


FOREWORD

In recent years, the U.S. Army has paid increasing attention to the conduct of unconventional warfare. However, the base of
historical experience available for study has been largely American and overwhelmingly Western. In Russian-Soviet Unconventional
Wars in the Caucasus, Central Asia, and Afghanistan, Dr. Robert F. Baumann makes a significant contribution to the expansion of
that base with a well-researched analysis of four important episodes from the Russian-Soviet experience with unconventional wars.

Primarily employing Russian sources, including important archival documents only recently declassified and made available to
Waestern scholars, Dr. Baumann provides an insightfui look at the Russian conquest of the Caucasian mountaineers (1801—59), the
subjugation of Central Asia (1839—81), the reconquest of Central Asia by the Red Army (1918—33), and the Soviet war in
Afghanistan (1979-—89). The history of these wars—especially as it relates to the battle tactics, force structure, and strategy empioyed
in them—offers important new perspectives on elements of continuity and change in combat over two centuries. This is the first
study to provide an in-depth examination of the evolution of the Russian and Soviet unconventional experience on the predominantly
Muslim southern periphery of the former empire. There, the Russians encountered fierce resistance by peoples whose cultures and
views of war differed sharply from their own. Consequently, this Leavenworth Paper addresses not only issues germane to combat
but to a wide spectrum of civic and propaganda operations as well.

In particular, these cases illustrate the problems commonly confronted by conventional military powers when fighting unconven-
tional foes in. undeveloped theaters. Such problems include not only adjustment to the tactics of an unfamiliar enemy but the
adaptation of one’s own tactics and equipment to constraints imposed on them by terrain, climate, and distance. Political and
economic considerations also played a central role and contributed to important shifts in Russian and Soviet strategic designs. Thus,
a common thread running through each of these studies is the challenge armies face in conceptualizing and implementing changes
after combat operations have begun.

Finally, Dr. Baumann considers broad patterns of conduct apparent in these wars and even compares them with the American
experience in similar conflicts. This study will be of broad interest to military professionals and historians alike.
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lacked any semblance of unity—at least until driven to band together by
the imminent threat of Russian control.

Russian military action in the interior of the Caucasus began on a
modest scale. During the first two decades of the nineteenth century, Russian
commanders in the Caucasus carried out campaigns against Turkey and
Persia and secured the Caspian coast and portions of modern Azerbaijan
(see map 2). Only gradually did the unruly tribes of the interior present an
apparent threat to Russian rule. As their resistance intensified, Russia estab-
lished a cordon of fortified points around the mountains to separate re-
bellious mountaineers from those more or less pacified tribes among the
foothills. The latter, in close proximity to Russian outposts, had little capa-
city to resist Russian arms and even came to depend on Russia for defense
against mountain raiders. However, successive Russian commanders found
it increasingly difficult to contain the mountaineers and demanded a steady
expansion of forces merely to maintain the status quo in the northern
Caucasus. Russian General Aleksei Petrovich Ermolov viewed the mountains
as a ‘“great fortress,” equally difficult to storm or besiege.?

Russia’s subjugation of the central Caucasus is loosely divisible into
three stages. During the first stage, from 1801 to 1832, Russia committed
limited means to execute what it perceived as a police action that entailed
the prevention of mountaineer raids on commercial traffic and friendly
villages. During this period, the Caucasian Corps campaigned intermittently,
remaining largely on the defensive while maintaining a network of small
garrisons. From approximately 1832 to 1845, the mountaineer resistance,
fired by the charismatic leadership of Shamil, grew tremendously and chal-
lenged the stability of Russian rule. Repeated Russian attempts to crush
the mountaineers in a single, large-scale campaign ended in failure. From
1845 to 1859, Russia combined a more patient, methodical approach to the
war with a larger commitment of forces. This stage witnessed relentless
Russian campaigning along the edges of the mountaineers’ strongholds that
systematically reduced the territory and population under their control.

The expansion of Russian forces reflects the course of the Caucasian
War. As of 1818, General Ermolov, commander of the Caucasus, had no
more than 60,000 regulars at his disposal. Subsequent escalation of the
struggle during the 1840s forced the expansion of Russian strength to about
200,000 men.* Ultimately, according to A. Zisserman, a contemporary ob-
server as well as the biographer of General A. I Bariatinskii, the “conqueror
of the Caucasus,” all of that general’s brilliant planning would have come
to nothing had he not had nearly 300,000 men at his command.5 Russian
forces consisted of a mix of regular and irregular (mainly Cossack) units.
The former were predominantly ethnic Russians, former peasants drawn
from the interior of the empire and trained according to prevailing European
norms. The Cossacks, in contrast, were members of a hereditary military
class who frequently served on the frontier in the dual role of warriors and
colonists. Small native militia formations, including some under the com-
mand of native officers, provided additional manpower and were employed
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sians from the word “murid,” or disciple, as the leader’s closest adherents
were known.) Shamil combined religious appeal, uncommon political savvy,
and the overt threat of force to weld together a military-political alliance of
the mountain tribes under so-called naibs, or regional commanders. In so
doing, Shamil changed the nature of the war—in actuality remaking the
contest into a real war. Within a few years, he established a standing
infantry and cavalry, raised by levy in each region, and his motley army
increasingly resembled a regular European force. Shamil imposed a system
of ranks and initiated the manufacture of cannon and gunpowder for his
fledgling artillery.”

The strategic center of Shamil’s power lay among the tribes of Dagestan
in the eastern mountains, but his support by the Chechen tribes along the
forested northern slopes and foothills was equally crucial in providing him
manpower and essential supplies. Only slightly less important were the
Lezgian tribes of the southern fringes of the mountains. This study will
focus on the subjugation by the Russians of the eastern mountain region
under Shamil’s direct control.

The western Caucasus (comprising the Transkuban region and the Black
Sea coast) was the scene of concurrent military actions, but from 1821, it
constituted a separate theater. Though Shamil formed no alliance with the
tribes of the Transkuban, his long-term fortunes depended, in part, on the
dispersal of Russian forces there. Furthermore, it was the actions of the
Abkhazians and other tribes along the Black Sea that raised the intermittent
possibility of foreign intervention against Russia. Turkey, with diplomatic
backing from Britain, saw in the uprising of the Caucasian tribes an oppor-
tunity to restore its former influence along the eastern shore of the Black
Sea. Britain, meanwhile, viewed the Caucasus within the context of the
great “Eastern Question,” the contest for dominance of the Black Sea and
the straits leading to it, which Britain hoped to deny to Russia.?

When he assumed command of the Caucasus in 1816, General Ermolov
had little cause to expect that this would be the theater of the longest
sustained conflict in Russian history. With the defeat of Napoleon in
1812—13 and the triumphant march of Russian forces to Paris still a vivid
memory, the military might of the empire seemed irresistible. However,
Ermolov was a sharp analyst of military and political situations and soon
appreciated that the task before him would stretch his resources to the limit.
Given the responsibility for defending the 700-mile Caucasian perimeter
against raiders, who at any time might sally forth from hidden recesses,
Ermolov responded by establishing forts such as Groznaia on the Terek
River and Vnezapnaia beyond the Aksai River at the edge of Chechnia. In
addition, he campaigned vigorously along the periphery of Dagestan, bring-
ing Tarku, Kurin, the Kazikumukh khanates, Akusha, and most of Large
and Small Chechnia under direct imperial authority.

Ermolov thereby became the first Russian chief of the Caucasus to thrust
himself directly into the affairs of the mountaineers, who had scarcely ever
been subject to interference by outsiders.® Historians dispute the effectiveness
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of Ermolov’s military and administrative policies. To his credit, he was
among the first Russian commanders to appreciate the importance of opening
lines of communications with Russia itself and among key garrisons while
maintaining pressure on hostile Chechen tribes by clearing roads into the
forests to facilitate the rapid movement of Russian columns. By establishing
a fort at Vnezapnaia in 1812, however, Russia alarmed the mountain chief-
tains with its encroachment. Ermolov also co-opted the elites of friendly
tribes, making them officials in his administration. This approach contrasted
sharply with his brutal, punitive raids against unsubmissive tribes. For
insubordination, Ermolov exacted a stiff price through the wholesale de-
struction of crops, forests, and villages. In so doing, Ermolov acknowledged
that he could not always distinguish between friendly and hostile tribes
and that many villages were divided in their opinion of Russian rule. Mean-
while, by the late 1820s, resistance in Dagestan had grown dramatically.1®

Ermolov reported in 1826 that the mountaineer rebellion was ever more
assuming a religious character—a transformation of ominous portent.!! An
uprising among the Chechens in 1826—coinciding with a Persian invasion
of Russian-held territory in the south—shattered the illusory calm and con-
vinced Tsar Nicholas I that the advances of the preceding decade were
insufficient. Ermolov soon relinquished command in the Caucasus to one of
the tsar’s favorites, General (Count) I. F. Paskevich. With Nicholas’ mandate,
Paskevich systematically Russified his administration. Such actions reflected
the Russians’ erroneous assumption that they could effectively govern peoples
farther removed from them in culture and custom than Dagestan was from
St. Petersburg and over whom Russia could not consistently assert its
authority. If the Christian Georgians were pliable, the Muslim mountain
tribes certainly were not. Yet Russia’s military presence diminished through-
out the remainder of the decade, as wars with Persia (1826) and Turkey
(1828—29) held the attention of Russian commanders. During this time, a
religious and political leader, Kazi-mullah, gained a following in the moun-
tains and appealed for a holy war against the Russians in 1828. During
the next several years, mountain tribesmen attacked Tarku, a small kingdom
allied to Russia, as well as Russian fortresses at Vnezapnaia, Burnaia, and
Derbent. His resources limited, Paskevich slightly strengthened Russian
defenses in the region but concluded that Russia must eventually choose
between appeasement or the annihilation of the mountain resistance.!?2 Per-
haps his greatest contribution was the undertaking of the first military
topographical survey of the region, which resulted in the first reasonably
complete maps of the Caucasus in 1834. Still, details of the interior moun-
tainous regions remained sketchy.!® The outbreak of revolt in Poland in
1831 further diverted Russian attention from the Caucasus and necessitated
Field Marshal (as of 1829) Paskevich’s departure. Thus, little progress was
made in the pacification of the Caucasus under Paskevich.

Characteristic of military actions against the mountaineers during this
period was an expedition mounted under Lieutenant General G. V. Rosen
in 1830 to capture Kazi-mullah at his residence in the village of Gimri.
Advancing into the mountains with a force of nearly 5,000 men, Rosen
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plan to unify the tribes of the eastern Caucasus to drive out the Russians.
Accordingly, Rosen reported to Chernyshev the futility of conducting scat-
tered campaigns to places Russia had neither the capacity nor intent to
hold. The result of such actions was to disperse the natives temporarily
while antagonizing them in the long run. However, what most troubled
Rosen was his belief that the menace was increasing. Given their warlike
character and great resourcefulness, the mountaineers might be a menace
to Russian rule if united by Kazi-mullah. Thus, to secure the Caucasian
Line, Rosen required far more than the 15 infantry regiments (54,000 men)
and garrison forces on hand.!¢ '

Though it briefly raised Russian hopes, the sudden death of Kazi-mullah
during the Russian campaign on Gimri in 1832 did not spell the end of
resistance. Rather, what followed belied all expectations. After a brief interim,
Shamil, Kazi-mullah’s deputy, succeeded as imam and surpassed his mentor
both as a charismatic leader and as a pragmatic organizer. Well-educated
in the traditions of the Islamic faith, Shamil had also absorbed essential
lessons of warfare that made him a formidable strategic adversary. Through
the preceding two decades of fighting, the mountaineers had lacked the
concentration and coordination of forces needed to inflict any but minor
defeats on the Russians. So deficient were the mountaineers in conducting
offensive tactical operations more complex than an ordinary raid that the
Russians considered a detachment of several companies sufficient to con-
stitute an independent force. The mountaineers repeatedly proved unable to
defeat a disciplined formation and showed no capacity whatever to cope
effectively with artillery.l” -

The resulting complacency engendered among Russian commanders is
evident in their failure to follow up the defeat of Kazi-mullah and press the
attack aggressively against the rebels during the middle and late 1830s.18
Unaware of the qualitative transformation taking place in the enemy in
the mountains, the commander of the Caucasian Corps concentrated his
attention on securing the Black Sea and Caspian Sea coastlines. In essence,
the Russians assumed a reactive posture, responding to enemy raids but
failing to engage the mountain tribes in any systematic fashion. The Rus-
sians’ concomitant failure to strengthen imperial rule among the submissive
tribes along the fringes of the mountains carried the seeds of great trouble
to follow. Friendly peoples in the region were constantly exposed to the
predations and intimidations of their more warlike neighbors in the moun-
tains. For example, in 1834, the mountaineers struck at Khunzakh, center
of the strategically positioned Avar khanate, and exterminated the ruling
family, which had been loyal to Russia. Under such circumstances, stable
rule was impossible.!?

If the Russians failed to develop an overall approach to the struggle in
the Caucasus, the same error cannot be attributed to Shamil. The new imam
exploited the breathing space to consolidate his authority and organize a
political-economic system as near to an overarching polity as the mountain
tribes had ever known. Though he based his claim to power on religious
authority, Shamil also was a consummate politician, drawing on every
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resource at his disposal to forge an alliance among the doggedly independent
chieftains. Unswerving in his goals, he refused the offer of a pardon from
the tsar in 1837 in exchange for his recognition of imperial authority.
Instead, Shamil tended to the defense of the mountains. He urged the popu-

“lace in exposed (to the Russians) parts of Chechnia to withdraw their vil-
lages deeper into the forests, both to reduce their vulnerability and to deny
their food, property, and services to the Russian Army.2° Furthermore, he
created a support system by which the inhabitants of a village destroyed
by the Russians would be sheltered by neighboring tribes until the next
harvest.2! Shamil established his own headquarters at the well-fortified vil-
lage of Akhulgo, deep in the mountains along the Andi River (see map 3).
Accessible only by difficult routes and perched atop rocky heights flanked
on three sides by precipitous river gorges, Akhulgo enjoyed an ideal natural
defensive position.

When the Russians resolved to mount an expedition to Akhulgo in 1839
to capture Shamil, the commander, General P. Kh. Grabbe, selected a route
about fifty miles long, beginning at the fortress at Vnezapnaia and running
through Salatau and Gumbet, both bastions of support for Shamil. Grabbe
believed that the defeat of Shamil’s forces on the way would weaken the
morale of the garrison at Akhulgo and deny support from natives on the
left bank of the Andi River. In addition, success along this axis would
secure an exposed section of Russian defensive positions shielding Tarku
and the Kumyk plain.??2 Then, upon arriving at Ashilta, a village near
Akhulgo on the Andi River, the Russians would be able to establish com-
munications lines through Khunzakh to Temir-Khan-Shura.

Departing from Vnezapnaia on 21 May, Grabbe’s so-called Chechen
detachment (otriad) passed through the mountain ridge separating Salatau
from the Kumyk tribes and made camp in the Tala-su valley with 6,616
men and 16 field guns. The arrival of 2 additional battalions from the
Apsheron Regiment—with 1 more to come later—brought the total strength
of the force to 9 battalions or about 8,000 men. The column carried supplies
with it sufficient for the trek through Gumbet, from which point, after cross-
ing the Andi River, it would be essential to open communications lines to
Temir-Khan-Shura for resupply. On 25—26 May, the column completed a
perilous crossing of the pass at Sauk-bulakh. Every step of the cluttered
trail had to be cleared of rocks and debris as the troops advanced along a
steep incline for some twelve miles. Upon reaching the snowy top, the column
was running short of water and fuel. The subsequent descent of the pon-
derous force toward Gumbet was no less trying, requiring single-file movement
down the rocky slope.23

By 30 May, the column trudged ahead to the fortified village of Arguani,
where Shamil waited with a force estimated at 16,000 tribesmen, most of
them Lezgians. Shamil’s decision to stand fast forced Grabbe’s hand. Given
the extreme difficulty and military risk of withdrawal as well as his own
eagerness to engage the enemy, Grabbe resolved to take the mountaineer
positions by storm. Grabbe divided his force, posing two-battalion columns
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Shamil realized that his position was collapsing and retreated. The 2-day
battle ended in the destruction of Arguani and cost Grabbe 30 officers and
611 men. Shamil lost perhaps 2,000 warriors in the desperate engagement.?¢

Before pressing on, the Russians systematically demolished the 500 or
so stone dwellings that once made up the village. The fall of Arguani opened
the way to Akhulgo, to which Shamil had withdrawn with his most dedi-
cated followers. The Russians marched to the village of Chirkat, overlooking
the Andi River, and paused to restore the bridge, which had been burned
by the natives. While waiting for the engineers to finish their work (never
actually completed for lack of materials), Grabbe dispatched a “flying detach-
ment”’ (letuchii otriad—a highly mobile unit) consisting of two battalions of
the Kurin Regiment and all of his cavalry to meet a supply column from
Temir-Khan-Shura (traveling under the escort of friendly native militia) to
assist it across the Andi River at Sagrytl. Securing the route toward Temir-
Khan-Shura was now more critical because insurgents in Grabbe’s rear had
cut the road back to Vnezapnaia. Once new supplies were brought forward,
Grabbe, now with a foothold on both sides of the river, advanced to Ashilta
and then to Akhulgo.

At Akhulgo, which had a total population of only 4,000 (including not
more than a thousand armed fighters), Shamil busied himself with the re-
cruitment of additional warriors from other area villages. Akhulgo actually
comprised three separate defensive positions. Old and New Akhulgo lay on
the opposite sides of a deep river gorge (linked only by a few wooden
bridges) and together occupied a notch in the Andi River that covered all
approaches from the east, north, and west. To the south, or forward from
New Akhulgo, stood Surkhai’s ‘“tower,” a stone fortification atop a treach-
erously steep crag with a commanding view of the ground that any attacker
must cross. The tower also served as the key communications link between
the fortifications of Old and New Akhulgo. Having learned the value of
artificial barriers, the mountaineers supplemented their natural defensive
positions by erecting stone walls and connecting trench lines in front of
the tower and the village.2”

By the time he reached Akhulgo, Grabbe’s effective force numbered about
6,000 men and several thousand native militia. Lacking the strength to
impose a full blockade on Akhulgo, Grabbe made a futile effort to lay siege
to the village from the southern side of the Andi River, establishing a cordon
of small ‘advance posts and moving them forward nightly (under cover of
darkness) to tighten the noose. Yet as long as Shamil retained communi-
cations across the river, the attempt was doomed to failure. Each effort to
tighten the blockade brought significant Russian losses, as many of the
men had no idea how best to employ the terrain for cover. Furthermore,
Grabbe lacked enough engineers, artillery, and shells to mount a full-scale
effort.22 Meanwhile, Shamil attempted to seize the initiative by placing a
force on a ridge near Ashilta, thereby immediately threatening the Russian
headquarters staff. Luckily for Grabbe, the Russians detected preparations
for an attack and drove the mountaineers off.
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Shortly, Grabbe refocused his efforts on the blockade of Akhulgo, estab-
lishing six battery positions and deploying sapper units along the river
banks. His success depended first of all on the capture of Surkhai’s tower,
which, though defended by a mere hundred men, proved an extremely diffi-
cult objective. On 29 June, three batteries of light field guns opened fire on
the tower but, due to the steep angle of fire, had little effect against the
rock piles obscuring the fortifications.2® After this brief and useless prepara-
tion, 2 battalions of the Kurin Regiment and one each from the Apsheron
and Kabardian Regiments attempted to scale the heights and storm the
tower but were driven back at a cost of 315 casualties.?® The mountaineers
paid a high price as well, losing the fiery commander of the position, Ali
Bek. Grabbe immediately resolved to try again, this time shifting four field
guns to the eastern side of the crag where he knew the angle of fire was
less steep and the possible result more favorable.3! Continuous pounding
here, made possible by ammunition resupply from a caravan from Temir-
Khan-Shura, eventually drove the defenders from their positions.

The fall of Surkhai’s tower altered the tactical situation sharply. The
Russians were now able to draw in their siege lines tightly around Akhulgo
and mount two light guns on the rubble atop the tower. With the arrival of
three additional battalions on 12 July, Grabbe made the abrupt decision to
storm Akhulgo on the 16th. This decision, based in part on intelligence
reports that enemy morale was poor,3? greatly surprised Miliutin, who at
the general’s request had just completed a new scheme for the placement
of Russian forces in anticipation of continuing the siege:

We could not explain to ourselves what aroused our command to set
about such an important, difficult feat so suddenly, without any advance
preparatory measures. We had hardly even succeeded in forming our dis-
positions and distributing our forces; at our batteries there were not stored
sufficient shells; there was not time by means of our preliminary artillery
fire to ease the path of the infantry.3?

Grabbe, nonetheless, organized three attack columns, the strongest con-
sisting of three battalions under Lieutenant General (Baron) Vrangel, and
struck directly at New Akhulgo, while the others did just enough to tie up
enemy forces and sow confusion. The second column, a single battalion,
moved against Old Akhulgo, and the third, one and one-half battalions,
occupied the gorge of the Ashilta River to ensure the isolation of respective
enemy garrisons in Old and New Akhulgo. After an artillery preparation,
the assault began. Vrangel’s battalions encountered many obstacles and
deadly cross fire in the narrow sector in front of New Akhulgo and were
soon pinned down, managing to withdraw only under the cover of night
with over 800 casualties. Every officer in Vrangel’s command was killed or
wounded. The Russians estimated Shamil’s losses at 150 after the first day
of fighting.34

Undeterred, Grabbe resumed his blockade and sent 4 squadrons of
cavalry (of varying size) to seal off the left bank of the river opposite
Akhulgo, thereby curtailing further supply or escape for Shamil, who had
evacuated his wounded and had perhaps 1,800 men remaining at his dis-
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posal. A standoff persisted for the next several weeks, during which living
conditions in Akhulgo deteriorated rapidly and disease tore into the strength
of the defenders. Groping for an escape from his predicament, Shamil offered
to negotiate and even delivered his own twelve-year-old son to Grabbe as
proof of his earnest desire for a settlement. However, a brief meeting with
Grabbe—who would accept no terms short of surrender—achieved nothing.
By mid-August, the ravages of poor sanitation and illness took a toll on
the Russians as well, reducing the average battalion to a strength of about
450 able men (for Russian deployments, see map 4).35

Grabbe now realized that delay was costly and planned another general
assault for 17 August. Once again, he dispatched three columns against
the mountaineer stronghold. The main force of three battalions struck the
walls of New Akhulgo and easily pierced the outer defenses. A desperate
Shamil sent out his son one more time under a white flag, and talks resumed
briefly but to no effect. The antagonists rejoined the battle on 21 August.
Amid fierce fighting, Shamil managed to slip away with his family. The
Russians took 900 prisoners, most of them women and children, some of
whom, in the end, opted for death over captivity. In all, the 80-day campaign
for Akhulgo cost Russia over 3,000 casualties and produced a deceptive result.
Strictly speaking, the capture of Akhulgo had been a military success. The
enemy stronghold had fallen, Grabbe had demonstrated Russia’s ability to
drive deep into the mountains against great obstacles, and Shamil had lost
many of his staunchest warriors. Moreover, the imam himself had barely
escaped. But as Dubrovin observed, the “brilliant action of [Russian] forces
and the huge loss in men brought no result and did not impress the moun-
taineers with our strength.”’38

In the wake of Russia’s ‘“victory” at Akhulgo, Shamil emerged stronger
than before. His prestige fortified by the inevitable retreat of Russian troops,
he rallied the mountain tribes and carried out a series of offensive actions
heretofore unthinkable. Russian influence in Dagestan, Chechnia, and Avaria
plummeted, but the damage was not confined to the eastern Caucasus. The
Cherkes tribes in the west also rose and devastated Russia’s Black Sea
garrisons.?” In 1842, Grabbe mounted an expedition against Shamil’s new
center at Dargo and this time failed utterly. Short of water, badly strung
" out over a soggy trail in inclement weather, and constantly harassed by
enemy fire in the thick Chechen forests, the Russian column had to turn
back without reaching its objective. The resulting consternation in St. Peters-
burg was so great that the war minister, Prince Chernyshev, suspended
military operations and visited the Caucasus to make a personal assessment.
The mountaineers exploited the pause to overrun Avaria, and in 1843, Shamil
launched a broad offensive.

Shamil’s campaign against Russian forts in Avaria marked his matura-
tion as a military planner and, in particular, his ability to grasp the strategic
situation and implement a broad plan.3® Undetected by the Russians, on 28
August 1843, 3 separate forces of mountaineers, numbering about 10,000
men in all, suddenly converged on Untsoikul, where they outmaneuvered a
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Russian column and killed 486 officers and men. Two days later, they cap-
tured the local garrison. Within the next 4 weeks, Shamil laid waste to
every Russian outpost in Avaria save one and inflicted a total of over 2,000
casualties.3®* While the Russians were still in disarray, but assuming that
the worst had passed, Shamil seized Gergebil at the junction of the Avar
and Kazi-kumuch Rivers, from which he could command the only com-
munications route linking Avaria to the Russian base at Temir-Khan-Shura.
By feigning preparations for an invasion of the Kumyk plain, Shamil suc-
ceeded in drawing Russian forces away from Gergebil, which fell into his
hands after a protracted struggle.t® Such rapid, well-disguised, and skillfully
executed movements enabled Shamil’s guerrilla army to seize and hold the
initiative and befuddle the Russians.

Russian Analysis and Reassessment

The disasters of 1840—43 did not bring about an immediate change in
Russia’s conduct of the war in the Caucasus, but the foundation for a new
approach was being developed. In fact, the central elements that might con-
tribute to a methodical reduction of the Caucasus had been identified years
before. Ermolov himself once observed that “not the bayonet but the axe”
would prove the key to pacification of the region.t! The key was to clear
and hold a road net through the Caucasus. Ermolov, however, never pos-
sessed the manpower necessary to implement such a policy. Another who
foresaw, to some degree, the ultimate methods of subjugation was General
A. A. Veliaminov, who wrote a lengthy commentary in 1832 in which he
advocated the gradual extension of forts into enemy territory as well as
the establishment of settlements by the Cossacks. This expedient would block
the path of invading mountaineers. Yet, he cautioned, this method alone
would not yield victory for another thirty years. Rapid progress required
the creation of 5 independent military columns about 7,000 strong to carry
out relentless campaigns against the sanctuaries and economic base of the
mountaineers. Only when deprived of the material means to carry on would
they submit.42

One fact apparent to analysts of the late 1830s and early 1840s was
that the Russians could not pacify the mountaineers until they were able
to strike at their villages with impunity. Two of the most insightful observers
of the situation were young officers of the General Staff, Captain (after his
first Caucasus tour) Dmitrii Miliutin and Captain I. Mochulskii, who accepted
temporary assignments in the Caucasus to gain a better practical under-
standing of their craft. Indeed, there being no active theater of conventional
combat, the Academy of the General Staff looked upon the Caucasus as a
“combat school” for young officers.?

Mochulskii spent a tour of duty in the Caucasus in 1837. Miliutin fol-
lowed in 1839 and again in 1843. Mochulskii wrote a study on his return
that identified the principal causes of Russian failure in the Caucasus.
Mochulskii noted the advantages afforded the enemy by the extremely diffi-
cult terrain as well as the potent blend of spiritual and military power
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inherent in the resistance movement. Nevertheless, Mochulskii attributed
most causes of failure directly to Russian shortcomings. For example, he
believed Russian officers were inexperienced and had inadequate tactical
training for mountain warfare. They neither knew the terrain of the Cau-
casus nor understood how to use it for such purposes as setting up an
ambush. In addition, Russian forces were not properly equipped and wore
the same woolen coats, socks, and boot linings through winter and summer
alike. They also suffered from boredom and poor morale. Furthermore, given
their European-style training, commanders were intellectually wedded to
heavy artillery and cumbersome supply trains that left them too dependent
on a poor road system.4

Both Mochulskii and Miliutin emphasized the absence of any coherent
policy by the Russians in the Caucasus as a crucial factor in the squan-
dering of past efforts. Diverging from Veliaminov’s appraisal, each lamented
the maintenance of over 150 forts, which they saw as a hopeless dispersal
of available manpower. They believed such small garrisons could not control
substantial territory and often were not secure themselves.*> Advancing sug-
gestions of his own in a memorandum titled “Thoughts About the Means
of Establishing Russian Rule in the Caucasus,” Miliutin called for a re-
duction in the number of forts, preserving only those in strategic locations
to control the main tribes and guarantee principal communications routes.
Given large garrisons, such forts could serve as bases from which powerful
mobile columns could move at any time to restore order or extend a zone
of Russian control. Miliutin hoped that through a more systematic military
penetration of the Caucasus, a cultural policy less antagonistic to local cus-
toms, and the promotion of trade and industry, Russia ultimately could per-
suade most of the Caucasian population of the advantages—not to mention
the inevitability—of imperial rule.46

Notwithstanding such analysis, the Russian command in St. Petersburg
and the Caucasus failed to craft a systematic approach to conquest. Still,
the Russians had by 1840 made significant tactical adjustments. Recognizing
the vulnerability of columns extended on the march, commanders, wherever
conditions permitted, came to employ a close, rectangular formation, the
- length of which depended on the size of the supply train and other factors.
The sides of the column reached from the advance guard to the rear guard.
Cavalry, artillery, and transport moved within the rectangle, while groups
of sharpshooters formed an outer security cordon.*” The Russians also made
a practice of forming square encampments, placing the infantry and artillery
on the sides. Smaller forces often formed their supply wagons into a laager.
In addition, given the importance they placed on mobility, the Russians
developed a light mountain gun (a portable artillery piece) for use in the
Caucasus, and the Caucasian Corps deployed Russia’s first mountain gun
battery in its organization in 1842.48

Final Phase of the War

Count M. S. Vorontsov assumed command in the Caucasus in 1844
and, though named viceroy with full military and civil authority, found
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himself under immediate pressure from Tsar Nicholas to annihilate Shamil’s
forces in a single, decisive campaign of the very type the army had been
unable to execute in the past.*® Veteran commanders in the Caucasus were
skeptical. General Adjutant Neidhart, Vorontsov’s predecessor, asserted that
Shamil would probably withdraw from his new headquarters at Dargo rather
than offer the decisive battle the tsar sought. Furthermore, Shamil might
take the opportunity to make incursions elsewhere, where Russian forces
would be weak.?® Still, the campaign went forward, and Neidhart himself
worked to secure the system of supply—a critical function in view of the
fact that provisions could not be obtained on the way (see map 5). In the
end, native bearers moved half of the requisite supplies.®!

Vorontsov took 42 guns; 21 battalions, supported by 4 sapper companies;
1,600 irregular cavalry; and about 1,000 native militia—a total of about
18,000 men. Some were to remain at advanced supply points along the way,
and a force estimated at thirteen battalions would actually enter-the moun-
tains.52 The forces assembled in Salatau in May and moved toward Andi
with the appearance of the first grass in the mountains. Vorontsov occupied
Kyrk Pass on 5 June, leaving an occupying force of five battalions. Soon,
he ran into foul weather.

On 6 June, General Passek led the advance guard in pursuit of an
enemy force about ten miles ahead of the main column. Without orders
and neglecting to send word back to the main column, Passek proceeded to
the heights of Zunu-Mir. The problem with this move was that Vorontsov
intended to take the column to Andi via Michikal, not Zunu-Mir.

Thus, by the time Passek halted in the bitter cold at Zunu-Mir, he faced
a dilemma. Though short of supplies and out of contact with the main
column, he dared not withdraw for fear that the appearance of a retreat
would rally more of the native populace around Shamil. When Vorontsov
finally learned of the situation, he directed Passek to send back only his
cavalry and mounted native militia, there being no forage for the horses at
Zunu-Mir.?3 The action came too late, however, to save some 500 horses
from breakdown. In addition, approximately 450 men suffered frostbite before
Vorontsov reached Passek on 11 June.5*

All the while, Shamil remained just out of reach of the Russian advance
and refused to give battle even at the so-called Andi Gates, a principal
passageway into hostile Lezgian territory. Instead, the wily guerrilla leader
pulled back the remaining ten miles to Dargo. Finally, on 4 July, with
only a six-day supply of provisions remaining,5® Vorontsov decided to march
on Dargo with his main force. At about the same time, he relayed word to
General Freitag, commander of the Left Flank of the Caucasian Line (at
the northern edge of Dagestan), to be prepared to lead a column in support
of a possible exit of the expedition from Dargo in that direction. On 7
July, after a brief but fierce fight, the Russians took Dargo but, as in the
past, not Shamil. Nor, with a total force of 7,940 infantry, 1,218 cavalry,
342 artillerymen and 16 guns, had they managed to administer a sound
beating to the enemy. The mountaineers (mostly Chechens) vanished into






23

the forest—but remained nearby, convinced that an opportunity to destroy
Vorontsov’s column would come as it departed through Ichkeria.5¢

Having raised the flag at Dargo, Vorontsov’s immediate concern was
to ensure the arrival of his latest, and urgently awaited, supply column.
On 9 July, he split his force, sending half his infantry, cavalry, and artillery
in a detachment under Lieutenant General K. von Klugenau to meet the
train and lead it through the forests. In particular, Vorontsov’s decision to
encumber the escort force with artillery and cavalry in unsuitable forest
terrain drew criticism from later analysts. Passek blazed the trail for Klug-
enau with the advance guard, encountering many obstacles (such as piles
of felled trees) erected by the mountaineers to impede any Russian with-
drawal. In the process of clearing the barriers of enemy fighters and strug-
gling with unseen snipers in the forests, the column began to disintegrate,
presenting just the opportunity the mountaineers sought. In the disaster
that followed, the guerrillas swarmed around isolated groups of men, killing
Passek along with 556 officers and men.5” A dispirited Klugenau almost
abandoned the attempt to return to Dargo in favor of a retreat through
Dagestan, but after a grim march, he rejoined Vorontsov and the main
column.

On 11 July, the reunited force embarked on a difficult journey, not over
the route by which it had come, but in the direction of the village of Gerzel
Aul so as to prevent, as before, the appearance of a retreat. On the first
day of the march, repeating the mistake of Passek’s advance guard, the 3d
Battalion of the Lublin Jaeger Regiment rushed ahead to attack hastily
formed enemy positions along the road, which resulted in its own temporary
isolation and left a unit of sappers exposed whose task it was to clear the
road. Soon, the supply train of the main column was under attack. By the
time Klugenau (entrusted by Vorontsov with operational control of the
column) restored order, his losses after two days of fighting mounted to
553 killed and almost 800 wounded.58

On the night of 12 July, Vorontsov sent five copies of an order to
General Freitag by five different routes requesting that he come immediately
to meet the expedition in the vicinity of Gerzel Aul.5® The next day, Voron-
tsov’s column, with eleven badly depleted battalions, advanced along the
Aksai River in textbook fashion, with advance and rear guards drawn in
close to the main column and an infantry cordon on either side (see table
1). The Russian column encountered resistance en route, and a serious action
on 16 July cost Vorontsov 103 men killed and an additional 372 wounded.$°

By now, Vorontsov could go on no longer. His strongest battalion was
reduced to 300 combat-ready infantrymen, and he had 1,500 sick and
wounded to care for. Moreover, his artillery had lost 400 of 635 horses and
most of its guns had to be destroyed. As of 17 July, Vorontsov’s remaining
artillery consisted of two light field guns and six mountain guns.t! Luckily,
his messengers had successfully slipped through guerrilla lines, and on 18
July, a relief column under Freitag’s command arrived. The expedition was
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TABLE 1
Vorontsov’s Column Order

Advance guard under Major General Beliavskii
3d Battalion, Apsheron Regiment
1st Battalion, Lublin Jaeger Regiment
5th Sapper Battalion
3 companies, Caucasian Rifle Battalion
4 mountain guns, Number 3 Battery
Assorted mounted militia

Main column under Lieutenant General von Klugenau
1st Battalion, Lithuanian Jaeger Regiment
2d Battalion, Zamotsk Jaeger Regiment
3d Battalion, Lublin Jaeger Regiment
2 light field guns, Number 7 Battery
2 mountain guns, Number 1 Battery
3 mountain guns, Number 3 Battery
Supply train and the wounded

Rear Guard under Major General Labyntsov
1st and 2d Battalions, Prince Chernyshev Regiment
2 mountain guns, Number 3 Battery
Assorted Cossacks

Right Cordon
3d and 4th Battalions, Navagin Infantry Regiment
Gurian Militia
Tiflis Druzhina (troop), Georgian Militia

Left Cordon
Composite (svodnyi) Battalion, Kurin Regiment
Guria Druzhina, Georgian Militia

Source: L.-D.G., “Pakhod 1845 goda,” 56.

saved, but only after total casualties of 3 generals, 186 officers, and 3,321
men.52

Despite its tragic dimensions, the Dargo expedition provided the impetus
for a crucial change in Russia’s approach to the war. Never again would a
large Russian column drive into the mountains without first having com-
pletely secured its rear and lines of communication.’3 Vorontsov resolved
that Russia must henceforth move forward slowly, securing the plains and
foothills before trying to corner Shamil in the mountains. In particular,
Large and Small Chechnia now stood out as the focal point of Russian
operations. Reduction of the Chechnian forests and foothills would eventually
deprive Shamil of a critical source of manpower and provisions and make
possible a direct advance into deepest Dagestan.5*

The year 1846 marked the beginning of a new phase in the Caucasian
War—in no small measure because Nicholas refrained from further inter-
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ference. Vorontsov now blended patience in military policy with decentralized
administration, which entailed greater reliance on native officials. He also
did much to restore the privileges of tribal leaders, whose powers had eroded
under the influence of “muridism,” and oversaw completion of the strategic
Georgian Military Road joining Thbilisi and the Caucasian Line. Although
the Russians had yet to crystallize a coherent military plan, Vorontsov sen-
sibly confined himself to limited, achievable objectives and denied Shamil
further victories. In tribute to Vorontsov’s measured advance, General Staff
historian, D. I. Romanovskii, later wrote that ‘“Russia did not make a single
sacrifice or suffer a single casualty that did not advance the great enterprise
of pacification of the Caucasus.” Yet Romanovskii and others questioned
Vorontsov’s lack of energy and failure to exploit opportunities.s

Generals Freitag and Bariatinskii, in succession, served as executors of
Vorontsov’s policy on the Left Flank facing the Chechen forests. Each proved
a capable and ruthless executor of a cut-and-burn policy to clear the zone
as a base for future operations while placing the natives in a state of
unquestioning submission. The recapture of Salty in 1847 and Gergebil in

- 1848 marked the consolidation of Russian gains and foreshadowed greater
triumphs to come. Shamil, fearing a decline in his influence, tried to rekindle
the fire of muridism by threatening to resign as imam. But by 1852, Chech-
nia offered no sanctuary from Russian onslaughts, and large numbers of
natives were forcibly resettled in areas under Russian control. Vorontsov
also organized native militias in Kabarda and elsewhere.t¢ Systematic
deforestation and the destruction of crops and villages in Chechnia continued
in a series of winter campaigns until the outbreak of the Crimean War in
1853.°

As Russia’s fortunes rose, Shamil’s began a corresponding, if at first
imperceptible, decline. His military efforts to win Kabarda away from Rus-
sian control failed, and political setbacks compounded his frustration. In
particular, he alienated much of the mountain population with his attempt
in 1846 to have his own son recognized as his heir.6” The tribes that had
accepted Shamil as imam and head of the resistance were not yet willing
to grant him dynastic succession. According to the early Soviet Marxist
historian, M. N. Pokrovskii, the great successes of the period 1840—45 bred
complacency among the mountaineers, and many chieftains began to chafe
under the draconian discipline demanded by Shamil.®®¢ Thus, due to the
combined effects of increasing pressure by the Russians and diminishing
cohesiveness among the mountain tribes, Shamil was not in a position to
take advantage of the increased strain on Russian military resources brought
on by the Crimean War. While he received ample encouragement from the
Turks and English, who in 1854 shipped him late-model rifles, he hoped in
vain for an allied landing in the Caucasus.®® Shamil did mount one major
offensive in 1854, when he assembled a force of 15,000 to 20,000 warriors
to drive on the Russian headquarters at Thilisi. But facing popular resistance
by the Christian Georgians and threatened by a Chechen uprising in his
rear, Shamil’s campaign faltered against the Russians after a bitter defeat
near the village of Istisu.”®
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From this point forward in the war, the major protagonist in the Cau-
casian drama was General Bariatinskii. A participant in the Dargo campaign
in 1845 and a highly successful commander of the Left Flank of the Cau-
casian Line against the Chechens beginning in 1851, Bariatinskii believed
in aggressive prosecution of the struggle. Much impressed and no doubt
influenced by Miliutin’s 1854 study titled Thoughts on the Means for the
Establishment of Russian Domination in the Caucasus, the general selected
Miliutin as his chief of staff upon his own appointment as viceroy of the
Caucasus in 1856 by Tsar Alexander II.”! Bariatinskii intended to subdue
the mountaineers by the same relentless pressure he had employed in Chech-
nia. The general had forests cut and villages and crops burned,”? leaving
the Chechens to choose between death, flight, or settlement on Russian ter-
ritory. A thorough and systematic Russian campaign of resettlement began
in 1855.78 Bariatinskii’'s mandate was to conclude the war quickly and at
minimum cost. As War Minister I. O. Sukhozanet reminded the general,
“To achieve a significant reduction of [Russian] forces would be a service
surpassing glorious victories.”7

As viceroy, Bariatinskii enjoyed unprecedented latitude and resources,
including two divisions fresh from service against Turkey. Further, his
reputation as an aggressive leader bolstered the morale of the troops. Bar-
iatinskii immediately rearranged the theater’s command structure, which had
remained in place since the emergence of muridism in the 1830s and was
based on a defensive concept.”s Bariatinskii’s scheme, worked out in detail
by Miliutin, consisted of five corps-level commands: two directed against
the western Caucasus (beyond the purview of this study) and three against
the eastern mountaineers—the Left Wing facing Chechnia and extending
from the Terek to the Andi mountain range; the Pricaspian command,
embracing all forces in Dagestan; and the Lezgian Line along the south-
eastern edge of the mountains. Although the geographical responsibilities
of the commands changed little, the overall lines of command were made
more efficient. In the past, for example, the army of the Left Flank (hence-
forth the Left Wing) was administratively controlled all the way from Stav-
ropol. Further, the previous dispersal of forces all but ensured the superiority
of the enemy in any given sector of the theater. Miliutin’s task as chief of
staff was to make certain that each command had the means (including
logistical support and engineers) to operate independently and the organiza-
tional capability to undertake campaigns jointly with other commands.?®

Bariatinskii’s objective was the complete reduction of Dagestan and the
territories shielding it. Comparing the campaign to the “regular siege of a
fortress,””” Bariatinskii grasped that the key to the defense of the mountains
lay not deep in their interior, the object of failed campaigns of past years,
but along the periphery. By capturing the approaches to the mountains
and advancing methodically on several axes, Russia could force the collapse
of the center.”® Bariatinskii tied down minimal forces in garrison duty and
sought to occupy only the most strategic positions. The most crucial tasks
in this offensive plan fell to the energetic commander of the Left Wing,
General N. I. Evdokimov, who would deny the guerrillas any respite in
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the mountaineers’ sanctuaries in Dagestan. Further, the Chechen tribes were
no longer unified in their support for Shamil. (Meanwhile, along the Lezgian
Line in the south, the accumulation of snow in the mountain passes limited
campaigning to the summer months.)8°

From November 1856 through April 1857, Evdokimov conducted four
campaigns into Large Chechnia. Though encountering stiff opposition, not
only from the Chechens but from allied Dagestani tribes, he succeeded in
clearing the way for actions into Dagestan during the succeeding summer.
In March, Evdokimov significantly advanced Russia’s position with the
establishment of two new forts, Shalin on the Bass River and Khobi-
Shavdonskaia at the edge of Dagestan. Thus, behind him lay the entire
Chechen plain, which Evdokimov intended to bring under his control as
soon as possible, while before him lay his main objective, the Argun ravine
that offered passage into the mountains. Hoping to keep his next move a
secret, Evdokimov leaked word in the late fall of 1857 that he planned to
march on Avtura, in Large Chechnia, to draw Shamil’s forces out of Little
Chechnia and away from Argun. Accordingly, a Russian column moved in
the direction of Avtura, thereby prompting Shamil to assemble forces for
its defense. Then, the column abruptly turned along the right bank of the
Argun River toward the ravine, where it linked up with a second column
under Evdokimov coming from Vozdvizhensk. Together, the columns entered
the ravine and proceeded through its thick forests. Part of the force went
to Izmail, while the remainder stayed behind to work on road construction
and establish defensive positions. Under Evdokimov, the forward column
moved along the Sharo-Argun River into the mountains and established
Fort Argun near the village of Dacha-Borza. In a single stroke, Evdokimov
occupied the Argun ravine with a minimum of bloodshed, and the conquest
of Little Chechnia was, for all practical purposes, complete. Evdokimov
burned existing villages and resettled about 15,000 Chechens to ensure they
could never again be of use to Shamil.8!

Having gained a clear approach to the mountains and secured his rear,
Evdokimov in the summer of 1858 began a series of expeditions deep into
the mountains that would result in the final defeat of Shamil. In June,
operating as one of three columns converging along different axes,
Evdokimov’s Chechen detachment advanced along the Chanta-Argun gorge
to conduct the main attack. The Dagestan detachment, which in 1857 had
captured the strategic position of Burtunai (the new staff headquarters of
the Dagestan Infantry Regiment), moved to Machik, while the Lezgian
detachment moved through Kanuch, to the inner mountains of Lezgia to
carry out the burning and destruction of unsubmissive villages in southern
Lezgia. Shamil made valiant attempts to rally the tribes throughout the
region to rise in the rear of the Russian columns, but in sad contrast to
the 1840s, his appeals drew little response. Lacking victories and looking
more and more like a beaten figure, Shamil found his support evaporating.82
Russian control of the upper Argun valleys and gorges vastly reduced the
territory under Shamil’s control, leaving him with only part of northern
Dagestan and the regions of Andi and Ichkeria. Those tribes west of the
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For Shamil, there was no recourse but to withdraw and defend his last
sanctuaries in the mountains. In February 1859, Evdokimov led a large
column to Shamil’s capital at Veden, acting without direction from Baria-
tinskii. Having failed to block the Russian advance along the Argun, Shamil
was in no position to rescue Veden, which fell after a two-month siege.
After the war, Bariatinskii praised Evdokimov’s initiative and aggressiveness:

[Evdokimov] never once gave the enemy a chance of fighting where they
meant to and where the advantage might have been on their side. The
strongest positions held by Shamil and his hordes fell almost without resis-
tance as a result of well-planned movements. . . . Three things—a systematic
conduct of the war, the able dispositions of the chief leaders, and the arming
of the troops with rifles—reduced our losses in the Caucasus to a minimum,
and this, in turn, coupled with the fact that engagements were decided by
tactical movements, was the chief cause of our success.8”

The moral impact of the fall of Veden was as great as the practical
result. Entire tribes and many of Shamil’s most devoted allies now gave up
and offered their submission to Russia.®® Rostislav A. Fadeev, a Russian
officer (who retired as a general and became an outspoken publicist),
observed in his own reflections about the war in the Caucasus that Shamil’s
once fanatical followers lost their faith and became mere ‘“soldiers.” No
longer willing to fight and die for every inch of ground, they gave more
consideration to their families and property. The Russians, as a consequence,
were now able to deal with them more in the manner of a conventional foe
and decide the prolonged struggle with swift military incisions into
Dagestan.??

Nevertheless, as of 1859, few other than Bariatinskii could see that the
fall of Dagestan was imminent. Most anticipated that the reduction of
Shamil’s mountain stronghold would unfold over a series of years in the
manner of Chechnia.?? Bariatinskii’s plan for the final conquest entailed
offensive action against Dagestan from three general directions (see map
6). General Evdokimov’s Chechen detachment would play the main role.
Consisting of 14,000 men (12 1/2 battalions of infantry, a unit of dragoons,
900 Cossacks, 2 “hundreds” of native militia, 16 field guns, and 8 rocket
launchers), Evdokimov’s detachment proceeded from Veden along the Andi
ridge (via Mt. Arzhi-lam) to Tikhnuntsal and then eastward to the Andi
River, where it would await supporting columns.?!

At the same time, Lieutenant General Baron Vrangel’s advance south-
ward from Burtunai with 9,000 men of the Pricaspian detachment greatly
alarmed Shamil, thereby enabling the Chechen detachment to march to the
valley of the Andi River virtually unimpeded. Shamil had assembled a con-
siderable force of several thousand warriors in fortified positions on the
eastern bank of the Andi. The mountaineers could have made any crossing
extremely costly, but Vrangel’s advance foiled their efforts. On 15 July,
Vrangel’s column reached the river between Chirkat and Sagrytl and, using
bridging materials lugged the entire distance from Burtunai, established a
crossing on the 17th. Kazi Muhamed realized that Vrangel now threatened
not only his northern flank but his line of retreat and fled to rejoin his
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of his last sanctuary did Shamil (perhaps for the sake of family members
present with him) give up the struggle he had led for a quarter of a century.

Conclusions

Among the sources of Russian triumph in the Caucasus, a general supe-
riority in manpower and resources was of indisputable importance. The
Russians could not have continued the war in the face of numerous setbacks
and overcome a highly motivated and skillfully directed resistance had they
not possessed the resources of a great empire. But these assets did not
make victory inevitable. Essential to success was the conviction of successive
tsars that the strategic significance of the Caucasus made it an objective
worthy of the costs in subjugating it. The prolongation of the war never
particularly disturbed members of the court, and the popular press, still in
its infancy, lacked the stature and confidence (not to mention the freedom
under Nicholas I) to raise serious questions about the imperial policy. As
Fadeev observed, “Russia became accustomed little by little to the thought
that such a situation of affairs was natural and must continue almost
forever .. .”%

Only by means of well-chosen application of its resources could Russia
work its will in the Caucasus. Romanovskii asserts that Russian success
was achievable only through a skillful blend of military and nonmilitary
methods: “But if it is difficult to imagine the subjugation of the Caucasian
tribes without the use of arms, it is also not easy to imagine how and
when their subjugation could have been completed if our actions were based
solely on arms.”’?> The Russians’ unfamiliarity with the region and its
peoples combined with constant reversals of policy to hamper Russian admin-
istration of the Caucasus. As the events of Shamil’s rise and decline demon-
strate, the war was at heart a struggle for domination of the forested
mountain periphery. Shamil understood that control of Chechnia and the
Lezgian territories expanded his resources and provided forward bases for
his incursions against chieftains siding with Russia. Russian success, there-
fore, necessarily depended on effective military administration of the border
zones. Until the peoples of Dagestan’s periphery were either won over or
subjugated, effective action against Shamil was impossible.

Ermolov took a gradualist point of view toward the implementation of
Russian laws and customs and relied heavily on native elites in his own
bureaucracy. His successor, Paskevich, however, systematically purged native
officials and Russified the administrative apparatus. General G. V. Rosen,
in turn, adopted a middle point of view, supporting the abolition of native
customs but accommodating himself to existing realities.?®¢ Following the
complete disintegration of Russian rule outside of Georgia and Stavropol in
the 1830s, Nicholas permitted Vorontsov sweeping authority to act as he
saw fit. Vorontsov’s more competent and relatively humane administration
reduced antagonism among tribes already in submission and ensured greater
stability in areas to the rear of the Russian forces. Yet even Vorontsov,
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though making substantial progress, was unable to find a consistently
effective mix of repression and tolerance and of administrative modernization
and respect for custom.®7

In time, the Russians adopted innovative techniques for working their
will in the Caucasus. For example, during his tenure as commander of the
Left Flank in Chechnia, Bariatinskii deftly attempted to reinforce separatist
tendencies among the Chechens to make them less receptive to Shamil’s
claims of absolute authority.®® Bariatinskii, like Ermolov long before him,
employed a system of native courts for the arbitration of disputes within
and among the tribes under Russian control.?® He also sought to alleviate
specific grievances, such as in 1859, when he lifted an imperial ban to
allow small numbers of tribesmen to make a pilgrimage to Mecca.!® In
addition, the Russians had long made a practice of hiring local informants,
although many chieftains became alert to this method and were careful to
watch anyone suspected of pro-Russian leanings.10!

What appeared to many Russians to be the greatest potential instrument
of assimilation in the long run was the cultivation of economic relationships,
which would give the natives an inducement to accept Russian power and
eventually to depend on it. Even in this, however, Russia lacked continuity
in its policy. Though Russia forged a stronger relationship with the tribes
on the periphery of Chechnia and Dagestan through commercial induce-
ments, the self-sufficient tribes of the interior remained largely unaffected.!02

The Russians’ search for a military means to victory hinged on the
recognition of a single, crucial truth: the mountainous eastern Caucasus
region could not be reduced in a lightning campaign of destruction but
only through years of patient and methodical effort. The refusal of tsars
and, therefore, generals to accept such a view led to much wasted time and
sacrifice. Moreover, the Russians could not maintain control over any portion
of the region without adequate lines of communication, a virtual impossibility
given the scarcity of secure roads and the difficult terrain conventional forces
must march through. Therefore, from 1846, the development of a compre-
hensive and workable system for reducing the Caucasus was, in the view
of most observers, the key to success.

Pokrovskii departs from this analysis, contending that chance, rather
than operational planning, was the primary determinant of the outcome.103
He notes, for example, that Shamil’s rule progressively alienated the inde-
pendent-minded chieftains of the Caucasus by his absolute insistence on
religious discipline among peoples accustomed to observing Islam on their
own terms. Relying on a class analysis, Pokrovskii also claims the moun-
taineer cause was betrayed by the native nobility, to whom Bariatinskii
promised restoration of pre-Shamil privileges.1?¢ Pokrovskii’s argument is
not without merit, but it devalues the fraying of Shamil’s coalition, which
occurred in conjunction with his military demise. The authority of the imam
was based on a general belief in his infallible leadership. When events
shattered that confidence and Shamil lost the physical means to enforce
his will, his moral authority evaporated.
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To deal with Shamil effectively, the Russians first adapted their tactics,
then their strategy. The appearance of the rifle at the very end of the war,
which made conventional units substantially stronger, came too late to in-
fluence dramatically the course of events in the eastern Caucasus, and in
any case, the mountaineers had already procured a few modern weapons of
their own.1%5 Even the unequivocal superiority of Russian tactical firepower,
the product of the combined force of separate military arms and disciplined
maneuver, only achieved telling effect when the enemy was forced to wage
battle on conventional terms. Yet though painfully accumulated, battle ex-
perience improved Russian efficiency. The understanding of the tactical
importance of a close column order and the discipline to maintain it under
all conditions left Russian forces less susceptible to ambushes, so favored
by the mountaineers.

Beyond the tactical level, Bariatinskii’s plan for Shamil’s final defeat
reflected a grasp of objective steps that would lead to a successful strategic
decision. The separate but coordinated movements of independent columns
in different parts of the theater were carefully calculated toward a greater
end. When in July 1859 three columns linked near Botlikh, they had so
thoroughly liquidated the opposition in their rear that the leaders of Avaria
scurried to capitulate. Under Bariatinskii and Evdokimov, the Russians
demonstrated that well-planned maneuver and deception could neutralize the
superior mobility of Shamil’s guerrillas and deny the mountaineers the
initiative.

The cornerstone of the Russian method of conquest was the reshaping
of the physical and human environment, enabling Bariatinskii to dictate
the terms of combat. Surpassing by far the destructive effects of William
Sherman’s “march to the sea” in the American Civil War, Russia’s scorched
earth policy, coupled with a massive campaign of forced resettlement, strip-
ped Shamil of his greatest assets and permanently transformed the central
Caucasus. Pokrovskii estimates that 400,000 tribesmen emigrated to Turkey
under Russian pressure,'® and many more resettled within imperial bound-
aries. Population movement was especially high in the western Caucasus,
and as many as half a million Cherkes were eventually driven from their.
ancestral lands.17 In their place came Cossacks and other colonists from
Russia’s interior. The construction of a network of roads and, ultimately, a
railroad brought the Caucasus into regular communication with the empire.
In such a way, Russia came to dominate the land if not the spirits of the
natives who remained. Popular uprisings against Russian rule during the
Russo-Turkish War of 1877—78 and again following the Revolution of 1917
served as a reminder that conquest did not necessarily mean final as-
similation.

The Caucasian experience left only a modest legacy for the Russian
Army. From an institutional perspective, no systematic effort was made to
preserve and disseminate the lessons of the Caucasian theater, which had
little relevance to European warfare. Even Miliutin, who served as war
minister from 1861 to 1881 and whose own analysis of the war proved so
vital, subsequently became preoccupied with modernization of the Russian



36

Army in a desperate effort to achieve parity with Germany and Austria.
Furthermore, the long and bloody struggle in the Caucasus soiled many
more reputations than it enhanced. Yet as historian John Sheldon Curtiss
contends, the neglect of the Caucasian experience may have been costly.
Years of combat against guerrilla fighters in the mountains “taught the
commanders there to stress mobility and agility rather than parade-ground
technique and to value soldiers with initiative and élan.”108

Some veterans of the Caucasus were able to transfer the lessons of the
war to the increasingly active theater in Central Asia. Further, the ap-
pointment of Miliutin as war minister in 1861 ensured that valuable knowl-
edge would not only survive but would be employed. During and after
Miliutin’s tenure, articles and full histories devoted to the Caucasian War
achieved wide circulation, although it would be fair to say that the average
Russian officer probably did not read them. In any case, Russia remained
preoccupied with the greater threat of warfare on the European continent,
and the events of the Caucasus did not become an essential part of the
army’s institutional memory. Within two generations, vital tenets of irregular
and mountain warfare would have to be learned anew.
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ment by Russian Cossacks and settlers drove the tribes first to resist the
Russians and then to collapse under the weight of relentless demographic
and military pressure. The conscious designs of Russian officials and
generals aside, the unbridgeable difference between the Russian and Kazakh
cultures precluded any chance of stable coexistence.

The second major zone in Central Asia was the desert expanse to the
south of the Aral Sea, an area divided by several major rivers and bounded
in its southeastern extremity by imposing mountain ranges. The culture in
the area centered for many centuries around a cluster of fertile oases linked
together by ancient caravan routes. Three so-called khanates—Bukhara
(population 3 million), Kokand (population 1.5 million), and Khiva (popu-
lation 500,000)>—dominated the desert and often extended their influence
far into the steppe.

The Uzbeks, who enjoyed a long Islamic cultural tradition, an elaborate
social structure, and advanced systems of agriculture and commerce, consti-
tuted the dominant ethnic group in the khanates. Slightly less influential
were the Tajiks and Kirghiz, residing largely in the mountainous,
southeastern corner of the region along the Chinese frontier. In the
opposite, or western, corner, along the southern shore of the Caspian Sea,
the predominantly nomadic Turkomans lived by means of herding, fishing,
and plundering.

The khans of Khiva and Kokand and the emir of Bukhara ruled as
despots. Their armies, though large, were poorly equipped and organized by
contemporary European standards. Kokand and Bukhara, in particular, had
developed economies and found foreign buyers for their cotton, textiles,
silks, dyes, and fruits.® Khiva, though less prosperous, enjoyed the most
secure frontiers and greater political stability. Because it was not, like its
counterparts, an agglomeration of trade centers with independent traditions,
but rather a discrete kingdom buffered on all sides by desert, Khiva proved
less susceptible to diplomatic pressures and invasion.”

Russia’s conquest of Central Asia unfolded in three stages, reflecting
the political geography of the region. During the 105-year span from 1735,
when it pushed its southern frontier to Orenburg at the northern edge of
the Kazakh steppe, to approximately 1840, the Russian empire busied itself
with settlement and consolidation of its borderlands in the southeast Volga
region and Western Siberia. From 1840 to 1864, Russian forces enveloped
the Kazakh steppe. The next step was subjugation of the three Central
Asian khanates, which concluded with the fall of Khiva in 1873. Defeat of
the Teke Turkomans in the 1880s constituted the final phase of conquest
and brought Russian dominion to the modern borders of Iran and
Afghanistan.

For the Russians in Central Asia, combat with the enemy did not in
itself pose a formidable challenge once its terms were fully understood.
Rather, as one contemporary Russian observer put it, the organization of
supply and the acquisition of transport constituted ‘“the most important
difficulties in the preparation of a campaign.”8
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As in the Caucasus, however, military triumphs alone did not assure
political stability. Pacification of the independent Central Asian tribes
demanded a skillful blend of coercion, diplomacy, and patient military
administration. The latter, in particular, demanded a capacity for subtle
judgment and compromise by army commanders that transcended their rou-
tine concerns.

The Conquest of Central Asia

At the turn of the nineteenth century, the Orenburg and Siberian Lines
(analogous to the Caucasian Line) formally delimited Russian territory in
Central Asia (see map 1). Each comprised a string of Cossack settlements
and forts intended both to keep the Kazakhs from raiding across the border
and to serve as bases for retaliatory raids into the steppe.? In the 1820s,
Russia organized the steppe into administrative zones. Kazakh tribes in the
west fell under the supervision of the governor general of Orenburg, who
selected native chieftains (termed sultans) to rule in Russia’s name. Each
sultan received a Cossack bodyguard of about 200 men—a necessary asset
since most did not dare venture into the steppe except under heavy escort.
The administration of the Kazakhs farther east by the government of
Western Siberia proceeded more smoothly perhaps because of their relative
remoteness from the anti-Russian instigations of the khanates.°

Kazakh resistance to Russian domination exploded sporadically but sud-
denly intensified in the 1840s when a Kazakh chieftain by the name of
Kenisary Kasimov began to organize the tribes against Russian rule,
thereby earning the nickname of the “Kazakh Shamil.” The Kazakh bands
(usually less than 1,000 strong) were able practitioners of hit-and-run
attacks against Russian outposts and caravans. Beginning in 1843, Russia
mounted small unsuccessful expeditions (less than 2,000 men) from the
Orenburg and West Siberian Lines to trap Kenisary. When pursued,
Kenisary shunned battle, electing instead to disappear into the vast steppe.
Army detachments foolhardy enough to pursue mounted Kazakh warriors
across the prairie risked becoming lost or exhausted, thus becoming easy
prey themselves. To camouflage their failures with the area tribes
(knowledge of which might send other tribes flocking to Kenisary’s
standard), the Russians circulated declarations of brilliant victories over a
fleeing adversary.!!

In 1847, conflict on the steppe subsided when Kenisary perished at the
hands of rival tribesmen. This turn of fortune presented Russia an
opportunity to consolidate its political and military presence through the
establishment of imperial outposts deep in Central Asia. Russian com-
manders, not unlike their Indian-fighting counterparts on the American
plains, soon learned to direct their punitive raids against Kazakh villages
and encampments for the purpose of driving off cattle, destroying property,
and demoralizing the populace. Still, notwithstanding Russian gains,
experience showed the futility of attempting to police the steppe from its
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followed shortly, entailing the return of 105 Russian prisoners. But no sooner
had the transaction been completed than the khan seized 200 more Russians
on the Mangyshlak Peninsula (an expanse of land jutting into the Caspian
Sea and the site of some imperial fishing stations). Thus, in March 1839,
Russian military planners proposed an expedition to force the absolute sub-
mission of the khan.!5 ‘

The original campaign plan called for a column of 5,000 men to depart
in the spring, concealing its military intent under the guise of a scientific
expedition to the Aral Sea coast.!® Perovskii selected a route from Orenburg
to the upper Emba River, through the Ust Urt plateau, and along the west
bank of the Aral Sea (about 1,000 miles in extent). Two considerations,
however, led him to depart in the fall of 1839 rather than the spring of
1840: the readier availability of water during the winter and the precedent
of the winter campaign of 1825—26.17 Preparations, including establishment
of two forward supply posts, began in total secrecy. Nevertheless, the khan
learned of the unfolding operation and directed Kazakh tribes in the path
of the invading army to migrate east and south so that the Russians could
not requisition camels and drivers.!8

The expedition required the procurement of about 2 camels for each
soldier and over 2,000 native drivers, one for each 4 or 5 camels.!® In the
end, the Russians employed over 9,000 camels and over 2,000 horses, for
which forage alone would tie up half of the supply train.2® To ease the
movement of the huge column, the Russians moved out in four separate
detachments between 14 and 17 September. The detachments always
stopped at least two hours before sunset to permit the animals to graze.
Small groups of Cossacks deployed around the detachments at night to form
a security perimeter about a kilometer from the camp.?! After only a few
days, the weather turned cold, and snowstorms, which were to plague
Perovskii throughout the campaign, began to take a toll on men and
animals. Upon reaching the Emba River supply station on 19 December,
the column had already lost approximately 3,000 camels, and the rest could
only carry reduced loads.22

The journey onward to the Ak Bulak supply station took fifteen days
and entailed the loss of still more transport animals. Scarcely over 5,000
camels were now able to continue. Conditions in Ak Bulak itself were
miserable, as the disease-ravaged garrison had been forced to withstand
several Khivan attacks. His force melting away before his eyes, Perovskii
realized he had no option but to retreat, though he was still over 500 miles
from Khiva. During the column’s return, men and animals suffered still
more, and by their arrival, 1,054 men, about 10,000 camels, and a large
majority of the horses had perished. Though it did not fundamentally affect
Russo-Khivan relations, the expedition so alarmed the khan that he sub-
sequently returned over 400 Russian prisoners.23

In the 1840s, Kokand usurped Khiva’s place as Russia’s foremost
challenger in Central Asia by attempting to solidify its influence among
the Kazakh tribes north of the Syr River. In the process, Kokand’s aspira-
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tions to regional hegemony collided directly with those of Russia. Even
after Kenisary’s death, the Russian policymakers found that ‘“‘to take
nomads as subjects is much easier than to hold them in obedience.”24

Thus began a concerted Russian drive to secure a position at the
southern fringe of the steppe. In 1845, Nicholas I approved a general
strategy for a systematic Russian advance employing forward based fortifi-
cations and mobile “flying detachments’ to subdue local resistance.25
Converging from Orenburg to the northwest and Western Siberia to the
northeast, Russian forces secured a forward frontier line at Kokand’s
expense. In 1847, they founded the fortress of Aralsk at the mouth of the
Syr River on the Caspian Sea. Aralsk became the home base of the Aral
Sea flotilla, employed in 1848—49 to map the Aral Sea and the approaches
to Khiva. In 1853, the Russians captured Ak Mechet, farther south along
the Syr River, and there founded Fort Perovsk. A separate force, advancing
from Siberia in 1854, established the fortified outpost of Vernoe (site of
modern Alma Ata) south of the Ili River and Lake Issyk Kul.

The outbreak of the Crimean War (1853—56) briefly forestalled further
progress, but Russia had by this time nearly enveloped the steppe, although
Kirghiz tribes beyond Vernoe remained a problem. A case in point was
that of the Bugu Kirghiz. Under the domination of Kokand since the 1820s,
the Bugus (numbering about 10,000 households) gave their allegiance to
Russia in 1855. In response, Kokand instigated other tribes to attack the
Bugus, and intermittent warfare continued until 1860 when a Russian
expedition secured the newly proclaimed Alatav district. The campaigns of
the mid-1860s aimed at closure of the gap in Russia’s frontier between the
Syr River outposts and Vernoe.28

In 1864, an ambitious colonel, M. G. Cherniaev, led a column from
Vernoe and captured the Kokandian fortress of Aulie Ata at little cost.
Almost concurrently, a detachment under Colonel N. A. Verevkin captured
the town of Turkestan. The two forces then. linked up under Cherniaev’s
command and took Chimkent by siege, thereby giving Russia a continuous
line of garrisons across its southern frontier with the territories of Kokand
and Bukhara.?”

Despite their importance, such outposts bore little likeness, in design or
purpose, to the border fortresses of Europe, a fact noted by a visiting
foreign observer, who said, “All the steppe forts which I have seen through-
out the length and breadth of Central Asia—Karabutak, Uralsk, Forts No. 1
and 2, Fort Perovskii, Djulak—are on the same pattern, a mud wall suf-
ficient to resist any force without discipline or cannon, manned by a few
hundred seasoned Cossacks.”?8 No matter how simple and primitive, such
permanent positions assumed tremendous psychological as well as military
significance in the advancement of Russian rule. As in the Caucasus, the
Russians found that the indigenous populace paid scant heed to rulers who
lacked visible military strength.

The Russian conquests of 1863—64 thrust the Central Asian question
to the fore of international politics—at least as far as Russia and Britain
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unauthorized actions of overzealous commanders, a calculated fiction termed
by one scholar as the ‘“legend of insubordination.”3! In reality, ambitious
commanders, acting in the absence of direct supervision and timely com-
munications with St. Petersburg, did hasten Russian expansion, but there
is little reason to conclude that they fundamentally altered its course.?? Had
Miliutin, or above all Alexander II, ever firmly intended to stop Central
Asian expansion they could have done so. In fact, they generally approved
advances, so long as no crisis developed in relations with Britain.

Within months of his 1864 statement, however, Gorchakov was made
to look a fool or a liar. Cherniaev, promoted to major general, advanced
with a small force on Tashkent, a commercial center under Kokandian rule.
His first attempt to take the city failed but, undaunted, he returned to seize
Tashkent in 1865. The resultant destabilization in Central Asian politics
drew Russia inexorably into the affairs of Bukhara as well as Kokand.
While the Kokandian khan was expending his strength in a futile attempt
to hold back the tide of Russian arms, Bukhara had begun to maneuver
for its own advantage, taking the cities of Kokand and Khodzhent, and
might have moved on Tashkent as well had Cherniaev not positioned
Russian forces there. Having established Russian authority in Tashkent,
where his first act of popular diplomacy was to free the city from taxes for
an entire year, Cherniaev turned in 1866 to deal with Bukhara. Before he
could do so, however, Miliutin replaced him with the more responsible
General D. I. Romanovskii.3? Yet even after Cherniaev’s replacement, the
course of affairs changed little. Later the same year, General Romanovskii
took Khodzhent from Bukhara, placing Russia in control of the rich
Fergana Valley. The fall of Ura-tiube, along the Kokand-Bukhara frontier,
soon followed.

General Romanovskii explained both his motives and methods in a
message of 7 October 1866 to General N. Kryzhanovskii, commander of the
Orenburg district: Ura-tiube, a place where no European had ever set foot,
was the most important fortress of the Bukharan emir in the valley of the
Syr River, and its capture was a warning to the emir to cease his recent
anti-Russian behavior. Romanovskii’s column departed on 7 September with
a force of nineteen and one-half companies of infantry (organized into two
ad hoc battalions), five ‘“hundreds” of Cossack cavalry, a rocket command,
eight mountain guns, and four 18-pound mortars. On the 23d, a recon-
naissance detachment went ahead to examine the environs of Ura-tiube and
entered into talks with the garrison commander. Establishing that the
northern face of the fortress was the strongest, the Russians resolved to
conduct their main attack from the south, the approaches to which were
not obstructed by any natural barriers. Russian artillery easily blew gaps
in the walls. The attackers seized the walls in half an hour, and the battle
ended an hour later. Only seventeen Russians fell in combat.3* Because it
was unauthorized, the seizure of Ura-tiube displeased Miliutin, whose next
communication to Kryzhanovskii directed that no further military actions
in the region be undertaken.3?
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By 1868, Russian actions triggered the emergence of a strongly anti-
Russian clerical faction in Bukhara that pressed the emir to orchestrate a
diplomatic coalition with Kokand, Khiva, Kashgar, and Afghanistan. Given
Bukhara’s growing influence and central position in the region, the emir’s
quest might have imperiled the integrity of Russia’s newly acquired ter-
ritories (the district of Turkestan). Therefore, Governor General K. P. von
Kaufman immediately mounted a preemptive attack against the ancient
commercial city of Samarkand and routed a Bukharan army. Then, leaving
a garrison of 700 at nearby Katy-kurgan, Kaufman marched off in search
of the main Bukharan army with a column of 3,500 men. In late spring,
he cornered his quarry—6,000 Bukharan infantry, 15,000 cavalry, and 14
light cannons (by Russian claims). Better led and far better armed, the
Russians disposed of their foe easily. In the meantime, the garrison at
Katy-kurgan found itself facing a full-scale insurrection within the city
supported by about 40,000 attackers from outside. The beleaguered Russians
held out for an entire week before Kaufman returned to restore the
situation.36

His armies defeated, the emir acceded in 1868 to a treaty granting
extensive privileges to Russia. Not only was Bukhara subject to an
indemnity, but it ceded unlimited access to its markets to Russian
merchants on favorable terms. Thoroughly humiliated, the emir sought to
relinquish his title, but the Russians insisted that he remain as a pliable
figurehead. The Russians also gained a considerable tract of territory,
henceforth to be administered as the Zeravshan district under a military
commandant.3?

Russia’s rapid thrusts south of the Syr River during the 1850s and
1860s were positive proof of the superiority of Russian military power over
the outmoded armies of the khanates. Though much better organized politi-
cally and militarily than the steppe tribes, the khanates proved much easier
to subdue because they represented inferior versions of what the Russians
considered a conventional adversary. Their cities, upon which all wealth
and power depended, constituted fixed objectives, and their armies
repeatedly engaged the Russians in open battle, for which they had neither
adequate firepower nor discipline. Even with great numerical advantages,
the Central Asians of the oasis khanates had little chance of victory, a
fact that emerges clearly in the record of their losses to the Russians.
Through the course of hundreds of military actions during the entire period
from 1847 to 1873, the Russians suffered an incredibly low 2,000 battle
casualties.38

The Nature of Combat in Central Asia

It would be a mistake to assume that the conquest of Central Asia did
not pose distinct and serious military problems. Some of these the Russians
overcame on the basis of their long experience in the Caucasus. The order
of column movements and the pattern of defense of the supply trains, for
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example, were products of the Russian Caucasus experience. As in the
Caucasus, a large expedition had to be virtually self-sufficient, though it
would establish forward supply points where possible. Communication
between cities and garrisons or among forces in the field was extremely
difficult to maintain. The division of large forces into echelons often proved
essential because the number of wells along even the best routes was
seldom sufficient to accommodate an entire expedition at one time. For
instance, in 1873, the Mangyshlak detachment, part of the great Khivan
campaign, crossed the desert in three echelons. The first moved from 0300
to 0900, and again from 1600 to 2000. The second and third echelons were
each staggered one phase back. Thus, the second echelon departed at 1600
and always remained one stop back on the trail. The third echelon followed
behind the second. As a general rule, the echelons never moved beyond six
hours’ range from one another.3®

Even in Central Asia, the enemy was dangerous if precautions were
not strictly observed. When a column was in movement, the supply train
required constant protection on all sides by the infantry. In the train itself,
camels bearing wooden crates of food and other items were arranged on
the outside so that their loads might hastily be employed in the construction
of a laager. The advance and rear guards, consisting of cavalry (usually
Cossacks), stayed within one to two miles of the main force. Cossacks also
patrolled alongside the column at close range.

Russian columns in Turkestan, including vast numbers of horses and
camels, could sometimes move over thirty miles in a day before stopping to
establish an encampment.*® Because of its flat, open expanses, the steppe
afforded few satisfactory defensive positions for night encampments. Thus,
Russian forces at rest normally organized themselves into a square
formation, sometimes using packs and wagons to form breastworks. Cos-
sacks and infantry held the outer faces, with guns and rockets situated at
the corners. The horses and camels were kept inside the square, as were
any livestock brought along.#

As adversaries, the nomads were daring and resourceful but lacked the
discipline to break Russian formations or to sustain an assault. One of the
nomads’ preferred modes of attack was to surround a Russian column and
strike its flanks and rear. But experience had shown that if the Russians
held formation and maintained a strong reserve to prevent a breakthrough—
the result of which could indeed be catastrophic against a numerically
superior foe—they had little to fear.42 In addition, the armies of the
khanates, like the war parties of their nomadic brethren, were pre-
dominantly cavalry and showed little appreciation of military art.

In contrast, Russian columns included forces of all three main fighting
arms. Infantry, however, was the most essential. Central Asian cavalry
could battle regular and Cossack cavalry on even terms or better, but
neither native cavalry nor infantry were able to overcome the disciplined
fire of European infantry—especially with the advent of the rifle during
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the 1860s. And when the enemy succeeded in pressing its attack at close
range, infantry bayonets proved indispensable. The most useful Russian
cavalry in Central Asia was that of the Cossacks due to the superior
endurance of the men and their mounts. Though valuable for pursuit and
maneuver, cavalry could not be employed in large numbers because of the
great demand of the horses for scarce forage and water. Nor could
detachments of cavalry long separate from the main column without risk.
The native horses of the Kazakhs, inured to the hardships of the steppe,
could outlast their better-bred cousins from the north.43

Large Russian columns of mixed forces, encumbered by long logistical
trains, made little pretense of deceptive maneuver. The establishment of
forward supply stations in the steppe also had the disadvantage of warning
the enemy of an impending operation and its general direction. The pro-
curement, by rent or purchase, of large numbers of camels and the hiring
of drivers similarly alerted the natives. When possible, the Russians selected
a line of approach that concealed their final objective, but they seldom
preserved operational security for long. Any column moving in daylight
could be spotted from great distances, so concealed movement was possible
only at night.4

Russian advances into the desert frequently culminated in an assault
of a fortified town. At first, commanders conducted conventional sieges, but
finding most Central Asian fortifications less than impregnable, they soon
came to rely on simple bombardments and storming. In 1853, employing
standard engineering procedures, a siege took three weeks. In contrast, in
1861, Iany Kurgan fell to the Russians in a single day as did Aulie Ata in
1864. During this period, the Russians learned that the Central Asians
lacked the firepower and discipline to keep storming troops away from their
city walls. Russia’s adoption of rifled artillery in the 1860s was especially
noteworthy. Unlike the smoothbore weapons of the past, higher-velocity
rifled guns easily battered and penetrated the clay fortifications prevalent
in Central Asia.4

With the establishment of permanent forts deep in the steppe, the
Russians no longer regularly sent detachments ahead to set up temporary
supply stations. When on the march, the greatest enemy of the Russian
soldier was not the Central Asian he was sent to fight but the ravages of
extreme heat or cold, disease, thirst, and exhaustion. Normally, the purpose
of reconnaissance and the interrogation of natives was to determine the
location of wells. But even with an adequate supply of water, conditions in
a train were often grueling and unhealthy. On a large expedition, the sick
and wounded required isolation in field hospitals, or if the column was
large enough to provide protection, they could travel separately.® Fuel was
often scarce, and although the native grasses burned well, they did not
grow abundantly. The consequent use of animal dung for cooking fires, in
turn, necessitated the procurement of pots with lids so that the food would
not be tainted by foul odors.4”
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Khivan oasis) and cross together to join up with other advancing forces.
The third column, originating in Orenburg, was to travel the greatest
distance, almost 1,000 miles. Meanwhile, two additional columns formed by
the Caucasus Military District were to move from Mangyshlak and
Krasnovodsk, permitting the shortest (perhaps 500 miles) but not the easiest
line of approach.52 The Russians divided the Turkestan and Caucasian
forces into separate columns and subdivided the columns into echelons,
reflecting the normal Russian concern over the availability of water en
route.

Despite lengthy preparation, the Russian columns encountered severe
difficulties on the long march. The Dzhizak column, under Kaufman’s
personal command, departed in March but met terrible heat in April.
Several times, Kaufman had to split his column, which in one instance
was so badly extended that his lead and rear elements were seven and
one-half hours apart on the trail. Eventually, he directed his cavalry to
proceed by a separate route and join him at the Amu River. (For the
composition of Russian forces in the Khivan campaign, see table 2.)33

TABLE 2
Composition of Russian Forces in the Khivan Campaign
Rocket

Companies  Squadrons  Guns Launchers Men  Horses Camels
Dzhizak column 12 5% 14 4 3,400 1,300 7,000
Kazalin column ‘ 9 12 8 4 1,900 350 7,000
Orenburg column 9 9 12 6 3,600 1,800 5,700
Mangyshlak column 12 6 6 3 2,100 650 1,600
Krasnovodsk column 12 4 16 3 2,200 500 2,600

Source: A.|. Maksheev, Istoricheskii obzor Turkestana (St. Petersburg: 1890), 313—15.

Kaufman’s first concern upon reaching the frontier of the khanate was
to establish contact with the other converging columns, from whom he had
heard nothing since 30 April, and to explain his presence to the local
populace. On 14 May, the general dispatched riders to the other four
columns, only two of whom reached their destination. Meanwhile, he sent
proclamations to the inhabitants of nearby villages informing them that
the emperor was not making war against the “peaceful laborers” of the
region but rather against their ruler, who was implacably hostile to Russia
and oppressed his subjects. Kaufman promised no harm would come to
those who would remain in their villages and carry on their normal affairs.
Conversely, those who chose to flee or resist would be considered enemies
and forfeit their property. On the whole, the Russians received a satisfactory
response and found some natives to be quite helpful as guides or pro-
curement agents.5*

Poised on the Amu River, Kaufman no longer faced a water shortage
but found he had all but exhausted his forage and could no longer rely on
his transport animals. Therefore, the Russians availed themselves of native
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the coast. On 12 May, Lomakin joined forces with the Orenburg column at
Kungrad, making a combined detachment of sixtee