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Ella R. Christie (1617–1949) was a Scottish author, explorer and gardener who travelled extensively in Central Asia and the Russian Empire. Inspired by a journey to Japan, she also created the famous Japanese garden at her home at Crowden Castle. 
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Introduction

Isabella (‘Ella’) Robertson Christie (1861–1949) was a shrewd Scottish traveller of rare spirit, born close to my adopted city of Edinburgh. After the death of her father, whom she had cared for until her forties, she set off to explore, fully breaking with ideas of what women should be at that time. Long trips took her into Tibet, Borneo and Kashmir, where she travelled by packhorse and cart to camp in the snow at the Chorbat Pass. But it was her two adventures through Central Asia, in the years leading up to the First World War, in 1910 and 1912, recounted in Through Khiva to Golden Samarkand that really stand out. Above all, the great appeal of this book, which has long deserved to be better known, is simple: there is nothing else like it. It stands quietly but magnificently alone.

Ella was the first British woman to visit Khiva, then a remote desert slave-trading town notorious for raiding Turkmen tribesmen, and she was also a member of the Royal Scottish Geographical Society for forty-four years. Tenacious then, yes, but unlike many other travellers of her era she never set out to break records, to spy, to climb mountains or gain accolades. This separates her work from the gung-ho ambitiousness shown by male travelling writers of her generation, such as Arminius Vámbéry, Captain Burnaby, Aurel Stein and Francis Younghusband, many of whom covered similar terrain and were wrapped up in the Great Game, the nineteenth-century clandestine struggle between the tsarist and British empires. In her introduction, she states her mission: ‘My reasons for making the journey were twofold, first, the extreme desire to see for myself what lay on that comparatively bare spot on the map east of the Caspian Sea . . . and secondly, the lure of those magic names, Bokhara and Samarkand’. What we witness, as we follow her from Turkmenistan into Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan, is a series of slow-paced expeditions, examining everyday life both high and low, presented in language that is refreshingly inviting, curious and clear-eyed.

What she chose to pack for such journeys, described at the start of the book, hints at where her attention will likely fall along the way, ‘a Jaeger rug, and a cotton padded quilt to serve as a mattress, and so help to relieve the unevenness of a Central Asian hotel bedstead . . . a small frying-pan . . . a bag of oatmeal, biscuits, and butter, butter being almost unobtainable throughout Turkestan.’ What we quickly ascertain is that Ella cared about, and was captivated by, how people were cooking, what they were bartering for at Silk Road marketplaces and what they were wearing. Topics far more relatable, for most readers, than dusty Great Game politics. She tries the fermented drink kvass, made from rye bread, makes a note of seven different types of raisin at a bazaar, remarks upon how the Turkmen’s beloved horses may share their masters’ meals and declares Turkmen pears to be far better than ‘the finest French ones’. It is kaleidoscopic












I

My First Sight of Central Asia

A Dreary Settlement – Turcoman Tribes – A Military Line – Russian Characteristics – Refreshment Arrangements

My first sight of Central Asia is a memory of temporary-looking houses and clouds of sandy dust, known under the name of Krasnovodsk. The situation of the town somewhat resembles Aden, with its bare brown rocks and the same guarding line of rocky islands in the mouth of the harbour. On its quays may be seen mountainous bales of raw cotton ready for shipment to the mills of Moscow and other manufacturing towns in Russia, while European goods of all kinds supply the requirements and gratify the tastes of ten to twelve million inhabitants of Central Asia, who, year by year, are discarding their native-made articles in favour of Western goods, which in many cases is to be deplored.

As regards dwellings, nothing of a more permanent nature is to be seen than the station buildings, substantially built of stone, where I managed to obtain quite a good meal of roast meat and stewed dried apricots before starting on the journey to Ashkabad at four p.m. The officials in charge of the station have the air of men undergoing a term of banishment, anxious to learn ‘how soon can we be out of this?’ The answer to this query for the traveller means some hours, as there is only one train each way in the twelve hours. The railway was constructed in 1880 by General Skobelof, the conqueror of Turkestan, as a military one, and as a military one it is still maintained. Originally it was intended to go only as far as Ashkabad, but the rapid development of cotton-growing led to its extension eastwards to the more fertile province of Ferghana, and the terminus is now reached at Andigan, a distance of nearly a thousand miles from Krasnovodsk, and about ninety from the frontier of Chinese Turkestan. The war of 1881 secured this stretch of country for Russia, and at Geok Teppe was fought the last battle with the Tekke Turcomans, the native inhabitants of that part of the country west of the Oxus. Thousands of them were slaughtered, and their fort, formerly a Persian one, was razed to the ground. Fragments of the surrounding mud wall testify to its size, and to its inadequacy to cope with modern implements of war. As a testimony to the administrative qualities of the conquerors, squadrons of native cavalry, officered by them, may be seen exercising in the vicinity, an arrangement which still allows scope for the fighting instincts of a fine people.

The railway line is suitable for a certain amount of heavy traffic, and the engines are powerful ones, built chiefly in Moscow. They are in most cases petrol-driven, and in order to maintain the supply, pipes of oil are laid on from wells along the railway track to reservoirs at certain stations; in some cases it is even carried in boiler-like receptacles on wagons.

The line is not ballasted, but simply levelled up, and the rails are spiked on to the sleepers, which last are chiefly made of pinewood from the Volga district. Wood for that purpose is unobtainable nearer at hand, and even for fuel for stoking the engines, where petrol is not employed, the roots and branches of an insignificant-looking shrub called saxaul is the only kind available throughout Turkestan.

The trains are usually made up of first, second, third and fourth class carriages; these last are practically no better than horse-boxes. The railway gauge is eight inches wider than that of Europe, which allows of wider carriages, and they are consequently built higher in proportion.

The first and second class, which are corridor carriages, are not uncomfortable; the seats, covered in red-and-white-striped cotton material, form beds during the night, and there is a curb chain which secures the door firmly inside. By a small payment the compartment can be reserved. Heating is arranged for by a stove at the end of the carriage, which keeps it suffocatingly hot; added to which – as the windows of the carriages are often double – it is almost impossible to obtain fresh air. There is economy of light both by day and night, for the windows are small, high up, and on one side of the carriage only, that on the corridor side being entirely panelled in wood, so that it is difficult to see the scenery except when it is occasionally reflected by a mirror in the door. Above the door is a tin lamp in which is a candle, the only means of dispelling the darkness when night falls.

This is typical of Russian methods, for sometimes elaborately built stations have nothing more than a tin lantern to light them, as if the energy that started building them had given out. ‘Russia is so prone to lose heart, to fluctuate in her desires, and grow weary of her dreams,’ and the same falling off from big beginnings applied to requests for information and plans. For example, in referring to officials I would state what was required, and in the most courteous manner would be told nothing could be easier than to carry out my wishes, but when it came to details all the fine ideas vanished like mist. Again and again this happened, and I cannot but feel that something – I do not know whether to call it practicality or perseverance – is greatly lacking in the Russian character.

My experience in reference to this point coincides with that of Monsieur Paléologue, who in his Memoirs recently published thus describes this aspect of the Russian character as he found it:

 

I put him [M. Dormer] on his guard against the facility with which Russians seem to acquiesce straight off in everything proposed to them. It is not duplicity on their part. Far from it! But their first impressions are usually inspired by their feelings of sympathy, a desire to please, the fact that they hardly ever have a strong sense of reality, and the receptitude of their minds which make them extremely impressionable. 

 

The trains are run by Petrograd time, so each station clock has two pointers, one painted black to indicate rail time, while local time is shown by the pointer painted red. Three men are employed to check the tickets and, I suppose, each other’s dishonesty. At every stopping-place a table is set out on the platform on which are steaming samovars (the well-known Russian brass tea urn), and piles of excellent white bread, eggs and bottles of milk. Superior tables can sometimes offer blinskys, which are thin pancakes enclosing minced meat. These when hot are not unpalatable, but when half cold the mutton fat, in which they are cooked, makes itself too pronounced. Tumblers of pale-coloured tea are welcomed on these long dusty journeys, especially by the native travellers, to allay the thirst produced by the constant eating of sunflower seeds. This is almost the equivalent of the chewing-gum of America, being more used as a means of passing the time than as an actual food. I tasted the seeds and found them uninteresting. Their husks bestrew the floor of every carriage (laid with linoleum or wax-cloth), and every few hours an official goes round with a hard whisk to clear away all debris. The more important stations have buffets, which also serve as waiting-rooms, and the station is used as a meeting-place of the whole district on the arrival and departure of trains, the chief event in the twenty-four hours in these remote regions. This description applies to the arrangements regarding trains and travelling before the revolution.

The Russians are said to pride themselves on mixing with the natives, a laudable idea if only a little more space at the stations were given to do so. My thoughts conjure up a crowded junction when all and sundry were packed into the one room, and particularly a lively experience at Tchernaivo, the hour two-thirty a.m., the room filled with piles of bundles – luggage in Central Asia does not run to boxes, and only to an occasional carpet bag or suit-case – tired Russian mothers with an air of resignation equally shared by their children, even including the inevitable infant, trying to find a corner for repose among their belongings. Each girl’s head is tied up in a handkerchief, the counterpart of her mother’s, but boys are in strange loofah helmets. The group is composed of various nationalities, some drinking tea and some trying to sleep, while in the corner is ranged the never-failing bookstall for the sale of post-cards, chiefly those of an objectionable kind. At the fly-covered bar, adorned with bottles and blinskys, are groups of men indulging in vodka and endless talk. Struggling through the semi-darkness to find one’s train, one stumbles across strange white-sheeted figures, their faces turned towards Mecca, kneeling on some vestige of a sacred rug, faithful to the forms of their religion as first inculcated by Mahomet on Arab plains so far removed by space and centuries.





II

The Journey Across the Desert to Ashkabad

Patient Travellers – Dunes and Deserts – Russian Forestry – Irrigation Work – George IV. Guns – Khalats – Native Bazaars – Promiscuous ‘Smokes’

One Moment in Annihilation’s Waste,

One Moment, of the Well of Life to taste –

The Stars are setting and the Caravan

Starts for the Dawn of Nothing – Oh, make haste!

 

After unrolling one’s bundles and settling oneself as comfortably as circumstances permitted in the somewhat restricted space of a Central Asian railway carriage, on the ringing of the last of the three warning bells, the train glided out of Krasnovodsk at eight p.m. At stopping-places by the way these bells were a constant source of anxiety, it was so easy to miss one. Ashkabad was reached next day at midday; not a very rapid transit considering the distance, which is 220 miles; but I found on long journeys this slower mode of progression to be much less tiring than are our express trains, and besides I do not suppose the line as laid would stand their vibration.

The stations along the route are well built of stone, the platforms paved with brick, set edge up in herringbone pattern, and crowds are always assembled at them, as the Russians encourage railway travel among the natives, while they in turn think nothing of waiting for hours, or even days if need be, and happily camp on the platform during the enforced delay. Their name for the railway train is ‘Sheitan Arba,’ or the devil’s coach!

For a considerable distance after leaving Krasnovodsk the journey presents few features of interest, as about two-thirds of the country of Turkestan is desert through which oases are scattered. It is bounded on the south by a continuous chain of mountains which contribute the water supply of the five rivers by which the country is intersected. Of these rivers the Amu Daria or Oxus and the Syr Daria or Jaxartes, both falling into the Aral Sea, are the most important, while the other three, the Mourghab, the Tedjen and the Zerafshan, are lost in marshes or form small lakes. The desert between the Caspian Sea and Amu Daria is known as the Kara-Kum, but one must not imagine it as all a flat plain, for in parts it rather resembles a troubled sea of sand, whose dunes reach as high as sixty feet, their crescent-shaped surface rippled as by a tidal wave. These dunes are of so shifting a nature as to endanger the lives of any who seek to find a track across these desolate wastes. An interesting allusion to these sand-holes is to be found in an account of his journey by an ambassador to the Court of Tamerlane, in which he states that on the banks there were great plains of sand, and the sand was moved from one spot to the other by wind, and was thrown up in curious semicircular mounds, and the wind blew the sand from one mound to another, for it was very light, and on the ground where the wind had blown away the sand the marks of the mounds were left.

In another description a Roman historian Quintus Curtius (translated in 1553) notes: ‘To observe the starres as they do, that sayle the seas, and by the course of them direct their journey, wherefore in the daye time the country is wild and impassable, when they can finde no track nor waye to go in, nor marke or sign whereby to passe.’

These descriptions apply absolutely to the present-day condition of that treeless waste, as well as to the time in which they were written. At intervals, instead of sand-dunes there are flatter stretches, whitened by saline deposits, with but scanty signs of vegetation, and yet amid this apparent desolation one knows that wherever irrigation is introduced a Garden of Eden is sure to follow.

In parts the railway has to be protected from sand-blocks by thick fences of thorn and scrub planted at each side, which somewhat check the inroads made by sandstorms, especially at that part known as ‘the caravans’ graveyard,’ a name that tells its own tale.

The Russians in laying out their new towns have made the invariable rule of building them entirely apart from the native ones; it might be two or it might be ten miles off, according to circumstances. This has enabled them to build unhampered by space, and regardless of the extent of ground required for their laying out. Wide avenues of trees in double and even treble rows, with rivulets trickling between the rows, are much to be commended, the general plan being not unlike that of our Indian cantonments, while the railway station at Ashkabad was, like most of those already passed, a well-built stone one, with quite a pretentious façade on the town side.

Ashkabad boasts of avenues of poplars and acacias, with one-storey bungalows buried in greenery, and rather feeble attempts at gardens. Nasturtiums, stocks, and most of our garden flowers would grow if encouraged, but the average Russian officer’s wife either has other things of more real importance to occupy her, or lacks a pride in making her home look attractive.

In the town are various public buildings, such as schools and technical colleges, and in the principal square there is a Russian church, with its fine gilded domes; in front of it in this square are some old brass guns, with the royal monogram of our King George IV. – a strange place to meet them, and evidently they must at some period have been taken from the Afghans, to whom we had given artillery.

There was also at the time of my visit a large temple in process of erection by the sect of the Bahais, which has many adherents among the Persians. There is a considerable trade with Persia, as the frontier is only a few miles distant, and Mesched, 180 miles to the south, draws many Mahometan pilgrims to its shrine.

The chief attraction of the native quarter is its market, for there may be seen the many varieties of inhabitants of the country; prominent among them are of course the Tekke Turcomans, a fine-looking race in their dark-red-striped khalats, as their long robes are called, very similar in shape to a dressing-gown, a gaily coloured sash-band tied round their waists, on the head a huge fur cap of either black or white astrakhan, and high soft leather boots. The market is a very extensive one, held on a large open place, where the more luxurious merchants erect sheds or tents for themselves. One side of the square is devoted to quadrupeds, of which the camels form the noisiest and most noisome section. They are of the Bactrian breed, larger and heavier than those of Arabia, and in winter are covered with immensely thick brown wool, which as the warmer weather approaches is shed in handfuls, leaving large unsightly-looking bare patches. Their cast coats are not, in another sense, thrown away, for the wool is carefully collected and skilfully woven into the long robes of their owners, or else it is used for stuffing quilts, which are the native substitutes for blankets, deliciously warm and light. This reminds one of the thrifty days in Scotland long ago, when sheep’s wool was carefully collected off hedges and bushes and spun into material for household use.

In another part of the market is to be seen cotton in its raw state, as well as cotton seed, both whole and crushed, testifying to a growing industry, of which the climax is reached in Ferghana, the most easterly province of Russian Central Asia. A rather uncommon use is made of the cotton seed, besides the ordinary one of oil-cake. The seed is crushed and then moulded into the form of a jug with a short spout, in which is contained the oil which has been already expressed from the small brown seeds.

Earthenware dishes for household use are displayed by another dealer – the inside of the flat dishes are coloured blue or green, with a fine glaze – while a collection of unglazed water-jars, whose artistic forms are strongly reminiscent of the Greek occupation, stand on the ground. A pile of rather squat ones, with a knob at the bottom, are intended for use on irrigation wheels, and this projection enables them to be securely tied on.

In a corner in a shed is found a copper mender, where fluted copper and brass jugs, or perhaps more strictly ewers, known as kungana by the natives, in every stage of dilapidation have been entrusted to his repairing powers. With the simplest of tools and means at his command, he appears to be able to make every dent vanish; a hammer and crooked stick seem to do the trick, while leakages are stopped with equal success. The copper vessels, sometimes plated with zinc and ornamented with tracery, are not unlike Kashmir work, the true Central Asian specimens depending solely on form and fluting for decoration. By way of additional adornment, jugs or ewers are sometimes chased by modern workers to imitate Indian work, which quite spoils the original design. So attractive are the purely fluted ewers that one hopes it may be long before the enamelled iron introduced by the Russians takes possession of the homes of such an artistic race.

In another corner of the mender’s shed I was suddenly confronted with a sight that for a moment filled me with horror. Tales of decapitation in public places flashed into my mind as I seemed to see a place of execution. Rows of astrakhan heads on poles turned out after all to be nothing more alarming than a hat stall. It shows what imagination can do, when I pictured a head inside each one of them.

The fruit stalls of the market offer immense choice in raisins; on one stall alone I counted seven varieties. Their uses are many: they are sold mixed with parched peas, which the natives crunch in handfuls; they are also cooked in the national dish of pilau, and further are employed in making raisin wine, a somewhat sweet syrup. A fruit new to me was the puchara, rather like an undersized Tunis date, with a reddish yellow papery skin, the inside being of a floury consistency and a pleasant acid flavour. The melon stall has many customers: one cannot think of any market in Turkestan without associating it with large rose-pink slices whose black seeds give an accentuating note of colour. By means of some secret of preserving them they can be had in a fresh state all the year round. The process is said to consist of burying them in the sand, and doubtless the extreme dryness of the atmosphere assists to bring about the result.

Seeing several stalls furnished with sacks of what at first I took to be fragments of dark coloured cement bricks, I asked what species of building material they represented, and was told they were the refuse of black bread discarded by the soldiers months previously, and sold in this state to make kvass, a favourite Russian drink somewhat resembling very light beer, but such previous treatment did not make one specially anxious to sample it when occasion offered.

Strolling among the crowd is a prominent object, the itinerant smoke vender, offering a smoke of his chilim or native pipe for the fraction of a farthing, but how many draws are allowed I never ascertained. The pipe itself is a gourd of artificial shape, mounted in brass. On the top is fixed a terra-cotta receptacle to hold the ashes and tobacco, or else it may be mahorka, a preparation of hemp seed, somewhat narcotic in its effect. At the side is inserted a bamboo stem, and it is the business of the vender to see that it is in proper working order, and if the smoke be not to his satisfaction a customer may return the pipe and ask him to make it draw. This indiscriminate use of the same mouthpiece seems to offer no objections, and these can hardly be raised when the price of a smoke is less than a quarter of a farthing.

After all this was no worse than what was the practice in my youth of the general ‘merchant’ of a certain country village. Being of an obliging nature, when it came to selling tooth-brushes, he used to beg his customers: ‘Tak’ hame twa three o’ them an’ see which ye like, an gie me back the rest’!

Or again, I remember seeing in America a pawnshop in whose window was a small tray laid out with plates of false teeth with this tempting invitation on a large label: ‘Try us’!

Amid all the throng there are few foot-passengers. Like the southern Irish, no self-respecting native would dream of being seen otherwise than on the back of a quadruped, even if only a donkey, and two and even three may be seen riding an animal at the same time. How the third manages to cling on to some diminutive pony’s back was at all times a problem to me. One of the most remarkable features in a native crowd is the almost total absence of women. A figure swathed in a long cloak and peeping through a horsehair face-covering may be noticed at rare intervals, but for the most part the women are never seen unless in the tents of nomadic tribes.

Ashkabad has the advantage of a river near by, the Mourghab, which the interpreter informed me was one of the four that flowed out of the Garden of Eden!





III

Raids & Raiders

First Invaders – The ‘Valiant Lion’ – Early Art and Literature – Prosperous Times – Sultan Sanjar – Fallen Grandeur

And fairest of all streams the Murga roves,

Among Merou’s bright palaces and groves.

 

Thus sang Tom Moore of the Garden of Eden river, but I fear if he had seen the reality his song would have been less tuneful. Merv, or known by the more musical form of Merou in Persian, once the ‘Queen of the World,’ is now a vast plain of shapeless mounds, an occasional remnant of a building rising out of the debris. Its modern counterpart is called Bairam Ali, and New Merv is a separate town seventeen miles distant, 487 miles south of the Caspian Sea. The situation of Old Merv on the Mourghab river offered the most ample facilities for commerce, while its system of irrigation from the same source was taken full advantage of from very early times and reckoned one of the wonders of the world. Its foundation is lost in the mists of antiquity, but it already ranked as an important town when the province was under the sway of the Parthians.

Then a dazzling procession of conquerors tramped through its borders, Darius the Persian, Alexander the Great, the Roman Emperors, the Caliphs of Mahomet, Ginghiz Khan, Tamerlane, and finally the overwhelming hosts of Russia, from first to last all telling the same tale of slaughter and spoliation, destruction and death. In the fifth century a less belligerent spirit was abroad, and before the sixth century was reached Merv and Samarkand were both the sees of bishops of the Nestorian Church. Within a few years of the death of Mahomet his followers had overrun Persia preparatory to seizing on the town of Merv. ‘The Caliph Othman promised the government of Khorasan to the first general who should enter that large and populous country, the kingdom of the ancient Bactrians. The condition was accepted, the prize was won; the standard of Mahomet was planted on the walls of Herat, Merou, and Balkh; and the successful leader neither halted nor reposed till his foaming cavalry had tasted the waters of the Oxus.’

In 705 Kutayba, the camel-driver, made a triumphal entry into Merv as governor of Khorasan, and the city then served as the headquarters from which he carried hostilities into the neighbouring provinces. We are not told if the merciful instructions as issued by Abu Beker, father-in-law of Mahomet, were followed on those expeditions, but they cast a ray of humanity down the ages and serve to lighten a dark page of history. ‘Remember,’ said the successor of the Prophet, ‘that you are always in the presence of God, on the verge of death, in the assurance of judgment, and in the hope of Paradise avoid injustice and oppression; consult with your brethren, and study to preserve the love and confidence of your troops. When you fight the battles of the Lord, acquit yourselves like men, without turning your backs; but let not your victory be stained with the blood of women or children. Destroy no palm-trees, nor burn any fields of corn. Cut down no fruit trees, nor do any mischief to cattle, only such as you kill to eat. When you make any covenant or article, stand to it, and be as good as your word.’ Do not these instructions show the decadence of civilization, when one pictures the onslaught of the Germans on the innocent inhabitants of Belgium and the endless laying waste of the orchards and vineyards of France?

The spirit of the Prophet’s words pervaded the conduct of Alp Arslan, the ‘valiant lion,’ as his name implies, the victorious conqueror of the Roman Empire in Asia in 1072. His equanimity and generosity to his foes show the highest type of valour, and indeed were the indirect cause of his death. After a triumphant march from Bagdad, during which he crossed the Oxus with an army of 200,000 men, taking twenty days in the passage, he was about to deal leniently with the captive general at his feet, who instead of appreciating such generosity drew a dagger and mortally wounded him. His dying words were a humble testimony to his character. ‘In my youth,’ said Alp Arslan, ‘I was advised by a sage to humble myself before God; to distrust my own strength; and never to despise the most contemptible foe. I have neglected these lessons; every neglect has been deservedly punished. Yesterday, as from an eminence I beheld the numbers, the discipline and the spirit of my armies, the earth seemed to tremble under my feet; and I said in my heart, Surely thou art the king of the world, the greatest and most invincible of warriors. These armies are no longer mine; and, in the confidence of my personal strength, I now fall by the hand of an assassin.’ The remains of the Sultan were deposited in the tomb of the Seljukian dynasty, and the passenger might read and meditate this inscription: ‘ “O ye who have seen the glory of Alp Arslan exalted to the heavens, repair to Meru, and you will behold it buried in the dust.” The annihilation of the inscription, and the tomb itself, more forcibly proclaims the unstability of human greatness’ (Gibbon).

This golden period of material prosperity, literature, and the fine arts extended until the rising of nomadic tribes brought grief to the heart of Sultan Sanjar, the grandson of Alp Arslan, through the treachery of Atziz, ‘Grand Ewer-Bearer’ to the Sultan. The nomadic tribes of the Khanates of Khiva rose in revolt and, after various reverses, finally defeated Sultan Sanjar and his army of 100,000 men. This opened the way to the capital, Merv, and left that opulent city as the prey of the invaders. ‘The greedy nomads, spurred to madness by the sight of so much wealth, seized all that met their eyes, and then tortured the inhabitants till they revealed their hidden treasures.’

Sanjar remained four years a captive, during which time his wife acted as queen regent. After her death in 1156, seizing a favourable moment to escape, he reached his capital, only to die of a broken heart at the desolation that met his eyes. He was revered as a second Alexander the Great, and earned the love of his subjects to such a degree that they prayed for him for long after his decease. He was a special patron of Persian poetry. His tomb at Merv, built by himself, is now one of the most important ruins, and so enduring was it believed to be that he called it the Abode of Eternity. Sixty years after his death it was destroyed by Ginghiz Khan, and earthquakes have not spared it, but the memory of the Sultan saint still lives in the hearts of the people, as testified by the numerous offerings still laid upon his shrine.

The next overwhelming disaster that overtook Merv was the incursion of the Mongol hordes led by Ginghiz Khan. Of insignificant origin, born of the tribe of black Tatars in the region of Mongolia in 1162, this remarkable man rapidly rose to fame. When little more than a youth he assembled a diet of the nobles, constituted himself their leader, and assumed the title of Ginghiz Khan, which means ‘the very mighty king.’ He captured Merv and, it is said, put over a million of the inhabitants to death. This may possibly be an exaggeration, though the Mongol method of numbering the slain should have made for accuracy – every thousandth corpse was buried head downwards, with the feet sticking up. He burned and looted to such an extent that it was long before the city even partially recovered in the one hundred and fifty years of Mongol rule.

A similar scene reopens with the ravages of Timur or Tamerlane. A scion of a noble family in the village of Shakr-i-sabz, forty miles south of Samarkand, in the year 1336, at the age of twelve, he was already dreaming of conquests, and at the age of twenty-five was regarded as the saviour of his country. Success followed his arms, but nothing short of the conquest of the world could appease such ambitions as possessed him, not even the twenty-seven crowns which he had himself placed upon his head. It is said that ‘the power of his civil as well as military government consisted in a deep knowledge of other countries, which he acquired by his interviews with travellers and dervishes, so that he was fully acquainted with all the plans, manoeuvres, and political movements of foreign courts and armies.’ ‘His successors reigned but they did not govern,’ and consequently the Central Asia possessions fell into the hands of the Uzbegs, and subsequently into those of the Persians.

In the fifteenth century Merv was rebuilt, and its possession alternated between those two peoples until 1795, when the Emir of Bokhara killed the Persian governor of Merv, and once more the Uzbegs were in the ascendant. They utterly demolished the town, and destroyed the dam at Sultan Beim which helped to fill the canals and streams, hoping thereby to turn the fertile lands into a desert, as a defence against the Persians, as well as deporting 40,000 of the inhabitants to Bokhara. Later the Bokhariots used it for what could now be called a convict settlement. Local raids disturbed the country at intervals until the final annexation by Russia in 1881.

The ruins cover a space of about thirty square miles, surrounded by remnants of the walls, and a towered gateway gives access to a large square with fragments of buildings, the remains of the fortress destroyed by the Emir of Bokhara. A still larger space is known as Abdullah Khan Kalah. The Nestorians lived in the part known as Giaour Kalat. Little has been done in the matter of excavation, and it is questionable whether such would repay the time and trouble of such a work. The houses, being probably built of sun-dried bricks, would contain no durable qualities, and when one thinks of the thoroughness with which towns were sacked and burned by these far-off conquerors the chances are exceedingly small that anything of interest would be left.

 

The pestilence, the desert spear

Smote them; they passed with none to tell

The names of them that laboured here;

Stark walls and crumbling crucible,

Strait gates, and graves, and ruined well,

Abide, dumb monuments of old,

We know but that men fought and fell,

Like us – like us – for love of gold.

Andrew Lang
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