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The western exit from inside the Khyber Pass














 


 


It was the bitter endgame of the disastrous First Afghan War. John Nicholson was riding through the Khyber Pass towards India, heading for the frontier and safety. A young subaltern in the army of British India, his regiment had been sent to Afghanistan following the invasion of 1839, and had remained while British fortunes in the country declined and then collapsed. As the main British army marched to its complete destruction on the terrible retreat from Kabul in January 1842, Nicholson and a handful of other British officers had been captured in Ghazni and endured several months of cruel captivity in Afghan hands. Then a new British force – known as the ‘Army of Retribution’ – had mounted a second invasion, taking their vicious revenge on the Afghan population and leaving Kabul in flames. Nicholson had been freed, and on the morning of 4 November 1842, the journey through the Khyber Pass – the legendary passage into India – was all that lay between him and allied territory.


The march from Kabul had been grim and dangerous. The dead of January still littered the roadside all the way from the Afghan capital to the city of Jalalabad, halfway to the Khyber: an army of over 16,000 soldiers and camp followers had been destroyed in just a few days as they struggled to quit Afghanistan along the difficult, mountainous route to India. Countless skeletons lay scattered about as a testament to the lethal thoroughness of both the Afghan tribesmen and the severe winter weather. Now these two killers had returned to harass the homeward journey of the Army of Retribution; though proclaimed by the British as the triumphant return of a conquering force, the withdrawal risked becoming a second costly retreat.


Despite the dangers of ambush and icy weather, Nicholson and his unit had arrived safely at the western entrance of the Khyber Pass on 1 November. Here he enjoyed some consolation for his sufferings of the last few months: he was reunited with his younger brother, Alexander, after a separation of almost four years. Having followed John into a military career, Alexander had sailed out to India earlier that year and had just arrived on the frontier with his regiment to cover the withdrawal of the army from Afghanistan. Given their youth – John Nicholson was nineteen, Alexander just seventeen – and the anxious circumstances in which they found themselves, it must have been an emotional meeting, but neither man left a written account. After two days together, the Nicholson brothers were again split up: John remained with the rearguard while Alexander set off into the Khyber Pass on 3 November, his regiment providing escort for an army division on its journey to India. John followed a day later.


Thus John Nicholson came to be riding through the Khyber Pass on a November day in 1842 amid the hurried, anxious withdrawal of a vulnerable army. Once through the thirty miles of this famous mountain route, he would be clear of Afghan territory and could rest at last after two years of war and captivity. Though short in distance, the narrow width and rocky heights of the Khyber Pass made it – especially in a time of war – the most precarious stretch of the road to India. The Pathan tribesmen of the Khyber were especially renowned for their ferocity, even in a country of fighting men, and were feared for their ability to close the road to unwelcome armies, or at least to make them pay the price. Hilltop forts kept watch over the full length of the Pass, simple strongholds that were manned by tribesmen in times of crisis, giving them a clear shot over most of this crucial passage. Set above cliffs and reached only by an arduous climb, they gave warning of intruders in the Khyber and allowed tribesmen to fire on the road at their leisure. In the most constricted stretches, where tan-coloured rock confines the road tightly, these tiny citadels commanded the passage with particular power (see colour plate 1). Elsewhere, still under the gaze of these box-like forts, lengths of the Pass widen out, the grand walls of rock drawing back from the road to stand a mile apart. Here the scattered houses and sentinel towers must have seemed less forbidding as Nicholson rode by with his regiment, the claustrophobia of the straits perhaps diminished by the broader sky, and the rugged scenery even acquiring a fleeting beauty. Such openness was deceptive, a momentary relief before the Pass closed up suddenly once again, like a muscle contracting.


Nicholson and his men would surely have felt at their most vulnerable at Ali Masjid, near the middle of the Pass: sheer cliffs rise up dramatically to some 500 feet, allowing the road just a few feet to squeeze through. The narrow heights of the Ali Masjid gap make it the most easily defended point in the Pass, a bastion from which a few sniping tribesmen can delay an entire army with ease.


On this occasion, no such obstacle was encountered, but after the force had squeezed its way through the straits of Ali Masjid, Nicholson and a companion, Ensign Julius Dennys, spotted the pale flesh of a European corpse some way off. Ignoring strict instructions not to leave the main path, the two officers rode over: it was clear that a British unit had been ambushed and overwhelmed. On reaching the body, they saw that it had been horribly mutilated and left dead and naked on the ground. By a dreadful chance, it was Alexander. His genitals had been hacked from his body and stuffed into his mouth in the Afghan custom. John Nicholson left no account of his emotions on finding his brother – Victorian soldiers not normally being given to such expression – but we can imagine it to be the worst shock possible. His companions wrote of his being overcome with grief as they buried the body inside the Khyber. John Nicholson would go on to rise to the rank of general before dying gloriously during the Indian Mutiny in 1857; his brother would have no such chance.


Over 150 years later, I stood by Ali Masjid, close to the place where Alexander Nicholson was killed, with the savage reputation of the Khyber Pass running through my mind; many such incidents in this hostile landscape left the British with a respectful fear of the Khyber throughout the years of the Raj. Moreover, its importance as the historic gateway to their valuable Indian empire gave them a sharp awareness that the Khyber Pass was a strategic possession without equal. The long and anxious experience of guarding the frontier came to raise the Khyber into a special category of imperial iconography, its very name conjuring images of mountains that were rugged, forbidding and – as the crucial line in the defence of India – matchless in their consequence. The Khyber Pass stood alongside the Straits of Gibraltar and the Suez Canal as one of the strategic keys that locked up the world before the age of flight, and thus became a critical focus for imperial anxiety and military planners. The Khyber Pass entered the British popular imagination as a romantic, legendary prize to be defended at all costs.


The Pass stretches for thirty miles through the Sefid Koh – the ‘White Mountains’ – from Afghanistan at the western end to the plains of Peshawar at the eastern. Its complete length now lies in the North-West Frontier Province of Pakistan, the legendary North-West Frontier not just of Pakistan but of the entire Subcontinent. This was the front line in the defence of India, and the cause of concern through the centuries about the threat from Afghanistan and lands beyond it. Today it remains a turbulent frontier, as American and British soldiers – along with those of many other western nations – fight in Afghanistan against a resurgent Taliban and their Al Qaida allies. To gain a sight of this scene of conflict I continued west from Ali Masjid and stood by the neatly tended Khyber Rifles camp at Michni, looking down upon the border (see colour plate 2). Taking in a magnificent view of the western entrance to the Pass – a grand vista of rock and sky – I thought of the concentration of incident and activity that had passed through this slim mountain defile across the years. Sitting in the gap a tantalising mile or so ahead of me, the border town of Torkham marked the beginning of the Khyber with an assortment of small buildings clustered around the crossing point. The modest town seemed like debris from a rock fall, strewn at the base of the mountain and scattering into the evergreen trees that lay cast across the floor of the Pass. A mucky haze from kitchen fires drifted above the town, merging into the mist over the mountains beyond.


Hard up against the southern edge of the town, the dark brown rock rises in a sudden curve, forming a jagged ridge that stretches deep into the mountains. Beneath this madly serrated blade, a steep escarpment descends into the valley, the stone dusted with red. During the harsh winters, these heights gain a covering of snow. To the right, across the way, the north side of the Pass climbs more gently but to the same intractable peaks, the mountainside scarred with dual lines of road that cut sandy grey slashes in the greenish rock. Higher up is the railway, burrowing so frequently into the mountain that barely any of the track can be seen. An enduring relic of the British era but not currently in use, it terminates at the border. Below these roads and rails, the floor of the Pass widens once inside the entrance; between the great stony walls, trees and hillocks dot the stretch of dun earth. Michni perches above this scene, looking out upon the two huge flanks of mountain lunging in towards the narrow Torkham gap. Past the town I could see Afghanistan, visible as a succession of mountain ridges undulating beyond the border into the distance, gaining in height as they disappear, like waves cresting higher as they get further out to sea.


The Khyber Pass marks more than just a border, more than a line on a map staffed by officials manning a barrier and browsing through passports. It is truly a frontier, an ancient zone of contested ground, long disputed and never entirely at peace, incorporated intermittently into empires and states but remaining unmastered by even the most powerful. Inside the Khyber I saw long files of Pakistani soldiers marching to their mountain manoeuvres and felt the tension of a frontier, an uneasiness evident everywhere and manifested in the tribesman by the roadside with an AK 47 slung across his back. Continuing intra-tribal rivalries amplify this air of violence; the guns are not merely for show. This sense of perpetual foreboding, of life on the edge of things, is most evident in the few villages inside the Khyber: houses here are small forts, walled and defended, often for several families of close relatives. Low, angular constructions built of baked mud, they have rifle embrasures in place of windows. Among these earthen keeps I saw no children playing, nor villagers pausing on their way to pass words with their neighbours. In the Khyber, life is shut up behind defences.


As I travelled through the Pass, I imagined this tense Khyber atmosphere to have gone unchanged since young Alexander Nicholson was killed, and to have stretched back much further in time to the very earliest days. In a powerful way, it is a consequence of the centuries of volatility and exchange that define this frontier region, a fertile liaison between armies and ideas that has been crucial to the formation of empires and the spread of religions across the mountain barrier. Through a slim chance of geography, the Khyber Pass has been witness to a remarkably intense military and cultural interaction that forms the essence of the story of the regions that it joins together. No other mountain pass, strategic road or vital waterway in the world has seen such a rich concentration of history pass through. Besides the British and their nervous watch on the Indian frontier, other peoples have dominated the region too, from the Mauryans and Parthians of ancient days to the Sikhs and Pathans of more recent times. Moreover, the Khyber Pass has been the essential route for the armies of Persians, Greeks, Scythians, Kushans, White Huns, Turks, Mongols, Mughals and Afghans, who have passed through to invade India at different times across the centuries, creating empires and seeding cultures in their wake. At once familiar and little known, the Khyber Pass provides a valuable lens for observing history in a world where empires continue to rise and fall, allowing us to look upon the invaders that marched through it to create kingdoms or to destroy them. By telling the story of the Khyber from the earliest times, I will hope to show how military and cultural exchange along its narrow width created the world we recognise today in the surrounding regions. I will, moreover, aim to chart the rich global connections across thousands of years which show that globalisation is a phenomenon much older than the modern day.


Towards the end of my own first visit to the Khyber, I began to return to Peshawar as the sky darkened into evening, and paused to look down upon the final mile of the legendary road to India. I saw jumbled low hills lying in the foreground, crumbling with gravelly scree, through which the road wound back and forth upon itself, meandering crazily towards the slim opening ahead, a tarmac river wending its way to the plains. The ground was an earthy, mossy brown, sprinkled with scrub and flashes of bright green from a few trees on the floor of the Pass. Ahead, two ridges north and south stretched in towards each other, gracefully declining. They did not meet. The small gap left between the curving mountain arcs is the eastern end of the Khyber Pass: beyond this lie the plains, rivers, peoples and civilisations of the Subcontinent. I stood looking out on this sight, the tantalising glimpse of the grand objective that every passing monarch, soldier and migrant will have enjoyed across the centuries. After a difficult passage through hostile mountains peopled with unforgiving tribesmen, the flat plains ahead offered ease and bounty, the luxury and wealth of India being near to hand at last. The violent, creative and lasting consequences of many such journeys form the story of the Khyber Pass.


Our tale begins over 2,500 years ago, with the early days of the Persians and their rise to imperial might.



















CHAPTER ONE


The First Persians
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Persepolis: a seventeenth-century engraving of the ruins











 




I am Darius the Great King


King of Kings


King of Persia


King of Lands


BISITUN INSCRIPTION                       





The Khyber Pass emerges from myth into history with the rise of the Persians and the legendary founder of their first empire. When Cyrus the Great was born in the sixth century BC, so the Greek historian Herodotus tells us, the Persians were a subject people, living under the sway of the Medes, a cousin tribe of Iranian stock. King Astyages ruled Media from his capital at Ecbatana (modern Hamadan) to the north-west of Persia, and had made himself hated for his cruelty. The Medes had only recently established their kingdom in a revolt against Scythian invaders and through making war against the Assyrians; now they had extended their realm to encompass their neighbours in Persia.


In the rich account given by Herodotus, Astyages once had a troubling dream in which his daughter Mandane urinated continuously, so copiously that Ecbatana was flooded, then the whole of Media, then the rest of Asia. Seeking an interpretation from his priest, Astyages was alarmed to hear that his dream presaged that his daughter’s child would rule all of Asia. When Mandane was old enough to marry, Astyages – still worried about the dream – declined to wed her to a Mede of suitable rank, and chose instead Cambyses, a Persian nobleman. Although of good family and character, as a Persian he was considered to rank below a Mede even of modest standing: his children could not be kings.


Mandane and Cambyses had not been married a year when Astyages had another dream, in which a vine grew from Mandane’s crotch and spread over Asia, covering every part of the known world with rapidly growing creepers. The priest declared that it once again foretold that her child would be king of Asia. As Mandane was then pregnant, Astyages decided to put an end to his fears for his throne by killing the child as soon as it was born. He ordered a trusted kinsman, Harpagus, to remove the baby on the day of its birth, kill it and dispose of the body however he pleased. On the day, the newborn child was torn from the arms of its mother, dressed in a funerary shroud and secretly carried from the palace by Harpagus. Perhaps moved by the injustice, or perhaps out of fear of having royal blood on his hands, Harpagus decided not to murder the baby himself, but summoned a servant of Astyages, a herdsman named Mitradates, who lived in the hill country outside Ecbatana. Harpagus instructed Mitradates to take the child into the mountains, expose the cradle and watch over it until the baby was dead.


It happened that the wife of Mitradates was also pregnant, and on the very day that Harpagus summoned Mitradates, she bore a stillborn child. Returning to his cottage with the high-born baby in his arms, and finding his own child dead, Mitradates told his wife of his terrible task. In tears, she begged the herdsman not to kill the royal baby but to exchange it with their dead child and raise it as their own. Thus the stillborn infant was dressed in the royal funeral clothes, and the royal boy dressed in swaddling rags. The next day, Mitradates carried his own dead son to Harpagus and the deception was complete.


Ten years later, however, this child – Cyrus, though not yet called by that name – was revealed as the grandson of the king. As the son of Mitradates the herdsman, Cyrus was playing with the other boys of the village when one day they elected him their king in a game. The young Cyrus set about giving tasks to his new subjects, making one his minister, another his bodyguard and so on, but the game ended when he thrashed one boy – the son of a nobleman – for disobedience. This boy ran home to his father, who then went to the king to ask for redress against the lowborn son of a herdsman, and Mitradates and Cyrus were summoned to the palace.


When Astyages took the young boy to task for his rough handling of the nobleman’s son, Cyrus gave a dignified defence of his actions, but said that he was ready for his punishment if the king so willed. His regal bearing and proud speech, but most especially the boy’s resemblance to himself, suggested to the king his real identity. Struggling to contain his rising anger and fear, Astyages had Cyrus sent into another room, and threatened Mitradates with torture if he did not speak the truth about the boy; the herdsman could do nothing but tell all. With his silent fury then focused on his kinsman Harpagus, Astyages ordered him to the palace. Seeing the herdsman present and judging honesty to be his best defence, Harpagus also told the truth of his side of the story, explaining how he had sought to avoid for himself the offence of murdering a royal grandson by transferring the deed to Mitradates, and how he had given careful instructions for the carrying out of the murder.


Astyages gave Harpagus the full tale of Mitradates’ compassionate adaptation of the scheme. Affecting great relief at the infant’s survival, and joy at no longer having the murder of his daughter’s child on his conscience, Astyages bade Harpagus join him for a feast that night, to celebrate the happy deliverance. The king told Harpagus to send his own son, a boy of thirteen, to visit the newly returned royal child. Harpagus went home in high spirits, happy to have escaped so lightly from a king known for malice, sending his son – his only child – to play with the prince as the king had bidden.


When the son of Harpagus arrived at the palace, he was not taken to see the young Cyrus but to the slaughterhouse of the palace kitchens, where he was killed and butchered, rendered into an array of joints and cuts, properly prepared for the table. His head, hands and feet were placed on a separate platter covered with a lid. Variously roasted or boiled, this meat of his own son was put before Harpagus that evening at the banquet. All the other guests, Astyages included, were served mutton cooked in a similar way.


Harpagus ate his fill with relish, and when he could eat no more Astyages asked if he had enjoyed his dinner. When assured that the food had been excellent, Astyages ordered the covered dish containing the boy’s feet, hands and head to be placed before Harpagus, who was invited to try a little more of that which he had enjoyed so much. On raising the lid, and seeing the fragmentary remains of his son, Harpagus did not break down as might be expected, but feigned acceptance of the king’s punishment. Gathering the last pieces of his child, he carried them home for burial. Herodotus does not record his feelings, but we can only imagine the sickening horror and the wild, angry sense of violation that Harpagus suppressed as he calmly left the palace to polish his plans for revenge.


So Astyages punished Harpagus. To decide the fate of the young prince, he once again consulted his priest, who advised that the royal dreams of Mandane had been fulfilled: the boy had been a king – to his playmates – and was no longer a danger to Astyages. The priest suggested that Cyrus be sent away to his paternal lands of Persia as a precaution and, having done so, Astyages considered the matter resolved.


Patience was clearly a characteristic of the wronged Harpagus, for he waited years for an opportunity of taking revenge on the king. During this time, Cyrus was becoming famed throughout Persia. Known for his bravery and wisdom even in his youth, he was gaining a good reputation, and the power that accompanies it. When reports of him reached Harpagus, he saw in the prince the perfect vehicle for his vengeance: having also been misused by Astyages, Cyrus too might harbour ideas of revenge. To draw the prince into his schemes, Harpagus began courting him with presents and charming letters; the harsh rule of Astyages also assisted Harpagus in recruiting leading nobles into his plot. Eventually, he was able to gain their backing to replace Astyages with the Persian prince.


When alerted by Harpagus, Cyrus managed to raise the Persian army and put himself at its head, whereupon he marched on Ecbatana. Astyages placed Harpagus in charge of the Median army, forgetting – in his panic – the wrong that he had done to him. When the two forces met, therefore, there was barely a battle: the few Medes who were not in the plot had little chance of victory when their comrades all around were deserting to the Persians. Astyages found the time to summon his priest – the one who had advised him to send Cyrus to Persia to blunt his potential danger – and have him impaled, before he himself was captured by the Persians and the Median rebels.


Thus Herodotus tells us how Cyrus the Great came to rule over the Medes. It is impossible to corroborate this rich tale of righted wrongs and convenient coincidence, since Herodotus was lighting a new way by making a rare written record in an age with an oral tradition. Truth, opinion, rumour, myth and legend were all intermingled: fact and imagination were inseparable.


Herodotus does not tell us, but other sources, such as the Nabonidus Chronicle, record that when the revolt against Astyages broke out, Cyrus was on the throne of the vassal kingdom of Persia, having succeeded his father Cambyses in 559 BC. While Cyrus was building a new capital city at Pasargadae, the nobility in Media was indeed becoming restless, along with the population. The revolt against the king broke out in 553 BC, and the rule of Astyages was ended finally when Cyrus captured Ecbatana in 550 BC. In an age not known for treating captured kings with compassion, Cyrus showed signs of his quality of mercy, merely imprisoning his defeated rival, not slaying him in some creative and sanguinary manner. Nor did he raze Ecbatana (the customary treatment for a city seized in war) but made it joint capital with Pasargadae. This munificence was to become characteristic of his rule, and to leave him with an enduring reputation for clemency and tolerance.


In defeating Astyages, Cyrus had made himself the master of two realms and united two Iranian peoples to found what we know as the Achaemenian Empire, named by later ages for his dynastic predecessor Achaemenes. What next for an ambitious and skilful young monarch? His new kingdom sat astride important trade routes that linked Asia Minor, the Mediterranean and Egypt in the west with India and Central Asia in the east, giving it advantages of strategic geography and significant wealth. Well placed and profitable it was, but still modest in extent; Cyrus was, however, well supplied with the appetite and self-confidence to rectify this territorial deficit, and followed a boldly expansionist strategy from the very beginning of his energetic rule as emperor.


His first intention was to capture the Mediterranean coast and seize control of its great seaports, the western termini of the trade routes over which he already held considerable sway. Perhaps not yet feeling strong enough to tackle his powerful neighbour, Babylon, immediately to the west, Cyrus turned his attention to the wealthy state of Lydia (in the west of modern Turkey). This kingdom had been ruled since 561 BC by Croesus, he of the legendary riches. Cyrus secured his flank through an unopposed occupation of Cilicia, and then, in 547 BC, marched on Lydia and conquered it quickly, again sparing the life of its king; Lydia became a satrapy of the empire under a Persian governor.


To achieve complete domination of Asia Minor and a good outlet to the Mediterranean, Cyrus had next to conquer the Greek trading colonies on the Ionian coast, offspring of the Greek mainland states across the Aegean Sea. These were attractive possessions, wealthy commercial cities with navies of their own. It seems that these Greek settlements had accepted Croesus as overlord; after his victory over Lydia, Cyrus demanded their capitulation to him as their new ruler. All but one refused to submit, and they were reduced separately, by force or treachery: Persian wealth, used to bribe Greek officials and generals, was a powerful ally of Persian arms. Lack of unity between the Greek cities, and the advantage that one element of the population – the merchants – saw in joining the rich and expanding Persian realm, ensured that Cyrus faced only piecemeal resistance. The annexation of these Greek settlements by Cyrus the Great in the 540s BC began the long history of Persian–Greek tension which would reach its climax over two centuries later with the savage invasion of Persia by Alexander the Great.


Having substantially enhanced his power on his western flank, Cyrus next turned to his east, where the goal was security. The steppes of Central Asia had long been a source of instability because of its multitudinous nomadic tribes – horsemen who would appear suddenly, and devastatingly, to raid the settlements of civilised areas. Sometimes they would return home with their booty, but sometimes they would stay and make themselves rulers. The Scythians, an Iranian nomadic people distantly related to the Persians, had done just this in the seventh century BC, sweeping into Asia Minor, Syria and Palestine. They pillaged as they went and had remained to bring the kingdom of Media under their subjection for decades, until it was freed by Cyaxares, the father of Astyages.


An equestrian and thus highly mobile people, the Scythians – in their different tribal incarnations – had come to dominate a wide stretch of land from the Oxus river in the east to the Crimea and southern Russia in the west. The horsemen that raided the Middle East in the seventh century BC had swarmed south through the Caucasus Mountains to harass the old civilisations; others in the east troubled Khorasan, the north-east of modern Iran. Their range and speed of movement gave them mastery of wide swathes of country, and the ability to deliver shocking assaults on their sedentary targets.


There is a tendency for many people educated in a tradition inherited from the Greeks and Romans to treat nomadic peoples such as the Scythians as mere barbarians. Yet they had lessons for the settled societies that they encountered, certainly in the realm of warfare: during the period of Scythian domination of the Medes, Cyaxares is said to have profited from the Scythian military example, and learnt effective tactics for mounted combat which he later turned upon his unwitting teachers.


Besides their impressive cavalry skills, the Scythians had a vibrant culture of decorative metalwork: numerous burial mounds found around the Black Sea coast in the Ukraine have provided archaeologists with evidence of their customs, mode of life, dress and weapons, especially because they sent their dead into the afterlife with the arms and accoutrements of the living. A warrior was usually buried with a bow, arrows and spear; a king went to his grave with armour, helmet, swords, bow, arrows, spears and sometimes even his horse. These graves have yielded many finely crafted pieces of metalwork in which panthers, lions, deer and other animals are rendered artfully in precious materials, including gold, decorating swords, shields and armour. Such finds have demonstrated the sophistication of Scythian craftsmen and the the depth and richness of their imagination.


From burial mounds like these we can imagine a detailed picture of the Scythian fighting men – aggressive horsemen descending the passes of the Caucasus, or pressing home attacks on the plains of Khorasan. The mounted warrior rides, hair and beard uncut, his only armour a girdle of leather with iron scales to cover his abdomen. From his belt swing an iron sword and a battle-axe, short-handled with a long and narrow blade for cutting deeply into opposing limbs. In one hand he carries a spear armed with an extended, elegant point; in the other a shield made of bone strips fixed to a wooden backing. His saddle-cloth is perhaps made from the flayed skin of a captured foe: leathered hands and feet, deprived of their flesh and bone, dangle dispiritedly about the flanks of his horse. Scalps of the defeated, taken as a measure of martial prowess, decorate the bridle.


The Scythian king is mounted for battle in a full cuirass of tiny iron plates sewn to a leather tunic and a close-fitting helmet of bronze, an iron-coated chinstrap gripping it firmly to him. This is a headdress designed for protection not for show. His battle-axe and the scabbard of his iron sword are finely chased in gold, with scenes of fantastical animals – griffins shooting arrows and giant fish leaping over them. He holds a circular shield of iron, perhaps bearing a gold boss of a panther or a lioness. Gold is liberally used to decorate the bridle and chest-strap of his horse, and plates his quiver and bowcase.


Tribesmen such as these were the threat that Cyrus faced on his northeastern frontier. In meeting this menace, he came to the Khyber Pass, conquering Hyrcania, Parthia, Drangiana, Aria, Arachosia, Sogdiana and Chorasmia in turn, taking his border to the Jaxartes river (the modern Syr Darya). This amounts to several years of campaigning, from the region south of the Caspian Sea, through modern Khorasan and Seistan to western and southern Afghanistan and Uzbekistan. On his return, Cyrus brought Margiana (part of modern Turkmenistan) into his fold. Finally, he subjected Bactria and its great city of Bactra (modern Balkh) in northern Afghanistan. His territory now included the mountain routes into India.


After several years of campaigning on his eastern borders, Cyrus was able to turn his attention towards Babylon in 539 BC. The time was auspicious: its king, Nabonidus, was growing in unpopularity over his increasing obsession with the cultish practices of ancient religions, and many elements of the population were favourable towards the Persian king. Defensive measures were neglected, and when Cyrus advanced on the city it fell to him without resistance. Although the royal citadel held out for several days, Nabonidus was captured. As was his custom, Cyrus did not harm the imprisoned king, and Nabonidus died naturally a year later, the new king decreeing a period of mourning in which he himself took part.


The benevolent and enlightened policy with which Cyrus treated Babylon and its people reflects the wider Achaemenian approach to their conquered lands. Captured countries were not forced into the Persian frame, either in governance or culture. Institutions of religion and rule were, for the most part, left unchanged: new Persian officials took up posts alongside their local counterparts, and native beliefs were honoured. Cyrus and his successors generally took care to rule in the name of the local god, and were generous in both laws and taxes, giving substance to their claim of legitimate succession. Cities were not sacked and massacres not employed as a tool of domination. In Babylon, Cyrus restored to the temples many idols that had been seized by Nabonidus, and instituted religious freedom. Above all other acts, he is celebrated for liberating the exiled Jews who had been held in captivity in Babylon for almost fifty years since the days of Nebuchadnezzar. Cyrus provided for their return to Jerusalem, where he ordered a temple to be built for them. For this, he is remembered with honour in the Old Testament.


To a degree, this liberal tendency was an admission of the cultural superiority of many of the nations that the early Achaemenians brought under their rule. The Persians were still relative newcomers in the community of civilisations, and when they gained possession of the advanced cultures of Babylon, Egypt, the Greek cities of Asia Minor and parts of India, it would have been regressive to destroy those civilisations to impose their own. The Persians would gain far more by leaving intact societies of valuable cultural achievement; the civilisation of the Persians themselves, a culture that would come to be wonderfully rich and enduring, was in its infancy.


The cultural and political autonomy the Achaemenians granted also had a practical dimension: given the vast and rapidly increasing size of the Persian realm, close management of the lives of people from the Aegean Sea to the Indus river would have been impossible. Yet this practical policy was hardly ruthlessly pragmatic. The preservation of other cultures, and the extent of determination left in local hands, may explain why the death of Cyrus was followed by the near-collapse of the empire. A laissez-faire government led to an unstable state which underwent convulsions of unrest in the decade after the founder of the empire died. As a confederation of subject kingdoms, with their own centres of authority and with ambitious local rulers still in place, the Achaemenian hold over their realm was superficial. As we will see, it was only the forceful brilliance of Darius that reconstructed the empire.


Cyrus the Great died on the frontier in 529 BC, fighting the Massagetae, a Scythian tribe, while trying to shore up his frontiers. Under Queen Tomyris, the Massagetae had gathered in great numbers and soundly beat the Persian army just north of the Jaxartes river, the first and only significant defeat suffered by the emperor. Classical authors give differing accounts of his end. Ctesias has him dying in camp after a mortal battle wound, having nominated his son Cambyses as successor. Diodorus makes him a prisoner of the Scythian queen, who has him crucified. Herodotus has him dead in battle and posthumously beheaded by Tomyris, who fulfils her vow to give the Persian king his fill of blood by placing his severed head in a wineskin full of it. In contrast to these violent deaths, Xenophon has him dying at home, abed, surrounded by his family. Which of these accounts is closest to the truth is impossible to know, but we can safely say that he died on the frontier, fighting his distant kin to reinforce the borders of the empire that he had created.


Cyrus was succeeded by his son Cambyses, who has a less noble reputation. His short and cruel reign came to an end in 522 BC amid an attempted coup, when he died from a self-inflicted wound. It was through leading a group of Persian noblemen in a rebellion against the usurper, Gaumata, that Darius the Great came to the fore. A member of a cadet branch of the Achaemenian family, Darius ensured that the pretender was killed – in some accounts wielding the dagger himself – and was proclaimed king just two months after the death of Cambyses.


The end of Gaumata was the beginning of two years of rebellions, which saw Darius fight in every part of the empire to restore Achaemenian rule. Even in the heartlands of Persia itself and Media, the new king had to enforce his rule violently. Throughout the empire – right up to the Khyber Pass – unrest had to be suppressed, and Darius fought nineteen battles against nine rebel kings. It is this time of violence that Darius celebrated in 519 BC by cutting a bold inscription into a cliff face at Behistun (now Bisitun), in what is now north-west Iran, on the Royal Road between Babylon and Ecbatana. An ardent Zoroastrian, follower of the venerable Iranian faith in which truth and deceit – light and darkness – battle for supremacy, he invoked the name of the Wise Lord, Ahura Mazda, many times in support of his rule. In three languages – Old Persian, Elamite and Babylonian – the King of Kings made his claim to dominion over the Earth, listing his lands and peoples, a register of most of the known world:




Darius the king says: ‘These are the countries which belong to me. By the favour of Ahura Mazda I was their king: Persia, Elam, Babylon, Assyria, Arabia, Egypt, the People-by-the-Sea, Lydia, Ionia, Media, Armenia, Cappadocia, Parthia, Drangiana, Aria, Chorasmia, Bactria, Sogdiana, Gandhara, Scythia, Sattagydia, Arachosia and Maka, altogether twenty-three countries … These are the countries which belong to me. By the favour of Ahura Mazda they are my subjects; they brought tribute to me. What I said to them, either by night or by day, that they did.’





These names mean little in the modern world: they are the ancient terms for his vast empire covering Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Israel, Egypt, Syria, Turkey, Armenia, Afghanistan, parts of north-west India and much of Central Asia. Darius leaves no doubt about who should be considered master of this enormous realm.
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Henry Rawlinson’s own drawing of Bisitun








Mount Bisitun is a sharp point rising suddenly and grandly out of the plain; the inscription is carved into a smoothed face of the hard brown rock 300 feet up, measuring about 70 feet wide by 20 feet high. In several panels, hewn flat by Achaemenian craftsmen, the word of the emperor is recorded in cuneiform script, made up of many thousands of tiny chiselled triangles. These texts surround a relief showing several figures: Darius himself is the dominating character, standing in profile with one bare foot on the body of the usurper Gaumata, whom he had slain to gain the throne. In his left hand, the emperor holds his bow, symbol of his military prowess and of the violence he was prepared to use to maintain his grip on power; it rests on the carcass of the pretender.


His right hand is raised towards Ahura Mazda. A pious gesture, it is also an acknowledgement of submission: before him stand the nine rebel kings, bound by their necks, their heads low but their faces raised as they await judgement. These mutinous monarchs, under-kings of the Achaemenians, dared question the right of the emperor to rule them and paid for their temerity: the inscriptions tell in gruesome detail how Darius slew them. The number – and varied dress – of these rebel kings suggests the widespread discontent with which the new king of kings had to deal when he came to power. Darius himself is dressed in a simple tunic that covers his shoulders and reaches down to his sturdy calves. He wears a skullcap and has his full beard plaited in the Persian style. His long hair is dressed similarly, braided and gathered into a heavy mass at the base of his neck.


Above this scene hovers the symbol of the Zoroastrian faith, the winged faravahar, casting a holy light upon the king. Its prominence tells us of the importance attached by Darius to divine sanction. Moreover, that the inscription is out of reach, high up in the rocks, and cannot be read from the ground, suggests that the intended audience was heavenly. The effort of scaling the cliff to view the work would involve such a risk that only the suicidally curious among his subjects would undertake it. Darius was playing to the sole audience of the Wise Lord, Ahura Mazda.


Written material from Achaemenian Persia is rare; the Bisitun inscription is thus very valuable as a historical document, giving later ages crucial knowledge of the Achaemenian period. Since the inscriptions are in three languages, it has also played an important role in deciphering ancient writings. In the 1830s, Henry Rawlinson, an enterprising young officer of the British East India Company, managed to scale the cliff and made copies of the great inscription. Using knowledge of ancient Persian derived from Zoroastrian texts, Rawlinson was able by 1839 to decode the Persian cuneiform writing system. With the accompanying texts in Elamite and Babylonian now decipherable, Rawlinson could unlock understanding of such scripts found throughout the ancient Middle East. The Bisitun inscription performed the same role for cuneiform scripts that the Rosetta Stone had for the decoding of hieroglyphics after its discovery in Egypt in 1799.


That Darius had to fight to maintain the Achaemenian lands gives a special gravity to the words cut in stone, and to the picture of the emperor in triumph over his enemies. It was for his quelling of these rebellions across most of the known world, thus restoring the fortunes of the Persian rulers and setting them on the path to a glorious future, that the king became known as Darius the Great. Under his rule, the Achaemenian realm expanded further, into Europe and into India.


To build such an empire, Darius needed to improve on the ad hoc imperial system that he inherited, and began by reorganising his satraps – powerful provincial governors, usually Persian noblemen, often an Achaemenian prince. Cyrus occasionally installed them in parts of his empire but had not done so systematically; Darius divided the empire into twenty satrapies, placing a royal governor in each of these provinces to enhance central control. In an age when communication was largely dependent on the horse, there must have been a temptation for these powerful figures, even those loyal to the centre, to break away and declare independence from a faraway king. This was a feature of the decline of many empires in the coming centuries, when satraps or vassal kings sensed weakness and sought their own advantage. Darius was aware of this possibility – Cyrus the Great had, after all, been a vassal king himself – and, to counter it, set up a network of military commanders alongside the satraps, also answerable directly to the king. These generals had responsibility for the forces of four or five satrapies each, reducing the likelihood of treacherous collusion between satrap and soldier.


Another innovation designed to weld the empire together was the establishment of a road system. Royal Roads were built which connected Persia with the Aegean coast, and Ecbatana with Egypt via Babylon, allowing great distances to be covered rapidly. While trade caravans took three months to travel from Persia to Ephesus in Ionia, royal messengers could travel this distance in a week, using fresh horses provided by relay stations along the 1,677-mile route. This road system was extended into the Kabul valley, and on into India when the Achaemenians advanced beyond their foothold in Gandhara. Essential for efficient government, the roads proved crucial to the development of commerce across the empire as well. Darius also introduced a regulated coinage, an organised tax system and official weights and measures. Indeed, such was his concern for the commercial and fiscal aspects of his realm that Herodotus reports the Persians saying that Cyrus was a father, Cambyses a tyrant and Darius a tradesman.


The abandoned skeleton of the great palace of Persepolis remains as evidence of another bold imperial venture. As soon as Darius had finished building one palace, at Susa, he began the construction of another, a grand new capital city known to us – through the Greeks – as Persepolis, the City of Persia. Standing alone by a mountainside just over thirty miles from the city of Shiraz, a stately terrace cuts into the rock to provide a broad platform – over thirty acres – for several separate palaces, along with treasuries, stables and barracks. Begun by Darius and continued by his son Xerxes and his successors, it is now ruined, but gives a clear picture of the home of the Achaemenian court.


The main terrace is reached by an impressive staircase. Hard by the stairway is the Xerxes Gate, guarded by winged bulls in stone, human-headed, inspired by those that protected the palaces of Assyria. Ahead, up another magnificent staircase, is the Apadana, the throne-room or audience hall, the focus of the public business of this seat of government. Seventy-two great fluted columns, the height of twelve men and surmounted by carved lions and bulls, held aloft a cedar-wood ceiling of which, sadly, nothing remains. Many of the pillars, however, still stand. To one side of the Apadana is the Hall of a Hundred Columns, initiated by Xerxes but unfinished in his lifetime.


The Apadana stairway bears a line of stone soldiers carved into its front face, standing ready to protect the king (see colour plate 3). These are the royal guard, the Immortals, so called because their number was never allowed to fall below 10,000; a passing soldier or bystander was recruited immediately if ever one should die. Carved into the stone next to them is a row of courtiers – Persians and Medes – waiting to do the bidding of the king. Then comes a procession of men of the subject nations, rising up the stairs, bringing gifts from their own lands to the emperor – rare animals, jewellery, fine cloth.


Religious art also plays its part. The faravahar, seen at Bisitun, is used here too, demonstrating the royal attachment to Zoroastrianism and the imperial claim to divine sanction. The royal faith was already ancient when Persepolis was being built: its prophet was Zarathustra – to the Greeks, Zoroaster – who lived around 1200 BC. He was a priest in the polytheistic sacrificial cult of the early bronze age Iranian tribes, in which water and fire were venerated above all. At the age of thirty, Zarathustra received a revelation and proclaimed Ahura Mazda as the one true god; in opposition was Angra Mainyu, the Hostile Spirit who had chosen to promote evil. Zarathustra declared that Ahura Mazda had created the world as a battleground upon which to fight Angra Mainyu and hasten the inevitable triumph of good: every man had therefore to make a choice between good and evil and take part in the great struggle. Zoroastrians hold fire to be especially sacred as the giver of energy and light to this fight against evil, and fire temples are found in many Achaemenian sites. Through his employment of the symbolism of Zoroastrianism, Darius sought to use religion as an ally to his rule.


Persepolis is valuable for the historical evidence of its inscriptions, dating towards the end of the reign of Darius. These texts are crucial for our understanding of the Persian relationship with India, for there is an important difference between them and the earlier inscription at Bisitun. In the list of lands subject to the empire, a new province has been added: Hindush, or as we would say, India.


Herodotus mentions the Persian incursion into India but gives little away. We know that Darius ordered the building of a fleet of boats in his province of Gandhara, at a town called Caspatyrus (perhaps modern Peshawar). Under the command of a Greek navigator, Scylax of Caryanda, this fleet set off to explore the Indus river to the sea, then sail home to Persia, with the intention of opening a sea route to link the eastern provinces of the empire to the central lands. This ambitious exploration took thirty months but added greatly to Persian knowledge of geography.


The details of the subsequent Persian annexation of the north-west of India are unknown (‘Hindush’ here means western India and the Indus valley to its exit into the Arabian Sea, and does not imply mastery of most of the Subcontinent). Herodotus tells us that Darius subdued the Indians: at some time between the cutting of the cliff face at Bisitun and the carving of the inscriptions at Persepolis, a Persian army travelled through the Khyber Pass and secured Hindush for the empire. Imagine the Immortals passing through the Khyber, carrying their bows and quivers, and their broad-bladed spears with pomegranate butt-spikes. With their hair and beards braided, and wearing thick circlets of twisted cord on their heads, think of them marching through the mountains on to the plains of India with the proud posture of the loyal troops of the royal household, not knowing what they would find ahead, but certain of their imperial power.


There were many good reasons to absorb Indian lands into the empire, especially for a king as fond of money as Darius; through long-established trading links, and means such as the Scylax expedition, the Persians were doubtless aware of the great wealth India offered. Darius made Hindush the twentieth satrapy of the empire, and it paid huge amounts in tax. The annual tribute from the Indian lands was 360 talents of gold, equivalent to 4,680 talents of silver. By contrast, the next richest satrapy, Babylon, paid 1,000 silver talents; some paid much less, such as Gandhara, which paid just 170. It is extremely difficult to translate ancient money into modern equivalents, but, as a guide, one silver talent would have paid the wages of an artisan for at least sixteen years. India was clearly a very desirable addition to the Achaemenian realm.


The Persians may have extended their lands deeper into India in pursuit of profit, but the impact of their annexation was much greater and longer-lasting than a temporary rise in Achaemenian income. It was the beginning of an enduring cultural interaction between the Persian and Indian worlds that saw a rich exchange of material and intellectual culture for many hundreds of years under successive empires and dynasties. The Khyber Pass was traversed in both directions by poets, craftsmen, adventurers and office-seekers, scholars and holy men, all hoping to participate in this fruitful transaction. Taxila, the principal city of Gandhara and close to the Khyber Pass, was a natural meeting-point of cultures: the city became an intellectual centre of some repute, and a destination for itinerant scholars and holy men. That Persian is, even now, a common language for much of the region is eloquent testimony to the impact of the Achaemenian advance into India.


In a sense, this new intercourse between the Persian and Indian peoples was a reunion. The coming together of two cultures with common Aryan roots, after a separation of several centuries, perhaps explains the ease with which they intermingled, and the longevity and depth of the re-established connection. Remaining cultural similarities must have been evident. It is most likely that by the turn of the fifth century BC, a Persian in India was considered a foreigner, and, as someone ignorant of the Rig Veda – the ancient Sanskrit hymns which form one of the bases of Indian culture and Hindu belief – probably a barbarian too. However, the Persian language was recognisable as being close to Sanskrit and Prakrit, the dominant languages in northern India, all being of the Indo-European language family. Further, the Brahmins of India would recognise vestiges of the old Aryan fire cults (which had a place in Vedic Brahminism) in the Zoroastrianism of the Persians.


The practical manifestations of the annexation of Hindush were varied and appeared quickly. Besides tribute in gold, Indian soldiers fought in the army of Xerxes in his Greek campaign. Thousands of miles to the west of Hindush – a distance probably travelled on foot – Indians were playing a part in the fate of the great classical civilisations of the Mediterranean.


This early conjunction was just the beginning. India gave Iran her music, the sciences of mathematics and logic, its tradition of romantic literature, ivory carving and silk weaving. Iran gave India many political and administrative ideas, a corpus of important literature, expertise in metalwork and architecture, along with techniques for building in stone. In later years, stimuli from the sophisticated urban culture of Iran – more cosmopolitan than its Hindu neighbour – were essential fillips to Indian development; the Khyber Pass was the essential means of transmission. That the exchange was freely welcomed by both sides is undoubted: Persian was to become the language of government and the elite under the Muslim rulers of India from AD 1000, who quite naturally embraced whatever came from Iran. It is a compelling thought that the body of literature written in India in the Persian language during the medieval and early modern period vastly outweighs that composed in Iran itself.


The influence and impact of the Great Kings Cyrus and Darius thus lives on into the modern age, but after 200 years of existence both glorious and troubled, the Achaemenian Empire itself was to suffer terribly at the hands of one of the most famous conquerors of all.
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