Arriving in Panjdeh, the army did not find any provi-
sions. Due to the insufficiency of provisions and water, it was decided that the
detachment, dividing into two parts, would take different roads. Pasha Khan,
the Shuja al-Mulk, had headed for Turbet Shaykh Jam and had already arrived
there, but the Khishmet al-Dowla and Qavvam al-Dowla had not yet arrived at
that place (Mashhad).

“Since, after returning in this condition the former obviously could not be
left as the ruler and the latter as vizier of Khurasan, his Kingly Greatness saw fit
to appoint as governor of this province Muid al-Dowla Takhmas-Mirza, known
for his great comportment, humanity, and abilities; and, as vizier and sardar
of the local troops, Muhammad Nasir Khan, the Eshik agasi bashi (master of
ceremonies), an experienced and skilled official. From fear of the disorder that
could ensue after such unrest and failure on the borders of Khurasan, he was
ordered to go by courier. Muhammad Nasir Khan was granted the title Zahir al-
Dowla (assistant of the state) ... and showered with gold adornments. It falls to
him to care for the welfare of the Shah’s subjects until Prince Takhmas-Mirza
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arrives in Mashhad—and he will soon head there with troops, artillery, and
shells, and with God'’s help, making the necessary preparations, not like what
befell others in previous times, he will fulfill wonderfully and easily the order
entrusted to him and set this matter right.”

Here [above] is an accurate translation of the official bulletin, which leaves
no doubt that the expedition which cost, judging by the income of Persia, an
incalculable sum, concluded in an exceedingly unfortunate manner. The best
half of the Shah’s troops took part in it and, as everyone here is positively con-
vinced, hardly a tenth of them will return from the campaign. The artillery,
consisting of almost thirty cannons, went to the Turkmens. In addition, the
sad news was received that Mir-Panj (commander of five regiments) Jafar Quli
Khan, son of Iskandar Khan Khoiskii, was killed; Mustafa Khan, the brother of
the sipahsalar (minister of war), was taken into captivity; and Abdul Ali Khan,
artillery sartip, an old veteran, known for his bravery, who had been in almost
all the major campaigns since the last war with Russia, was severely wounded
and is unlikely to recover. Of course, His Majesty, who has enjoyed constant
success in ventures against his Asian enemy-neighbors, was exceedingly upset
by such an unhappy conclusion to the expedition. The court, clergy, and popu-
lace sympathize with His Majesty in this general disaster. We must observe that
Takhmas-Mirza’s order to go to Khurasan was recently cancelled; he has been
appointed as governor of Shiraz, and Sultan Murad Mirza has been appointed
governor of Khurasan in place of Hamza Mirza. This prince is known for his
management abilities. He took the Mashhad fortress by storm, in which troops
hadlong been holding out, having rebelled under the command of Salar in1849.
In the last war, Herat surrendered to him after a long siege. They say that Nasir
al-Din Shah swore to take revenge on the Turkmens at all costs and punish them
for their boundless insolence. Orders have already been given for the troops of
Azerbaijan to prepare for a new campaign, but now it will hardly be possible to
assemble more than six regiments there. The sarbazes, who were already for-
merly on campaign against the Turkmens in Astarabad and Khurasan, will not
readily go against them again. Thus, two regiments returning from Astarabad
refused to go to Khurasan and fled to the refuge (best) of the Shahzada Abdul
Azim mosque, from which they do not want to leave until they are given their
several-years-unpaid salary and permitted to discuss the matter, and to be sub-
jected to no punishment for their disobedience. Hopes for the army are gen-
erally bad. They say that part of the detachment left by Hamza Mirza in Merv,
having learned about the commander-in-chief’s escape, left the fortress, and
700 people from the Simnan regiment surrendered to the Salors, who took
them captive. From the ruler of Herat too there is nothing to hope for; even
before the campaign, while he was based in Tehran, he had promised to give
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the Persians a considerable amount of provisions; but Hamza Mirza, who sent
the Damavand regiment to Herat for them, was not able to wait for provisions
from Sardar Sultan Ahmad Khan.

Muhammad Nasir Khan has already headed off to Mashhad; Hamza Mirza
and his vizier, they say, have arrived there with a small retinue. We make no pre-
dictions about whether the Persian government will actually resolve to under-
take a new expedition against the Turkmens, or whether it will limit itself to
the defense of its borders against these tribes, whose courage will increase from
their recent successes. Let us await the events to come.

The garrison of the new fort built on the site of what was formerly Sarakhs—
named “Nasiriyya” after the Shah—also left its post, having learned that Prince
Hamza Mirza had retreated from Alisha, but they say it has returned there
from the road. We know, so far, only the main events of the unfortunate cam-
paign, but its extremely interesting details can only be learned from those who
were themselves participants in it, because, of course, no one will dare to write
about them for fear that the letter would fall into the hands of the authori-
ties. However, based on rumors from Mashhad, everyone here thinks that, from
the expeditionary force, which consisted of the best cavalry and infantry, very
few people survived. The blame for the failure will, of course, be placed on the
unfortunate Hamza Mirza; but, as we have long predicted, it must be attributed
to the slowness with which the Persians went on their campaign, which was
such that the Turkmens managed to make off with their bread [i.e. grain],
after which it was easy for them to withdraw into the depths of the steppe.
The Mashhad authorities also contributed to the failure inasmuch as they did
not prepare the necessary provisions, which, however, was not easy for them to
accomplish: the harvest in 1858 was poor in Khurasan, and the delivery of grain
from distant provinces was fraught with unbelievable challenges. This is to say
nothing of the mistakes of the Prince and his vizier, who led their troops into
reeds and swampland well-known only to the Turkmens, and then, not giving
the sarbazes a rest after a long battle—[troops which], as the Tehran newspa-
per itself hints, had suffered huge losses the day before—led them to the very
places where it was easy for the enemy to take them into captivity or kill them
like sheep. Above all, Khishmat al-Dawla and his vizier made an unforgivable
blunder in believing the oaths of the Salor tribal elders, who promised after the
capture of Merv to serve the Qajar dynasty against the Tekes and other tribes
hostile to it. As soon as the detachment Hamza Mirza left in Merv, having heard
about his defeat, departed the fort and started their retreat, the Salors attacked
it ferociously and inflicted on it a terrible pummeling.

The governor of Astarabad and Mazandaran, the Mulk-ara, having set upon
the Yamuts with 5,000 or 6,000 people, returned to Astarabad, having lost
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about 100 of his troops, and was not able to do anything to give luster to his
name and frighten the audacious Turkmens, who are now even still more dar-
ingly robbing the Persian villages close to their auls. The Mulk-ara is asking once
again for troops to be sent from the capital, but at the present time all the atten-
tion of the Shah’s government is focused on the matter of Khurasan, and he can
hardly expect such an outlay. We heard from a person deserving of full confi-
dence that the Astarabad governor intends to head off to Fendereski and make
an assault upon the Yamut tribes or the Goklans migrating along the borders of
the district, but it would not be advisable to take any action right now against
the Turkmens, animated as they are by the success of the Tekes and the general
misfortune of the Persians. They also say that the residents, aggrieved by their
constant enemies in the steppe and oppressed by the continuous extortions
of the local government, are very unsatisfied with the Mulk-ara’s governance.
Most of the clergy, who still have a strong influence over the spirit of the people
in that district and govern their actions, are likewise not on the greedy gov-
ernor’s side. For these reasons, the Mulk-ara cannot hope for the assistance
of the Iljari (militia), which plays an important role in campaigns against the
Turkmens, and who are agitated by him to the extreme: recently, without any
special reason, he captured and executed Eltezor Khan, one of the most influ-
ential Yamut elders, who, trusting the Persians, had come to Astarabad. Actions
of thiskind on the part of the government, which, being unable to deal with the
enemy, bring about through their own cruelty unnecessary disasters upon the
heads of the defenseless populace, will by no means lead to success.
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