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THE INTRODUCER

Rudolf Abraham graduated in History of Art in 1995, and has
also studied photography and languages. He has travelled exten-
sively and repeatedly in eastern Turkey, the south Caucasus, Iran
and the Central Asian republics, and is currently completing an
MA at the School of Oriental and African Studies, London.
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INTRODUCTION

When Robert Byron first visited Herat in the winter of 1933,
he singled out three books in his weighty travelling library as
being of particular significance. The first was an English transla-
tion of the Babur-nama, the fifteenth century memoirs of the first
Mughal Emperor Babur; the second was Afghanistan, a large
volume of photographs by Olaf von Niedermayer; the third was
Major Charles Edward Yate�s Northern Afghanistan, or Letters
from the Afghan Boundary Commission.

The Afghan Boundary Commission, a joint Anglo-Russian
incentive with the Amir Abdur Rahman�s nominal consent, was
endowed with the task of delineating the frontier between North-
ern Afghanistan and Russia�s Central Asian territories, scientifi-
cally and permanently. Effectively its capacity in the field was
expanded to include a complete survey of the Herat region; a
decision at once invaluable for its documentation of the area, but
obstructive to the Commission�s success as a whole, in that it
slowed its progress and diminished its popularity, by increasing
the already considerable burden on the town of Herat itself.

Afghanistan�s northern frontier remained the outstanding is-
sue of contention between Britain and Russia. The existing fron-
tier was based on the Anglo-Russian Agreement of 1873, which
had been drawn from vague and inaccurate maps. To a certain
extent, even the Amir appeared uncertain of the extent of his ter-
ritory, with a number of areas to which he laid historical claim
(quoting the sixteenth century Tarikh-i Rashidi for support) be-
ing disputed by Russia. Now, with the Russian advance having
anyway reached its southernmost extent; a relatively passive Lib-
eral government in London under Gladstone willing to negotiate
a settlement with Russia (to the chagrin of the hawks); and with
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Abdur Rahman firmly established as a compliant ruler of a uni-
fied Afghanistan, circumstances finally promised a mutually ac-
ceptable diplomatic solution � although ultimately, a settlement
was only finally reached in 1895 with the Pamirs Agreement, and
this was anyway largely based on the Agreement of 1873.

Even while the Commission was actually in the field, the two
powers almost came to blows. The incident in question, generally
known as the �Penjdeh incident�, followed the massing of Rus-
sian troops at Penjdeh, opposite the Afghan province of Maimana
and regarded by Abdur Rahman as part of his territory. Since the
British had agreed to support Afghanistan in the face of any hos-
tile action by another power, it appeared that she might have cause
to honour her word, if the Amir demanded support. In the end the
situation was only defused by the Abdur Rahman�s willingness to
relinquish his claim to an area of falling revenues and trouble-
some tribesmen.

Britain had long hoped to turn Afghanistan into a buffer state
forming part of India�s northern defences, a policy which had so
far led to two disastrous Afghan Wars (the first of which resulted
in the loss of all but one of the 16,000 troops who tried to beat a
vain and luckless retreat from Kabul to Jalalabad). Russia, for its
own part � whether with the direct consent of St Petersburg, or
through the forward policies of its generals in the field - was stead-
ily expanding its territorial acquirements in Central Asia: Tashkent
in 1865, Samarcand and Bokhara in 1868, Khiva in 1873, and
finally Merv in 1883. This last brought her alarmingly close to
Herat: and Herat was seen by many as the gateway to India.

Presented as a series of letters written at different times and
published in connected form, Northern Afghanistan describes the
progress of the British party (consisting of some 1,300 men and
2,000 animals) over a period of more than two years. Yate is a
detailed and informed observer, recording inscriptions from his-
torical monuments (a number of which were subsequently pub-
lished in the Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society) and providing
valuable topographical and toponymic information. His observa-
tions regarding the city of Herat and its architectural monuments
- and it was this, his description of �Herat and its antiquities,�
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which so interested Byron - are of particular importance, espe-
cially in view of the fate subsequently allotted many of them.
Together with the Russian Orientalist N. de Khanikoff, who had
visited Herat in 1858 and who published the first scholarly ac-
count of the city�s monuments, and the French officer Joseph Pierre
Ferrier who stayed in the city on a number of occasions in 1845,
Yate must be considered the most thorough writer on the monu-
ments of Herat of the nineteenth century.

Part of the �work� undertaken by the Commission was the sys-
tematic destruction of a number of its finest historical monuments
� and this, its most miserable legacy, is somewhat glossed over in
the text - to prevent their potential use as strategic cover by an
advancing military force. In particular, the complex known as the
Musalla � the �lofty tessellated pillars and buildings� of which
Yate noted on his first glimpse of Herat - suffered irreparable
damage. This complex lay on the northern side of the city, and
any military offensive (that is, a Russian one) was expected from
the north.

At the beginning of the sixteenth century, the first Moghul
emperor Babur wrote that, in the whole inhabitable world there
was not such a town as Herat, the splendour and beauty of which
were quite without compare. Following the death of Timur in 1405,
when it came to replace Samarcand as the Timurid capital, and
under the successive rules of Shah Rukh, Abu Sa�id, and Sultan
Husayn, Herat could boast one of the most brilliant and enlight-
ened courts in Asia, producing poetry, miniatures and architec-
ture of quite staggering beauty. Effectively the focus of the Musalla
was the Madrasa-Mausoleum and adjacent Mosque of Gowhar
Shad - the wife of Shah Rukh, son of Timur - built in the first half
of the fifteenth century, and reckoned by most who saw them
among the finest architectural monuments in existence. Certainly
Byron concluded them to have been so, even from their state of
utter ruin. Anyone who has gazed upon the blue domes of
Samarcand, or glimpsed the shimmering façade of Gowhar Shad�s
other mosque in Mashhad, can only wonder that there was once a
more splendid and more exquisitely decorated example of this
architectural style.
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The destruction of the giant Buddha statues at Bamyan by the
Taliban in 2000 brought almost universal condemnation upon that
regime. We might pause to consider that this blatant act of van-
dalism was not unique; that in fact it has numerous precedents,
just as often perpetrated by those forces to which we have been
more sympathetic, or simply turned a blind eye. Indeed, from the
destruction of the Musalla by the Afghan Boundary Commission
in the 1880s to the factional fighting in Kabul preceding the
Taliban�s rise to power, history presents us with a catalogue of
destruction of Afghanistan�s priceless historical monuments. Many
of the buildings which survived the Commission came under di-
rect artillery fire during the Soviet invasion: the Mausoleum of
Gowhar Shad was hit by Soviet artillery in 1984 and 1985, and of
the two remaining minarets of the Madrasa, only one survives,
and in relatively poor condition. Elsewhere in Afghanistan, the
twelfth century Shah-i Mashad Madrasa has been completely de-
stroyed, as has the third to fourth century Buddhist monastery of
Tapa-i Shotor. The Kabul museum, hit by an anti tank rocket, was
subsequently looted. Numerous archaeological sites, such as Ay
Khanum which dates back to the campaigns of Alexander the
Great, have been pillaged and in some cases even dug up with a
bulldozer. The list is endless. And all this in addition to the usual
ravages of earthquakes and time.

Ironically, it is not to the work of the Commission but to the
recommendations of another figure that Afghanistan�s political
demarcation owes its most visible, and perhaps also its most pe-
culiar, legacy. In 1885 the great Asian explorer Ney Elias set out
from Yarkand on his epic winter crossing of the Pamirs � what
was effectively a highly secretive mission to explore the upper
reaches of the Oxus and ascertain the recognised boundaries of
the area. The first Englishman to cross the Pamirs, and the first to
actually visit the Afghan dependencies of Shigan and Roshan,
Elias surveyed more than a dozen unmapped passes over 12,000
feet and located and identified an as yet undiscovered peak over
24,000 feet (Mustagh Ata in the Chinese Pamirs).

Elias was never able to complete his survey of the Wakhan,
however. Finding the Commission (now under the command of
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Captain Ridgeway) already in the field, and receiving no reply to
his repeated requests to the Indian government for further instruc-
tions (Ridgeway offered him no more than the position of sur-
veyor on his own team), he returned to India, via Badakhshan.
Only later was he to find out that Ridgeway had subsequently
retired from the field without actually surveying the Wakhan, and
� most likely, for reasons of professional rivalry - had simply not
bothered to tell him. Elias received no official honours for his
work, but his recommendations � that Afghanistan and China
should form a common boundary, thus denying Russia a common
frontier with Britain, and frustrating any designs she might con-
ceivably have on India - were effectively those later adopted. The
Wakhan Corridor continues to divide, albeit narrowly, the mod-
ern republic of Tajikistan from Pakistan�s North-West Frontier
Province.

Northern Afghanistan remains a classic, first-hand account of
Afghanistan�s political demarcation - many features of which, such
as the Wakhan Corridor, remain with us today - and of travel
through a region whose potential for instability persists into the
present century.
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