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Avant-propos

Travelogues from forgotten visitors

Over centuries travellers have been the main producers of 
spatial knowledge about new destinations; especially in are-
as where their numbers were only few, some have reached 
the status of highly respected pioneers without any compet-
itors of equal standing. Certain names have represented the 
canon of geographical knowledge. For a long time Central 
Asia has functioned as an interface between densely popu-
lated areas such as China, India, Persia and Europe; the re-
mote deserts, mountains and steppes had to be crossed in or-
der to connect fertile oases, pulsating cities and networks of 
roads. Archaeological and geographical expeditions focused 
on retracing the flow of innovations and inventions and 
tracking the dissemination of material goods and knowledge 
along the ancient silk routes. Over time it became obvious 
that no single lines channelled these exchanges, but that a 
web of paths and routes enabled the crossing of deserts and 
mountains by caravans, expeditions and individuals on their 
way to better-known destinations. The lands in between ap-

peared as areas of ambiguity, as lost horizons, and as places 
of mystery. Just to mention one example: until a systematic 
ground-check materialised, the notion prevailed of a hidden 
kingdom and a fabulous mountain system by the name of 
Bolor. To proceed further into unknown territories motivat-
ed enterprising travellers in their search for lost places and 
‘blank spots’. The Pamirian crossroads appeared to be such 
hostile areas where physical challenges, poor infrastruc-
ture and political insecurity met.1 The Bolor mystery was 
never solved and vanished completely when the territories 
where Bolor had supposedly been hidden became known. 
When Carl Zimmermann compiled his map of Inner Asia in 
1841, it appeared to sum up the conventional knowledge of 
learned circles of its time. The map was produced to illus-
trate Carl Ritter’s monumental work on geography, in par-
ticular volume three, in which the transition from Eastern 
to Western Asia was discussed.2 Carl Ritter’s perception of 
Asia influenced the thinking of many leading geographers 
of their time who attended his lectures including Alexander 
von Humboldt, Ferdinand Freiherr von Richthofen, Carl 
von Clausewitz, Elisée Reclus, Arnold Henri Guyot, Pyotr 
Petrovich Semyonov.3 There was ample space for specu-

From the oasis of Baharak supplies are 
brought to the herders on Shewa Pa-
mir. The two men have reached Sar-e 
Bom Darra (3,200 m); the Hindukush 
mountain range is visible in the back-
ground. The photograph was taken on 
16 July 2009
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8 Avant-propos

lation about Bolor, and the placement of Badakhshan and 
Wakhan seems rather arbitrary, but rumours and tales were 
linked to the Pamirian interface.4 It was the early phase of a 
period when overall interest in the crossroads led to signifi-
cant political changes.

The Wakhan quadrangle gained in attention when particu-
lar spheres of influence were expanded from areas such as Af-
ghanistan, Qataghan, Fergana, Kashgaria and Kashmir – with 
centres of power in Kabul, Kunduz, Qoqand, Kashgar, and 
Srinagar – into their respective peripheries. Locating places 
and knowing the power structures in remote spaces started to 
become an endeavour of geographical exploration. Resources, 
routes, and rule in the Wakhan quadrangle entered the focus 
of geographical knowledge production that became closely 
related to political scheming and strategic considerations. 

Later on, China, Russia and Great Britain directed their 
interests towards the Pamirian crossroads as mighty powers 
tended to override regional interests or to create dependen-
cy through loyalty agreements. The Great Game is mainly 
perceived as a power-related competition between Tsarist 
Russia and Great Britain over control and dominance in Af-
ghanistan, Central Asia and India. The outcome succeeded 
in averting confrontation between the mighty powers, no 
heavy losses were involved on their sides, but failed to re-
spect regional sovereignty and local interests. Significant 
numbers of residents in the Wakhan quadrangle became 
refugees or migrants that had to give up their villages or no-
mads that were forced to evacuate former grazing grounds. 

Asymmetric power relations are reflected in the outcome 
of the gamble; the same applies to the perception of actors. 
Their functions and roles have been assessed and rated ac-
cording to their position in the imperial setup. The widely 
known and advertised heroes originated solely from Eu-
rope. Their stories have been told many times.5 Yet many 
more people were involved in various functions and dis-
guises, such as geopolitical players and religious pilgrims, 
subalterns in colonial hierarchies and service providers in 
imperial endeavours, knowledgeable path-finders and com-
petent translators for individual travellers and missions, gos-
sip-collecting newswriters, clandestine spies and secret mis-
sionaries, enterprising merchants and profit-seeking traders, 
trained intelligence officers and surveying assistants for 
map-makers, trusted companions and extraordinary sourc-
es of inherited knowledge, local historians and storytellers. 
The list could be prolonged even further, for many protag-

onists have been forgotten, ignored or neglected, such as lo-
cal residents, bazaar dwellers and transport providers. The 
personalities concerned fulfilled different duties and served 
a variety of expectations.

Grouping their diverse contributions, we may distin-
guish between ‘political’ and ‘non-political’, as their clients 
did in elaborated confidential abstracts and synopses. A 
most obvious and revealing presentation of a report divid-
ed into these two rubrics is the account by Mukhtar Shah 
in the ‘Secret and confidential reports of Trans-Himalayan 
explorations in Badakhshán’, published with a preceding 
comment and synopsis by the Deputy Superintendent of the 
Survey of India Colonel Henry Charles Baskerville Tanner.6 
Individuals could contribute to both rubrics in their reports; 
the processors of information in the survey offices and in-
telligence branches decided whether the narrations should 
be considered and assessed their relevance for their respec-
tive interests. Most of the information collected by Mukhtar 
Shah was termed ‘non-political’; sometimes it was augment-
ed by ‘political’ information that originated from an account 
by Munshi Abdul Rahim, the origin of which is not further 
specified in this source.7

In order to give appropriate attention to this valuable 
source, the entire report by Munshi Abdul Rahim is present-
ed here. The narrator, who is titled munsh€ or scribe, served 
the British Raj as a ‘political’ traveller to Badakhshan and 
Wakhan. On the basis of his discoveries, interviews and ob-
servations, he prepared an extensive account about his winter 
journey towards the Wakhan quadrangle in 1879 to 1880 for 
the Foreign Office, where it was printed five years later in an 
English translation. His report was widely ignored, neglected 
or kept secret; the few bits and pieces that have been repro-
duced appear mainly in the ‘political’ rubric. Other colleagues 
who served similar purposes are better known and their find-
ings and stories have received more attention. Munshi Ab-
dul Rahim is definitely one of the forgotten explorers of the 
Wakhan quadrangle, but his report deserves due attention. It 
is an extraordinary communiqué in many respects, offering 
information and insights about hardships and dependencies, 
local chronologies and genealogies in contrast to those offi-
cial reports which offer topographical placements and route 
descriptions that solely served military demands and strate-
gic interests. We do not know much about the personality, 
upbringing, professional background and even origin of the 
author, but we are acquainted with the clients who commis-

The Wakhan quadrangle shows the 
four corners, directions and sources of 
political interference in local affairs 
before, during and after the Great 
Game. The major colonial players were 
Great Britain and Russia whereas 
China was comparatively weak. 
Wakhan’s strongest relations were 
to Badakhshan and subsequently to 
Afghanistan. The Amir of Afghanistan 
gained the major territorial portion of 
Wakhan as a result of boundary-
making while the northern portion 
was dominated by Bokhara and 
Russia; nowadays it is part of 
Gorno-Badakhshan within Tajikistan 
(see Hermann Kreutzmann 2015a: 
205–293).
Design by Hermann Kreutzmann
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9Travelogues from forgotten visitors

sioned his services at a crucial time. Places and timings will be 
contextualised from a number of contemporary sources that 
provide insights into the hierarchical structures of employ-
ing ‘native explorers’, the function of espionage and recon-
naissance trips, and the exploitation of spatial knowledge as 
a competitive advantage. Concurrent and interrelated sources 
about Badakhshan and Wakhan provide additional insights 
beyond the prime objective of his commission. Publishing his 
account provides the opportunity to shift the angle of curiosi-
ty and scrutiny slightly: away from the focus on better-known 
‘native explorers’ and their supervising colonial officers to-
wards narratives about everyday life, challenges for survival, 
ruling elites, commerce, slave trade and professional occupa-
tions. Most likely the text was rendered from Munshi Abdul 
Rahim’s original Persian writing into English by an unknown 
translator who must have been an employee in the colonial 
intelligence service in Simla. In order to contextualise Munshi 
Abdul Rahim’s narrative, it appeared advisable to frame his 
account with an introduction and a comment, followed by 
a sequel and a postscript. The additional material supports a 
positioning of Munshi Abdul Rahim’s account in a defined 
spatial setting and ranges from contemporary 19th century 
sources to present-day life in Badakhshan and Wakhan. 

Introducing actors and interests

The opening chapter highlights certain aspects that draw at-
tention to why the remote and comparatively less well-en-
dowed Wakhan quadrangle became a geopolitical pivot and 
area of strategic interest in the era of international bound-
ary-making. The 19th century shift of exploratory interest 
from the coastal lines towards the sources of the mighty 
Asian rivers meant that hitherto unknown mountain ranges 
became the target of exploration, expeditions and missions. 
The hidden agenda of expanding spheres of influence result-
ed in monopolising territorial appropriation, domination 
and demarcation of boundaries. The attempt to define ‘sci-
entific’ and to find ‘natural’ geographical borders disguised 
salient features of the imperial project that would lead to the 
significant restructuring of political realms, revaluation of 
spatial properties, and transformation of social structures. 
Until the Anglo-Russian Accord of 1907 it took less than 
half a century to shape and demarcate Central Asian bor-
ders in a manner that has had lasting effects until today. The 
gambling entailed in the Great Game involved not only su-
pra-regional imperial powers, but a number of smaller re-
gional and local players that gained or suffered. These po-

The ‘Map of Afghanistan, and the 
adjacent countries’ was published 
under the auspices of the directors of 
the East India Company. It shows 
Kunduz and Badakhshan as two 
little-known principalities north of the 
Hindukush. The map provides more 
detailed information about the Afghan 
territories and Kashmir. It was released 
two years before the East India 
Company ceded ‘hilly or mountainous 
country’ to the Maharaja of Kashmir 
in the Treaty of Amritsar (Charles 
Umpherston Aitchison 1909, XI: 264). 
Hunza, Sarikol, and Wakhan are not 
represented at all, but the ruby and 
lapis lazuli mines are marked.
Source: Map of Afghanistan, and the 
adjacent countries drawn and engraved 
by John and Charles Walker in 1844.
Courtesy of the Pamir Archive 
Collection
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10 Avant-propos

litical skirmishes were not fought on the battleground; they 
mainly involved people who became trespassers of future 
boundaries and cross-border producers of knowledge. Nu-
merous persons of the above-mentioned qualifications par-
ticipated in scientific exploration, generation of intelligence 
information and production of route maps. The interested 
public took notice of their work only when it was embed-
ded in the Great Game contest. In Great Britain and Russia, 
leading intellectuals of their time became advocates for for-
ward policies and imperial expansionism based on the con-
viction of promoting civilisation. Their voices were heard 
by decision-makers, although they had not necessarily been 
men on the spot; often they interpreted the knowledge and 
narratives that were shared in the elite circles of geograph-
ical societies and their like. British and Russian explorers 
and travellers were ennobled when they presented their 
findings in such circles; most of them published articles in 
geographical journals and newspapers, several wrote books. 
Rarely do we find here the names of ‘native explorers’ or 
‘indigenous intermediaries’ of Indian or Central Asian ori-
gin. They grossly have remained without accessible pictorial 
images; their colonial masters fared differently. Some mil-
itary officers who reached the ranks of generals and emi-
nent British and Russian surveyors became well-known 
celebrities of their time; some even became the objects of 
satirical magazines. The officers who provided intelligence 
and confidential reports have remained less visible; for ex-
ample, there are only very few images of John Biddulph and 
Reginald Schomberg, while the high-ranking and influential 
office-bearers of the geographical societies have been sitters 
for painters and photographers. From Munshi Abdul Rahim 
and his Muslim colleagues we could not trace any image; 
the few exceptions among the ‘native explorers’ include the 
companions of the Schlagintweit Mission and Pundit Nain 
Singh from Kumaon. Muslim trackers on the crossroads 
have largely remained invisible.

Narrowing down the context –
Munshi Abdul Rahim’s mission

The Pamirian crossroads including the Wakhan quadrangle 
were explored mainly from three directions. Russian trav-
ellers started their reconnaissance from Siberia and later on 
from the added ‘possessions’ in Central Asia such as the 

Fergana Valley. Comparatively early, and by the mid-19th 
century at the latest, Russian and British explorers had re-
alised the crucial importance of the oases of the Southern 
Silk Road. Both directed their interests towards Kashgar and 
Yarkand, which themselves became arenas for playing the 
Great Game. The third approach involved Afghanistan and 
Kashmir. As Afghanistan remained a desired destination for 
British and Russian travellers on their way to the Pamirs, a 
significant effort was made to use Kashmir and its vassals 
as a starting point for forays towards Badakhshan. In the 
aftermath of the Treaty of Amritsar in 1846, the Maharaja of 
Kashmir had enjoyed control and reserved rights in the area, 
followed by expansionist moves towards the Hindukush. 
The final quarter of the 19th century saw enhanced activities 
by all contenders. Missions to Kashgar, Gilgit, Chitral and 
Wakhan were lined up for exploration and surveying pur-
poses. All of them were headed by prominent protagonists 
who subsequently made eminent careers in the imperial mil-
itary services and who have been well respected as author-
ities on the region to date. Their knowledge-gathering was 
embedded in several previous explorations commissioned 
by the Survey of India, intelligence branches or geographi-
cal societies. The matrix of travellers and their yields appears 
to be three-dimensional. In the first dimension we find the 
distinction between European and Asian explorers, the lat-
ter occupying only a subordinate position. Asymmetry is 
a governing principle of function and reception. Europeans 
are the leaders, if not always on the ground, then definitely 
in the processing of knowledge. The subaltern functions as 
an intermediary and speaks to local informants and inter-
locutors, translates for his master every utterance of hosts, 
officials, local experts and companions; he is the prime com-
municator, mediator and procurer of the expedition. Both 
are always male. In the second dimension the protagonists 
differ in their duty schemes. Explorers and surveyors fulfil a 
variety of tasks; the outcomes and results appear to be either 
confidential or declassified; sometimes the borderlines are 
quite opaque and depend on the respective period of time. 
The third dimension makes distinctions among the ‘native 
explorers’. Some have received some prominence and their 
findings have entered publications and maps, while others 
are forgotten. Munshi Abdul Rahim belongs to the latter 
category; even in comparison with his contemporary Asian 
travellers he is ignored and neglected on every count. Al-
though he was sent on his own, his orders were given by a 

The rough sketch of Albert Pépin is 
depicting a Wakhi mountain farmer 
(Berger wakhanais) was made on 15 
April 1887.
Source: Illustration in Gabriel Bon-
valot’s book ‘Du Caucase aux Indes à 
travers le Pamir’ (1888: 396)
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