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  PREFACE




  Karim Khan Zand was a minor chieftain of a hither to obscure pastoral tribe who came to rule most of Iran with his capital at Shiraz, and founded a

  short-lived dynasty during the latter part of the eighteenth century (1751–94). His claims to fame are not the spectacular battles and ruthless executions that distinguish his predecessors

  and successors in power; rather they are a practical common sense, unselfish humility, and unbiased humanity in the service of his subjects. His reputation in Iran is that of a good man who became

  and remained a good monarch, restoring a much-needed measure of peace, prosperity, and justice after half a century of tyranny and chaos. He is remembered fondly as “The Vakil,”

  conventionally translated as “Regent.” Certainly he rejected the title of king (thus preserving his memory even in the Islamic Republic, where the very word shah is anathema)

  – but the true meaning of vakil as used by Karim Khan is far from conventional, as we shall see (chapter 8).




  The Zand period was one of transition, when Iran was poised to enter the modern era – to be redefined, geographically and economically, by direct and regular contact with the European

  powers as they cast their imperial and commercial nets around the globe, and to seek a new balance at home between the competing cults of the Shah and the Shi’a. It is usually the Qajars,

  Iran’s penultimate dynasty, who are credited with ushering the country into the modern era (see Keddie, Qajar Iran and the Rise of Reza Khan 1796–1925). In fact, many of the

  conditions indispensable to Iran’s very survival after the disintegration of Nader Shah’s empire, let alone its recovery and reintegration, had already been restored under the Vakil

  – sufficiently, at least, to survive the brief but bloody interregnum of his immediate Zand successors and their war with Agha Mohammad Khan Qajar. These conditions included administrative

  continuity, religious unity, and diplomatic and commercial ties with powerful neighbors (Ottoman Turkey and British India).




  The historical events described here are mostly condensed from contemporary sources: Persian chronicles, reports of British, French, Dutch, Russian, and other visitors to the Zand realms, and

  memoirs of Iranian and Armenian residents and emigrants. Under the headings “First-Person Testimony” will be found summaries and quotations from the narratives of individuals who

  experienced some of the events or situations mentioned in that chapter. The sources cited and the main secondary literature are listed in the Bibliography.




  The transcription of Persian (and Turkish and Arabic) names has been kept as simple and consistent as possible (though some Arabic references in the Bibliography may exhibit different

  conventions from names in the text). Familiar personal titles (shah, khan, sheikh, sultan) and place names (Shiraz, Isfahan) are spelled as is usual in English – unless they form part of a

  name, such as Sheykh-Ali Khan (who is a khan, but is not a sheikh), or Mohammad Mehdi Esfahani, a poet who hails from Isfahan. For less familiar names and terms, it may be noted that in the names

  of two of Karim Khan’s most tenacious opponents, Azad Khan and Agha Mohammad Khan, both the “a’s (as well as that in Khan) are “long,” i.e.

  pronounced like the vowel in pause. For the consonants, g is always “hard” as in give and get; q represents a k pronounced farther back on the

  palate; kh is the throaty scrape heard in German orWelsh Bach, and gh approximates a voiced gargle (Parisian r). The sequence th, however, is simply t

  followed by h: Fath-Ali is pronounced as if it were Fat-hali.




  It remains to acknowledge the encouragement I have received over the years, from descendants of the Zand tribe themselves (and a descendant of Azad Khan Afghan), to give wider currency to the

  history of Karim Khan and the Zands. Scattered throughout Iran and abroad after the victory of the Qajars, theirs is an illustrious legacy that should not be forgotten. If the present volume helps

  to preserve it for them and their children, and to interest a broader audience, it will have fulfilled its purpose.
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  IRAN AND THE WORLD IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY




  The eighteenth century was a momentous period in Europe and America, an era of imperial ambitions and territorial expansion, of cultural

  efflorescence and scientific achievement. It introduced worldwide wars, dissent without martyrdom, political and economic revolutions, the beginning of the end of slavery. The principal engine of

  change in most of these fields was the law. Newly divorced from all but the most abstract symbolism of an origin in heaven, it secured the total interdependence of society, and in its universal

  application (celebrated or excoriated in the novel, another novelty of the age) regulated the march of a new concept of progress.




  So conscious are we today of the seminal nature of our eighteenth-century civilization that we (in Britain and much of the Commonwealth, Europe, and even in anti-traditionalist America) still

  celebrate some special occasions and respected professions by dressing them up in the knee-breeches, powdered wigs, and three-cornered hats of the 1700s. Whether at Oktoberfest in Bavaria, or in

  the everyday courtroom attire of judges and advocates in Britain, we pay continuing homage to the graceful zenith of a long transition from feudal autocracy to industrial capitalism, accompanied by

  the music of Bach and Mozart.




  The world to the east of this comfortable image, as seen through the telescopes of the imperial or mercantile servants of such as the Hanoverians, Habsburgs, and Romanoffs, appeared static, mired in a fatalistic traditional structure where splendor and squalor coexisted in age-old equilibrium. Nevertheless, the spirit of scientific inquiry that had animated

  European intellectuals from the outset of the Enlightenment brought them increasingly into contact – sometimes in collaboration with an imperialistic agenda, but often out of simple curiosity

  – with eastern countries: two scientific expeditions (from Denmark and Russia) and a lone French botanist explored parts of Iran during the Zand period, and British employees of the East

  India Company in the Persian Gulf had at least a smattering of Persian language and classical culture from their training in India as, in effect, successors to the Mughals. Such observers often

  realized that these descendants of more ancient civilizations had their own dynamics, and were responding to developments of their own very active eighteenth century as well as to the

  reverberations from their Western neighbors.




  Nowhere was this more evident than in the Persianate world, with its territory extending from the Caucasus across the Iranian plateau up into Central Asia, through Afghanistan, down into

  northern and central India. In this subregion of the Islamic area, Persian was, as well as the mother tongue of tens of millions of the settled and nomadic populations, the common language of

  literature, commerce, politics, and diplomacy. So far, none of the states in this region had faced actual war with a Western power, unlike their neighbors the Ottoman Turks. Before the middle of

  the century, however, Britain’s East India Company was embroiled with other Indian regional rulers in an undeclared contest of bribery, intimidation, and full-scale military campaigns for

  political control of the land where it was ostensibly just a business venture; and Russia had briefly invaded Persia’s south Caucasus and Caspian coastal provinces, and was poised for the

  permanent conquest of Central Asia.




  Iran was still known to the West as Persia; not until the 1930s did Reza Shah’s nationalistic government require foreign diplomats to refer to the county officially by its ancient and

  proper name. Europeans naturally made the connection with the Persian empire of Cyrus and Darius, the province of Pars (Greek Persis, now Fars) where the ruins of Persepolis

  stood close to the city of Shiraz, and the Persian poetry of masters such as Hafez of Shiraz that was cultivated in Istanbul as well as Isfahan, Bukhara, and Calcutta. Iranian conquerors of the

  ancient world (the Persian Xerxes, the Parthian Mithridates) were plucked from the pages of Plutarch as vehicles for drama and opera. Similarly, their later counterparts the Turco-Persian warlords

  whose exploits were reported within the year by East India merchants or Jesuit missionaries found their way into English literature, or French and Italian music. Thus Marlowe’s

  Tamburlaine (1587) is the Emir Timur, nicknamed lang “the lame” (r. 1370–1405) – who also figures in one of Vivaldi’s operas; and a mock-furious

  little harpsichord piece by Rameau, called “la Coulicam” (in Pièces de clavecin en concert of 1741), refers to Tahmasb-qoli Khan, the pre-regnal name of Timur’s

  conscious emulator in empire, Nader Shah Afshar (r. 1736–47).




  There is an organic connection between the Safavid, Afsharid, Zand, and early Qajar periods (collectively, c.1500–1800) that defines in broad outline the salient political and

  socio-cultural characteristics of Iran up until at least the early twentieth century. This is all the more surprising when we see that few of the rulers seem to have given a thought to the

  advantages of an orderly succession. Shah Abbas Safavi (r. 1587–1629) was a shrewd strategist and economist whose political and commercial innovations promised stability and prosperity under

  an enlightened despotism; however, his distrust of his sons as potential rivals ensured that they were either eliminated or ill-trained for rulership, which contributed to the downfall of his

  dynasty. In the crucial two generations of our story (c.1725–80), Nader Shah rose parasitically to power on the back of the fatally wounded Safavid dynasty; he blinded his eldest son

  and unwittingly trained his dynastic replacement, Karim Khan Zand, who in turn kept as a hostage-guest at court the nemesis of his own line, Agha Mohammad Khan Qajar. Yet the

  basic institutions and attitudes of Safavid politics and religion at the dynasty’s zenith echo as a leitmotif throughout succeeding administrations. Let us first therefore try to characterize

  the salient features of early eighteenth-century Iran as a place, a concept, and a society.




  IRAN AND ITS PEOPLE




  Historians of Europe may date the “imagining” of the nation state to the nineteenth century, after the establishment of print capitalism and the progressive

  retro-construction of a national legend – an inductive process. This does not mean that Asian nations must necessarily evolve even later, though the prerequisites (for Europe), such as an

  exclusive national language or efficient communications, may not be in place. It might be argued that the early evolution in Europe of sophisticated civic government (the city-state in Greece and

  early Rome, later in Renaissance Italy and Germany) actually tended to retard the attainment of a broader national unity – especially in Italy and Germany – despite the existence of a

  common written (and printed) language and a broadly integrated culture. Iran, by contrast, never developed a theory and practice of the polis, and had no printing press before the early

  nineteenth century. It defined itself deductively, and on a large scale. That is, its Zoroastrian mythology and national legend long preceded widespread literacy (its definitive form is the epic

  Persian poem of Ferdowsi, the Shah-nama or Book of Kings, completed c.1010); and its “imagined” identity, as a construct of a common literary language, the national

  legend, and a territorialized religion, was embodied in all three of its great empires (the Achaemenian, the Sasanian, and the Safavid) from ancient times onward.




  This sense of national identity was preserved despite the massive replacement of Zoroastrianism by Islam after 650, and through the six-centuries-long hegemony of the Arab

  caliphate. It began to reassert itself after the Mongol invaders killed the last caliph in 1258. Around 1300, the troops sent from Mongol-ruled (Il-Khanid) Tabriz to fight the Mamluks in Syria were

  referred to by their Persian chronicler as “the Iranians.” The ethnolinguistically Turkish tribal leaders (or turkicized religious figures, in the case of the Safavid family) who from

  the eleventh to the early twentieth century ruled parts of greater Iran (Iran-shahr) appealed by their very names to the Iranian national legend (Key Kobad, Tahmasb) and, after the Safavids,

  additionally to the national cult of Shi’ism (Abbas, Fath-Ali) – as did their Georgian and Armenian officers (Rostam, Sohrab; Lotf-Ali, Ali-qoli).




  A large proportion – perhaps as much as half – of the population comprised nomadic sheep herders, tribally organized, who contributed significantly to the economy, the military, and

  the political establishment of Iran. Many of the most powerful of these (such as the Afshars and Qajars, mainly in the north) were Turks. They were politically dominant under the Safavids, Nader

  Shah, and the Qajars, but under Karim Khan the Iranian tribes of the center and south (Lurs, including the Bakhtyari and the Lak tribes such as the Zand, and Kurds) gained the ascendancy. This

  ethnic difference, whether noted in language, geographical origin, or subculture, was freely acknowledged, but was never a divisive issue; both were mainly Shi’i in religion and Safavi by

  tradition, and their rivalries, turning on pastures and territory and military-political dominance, were expressed intra-ethnically as much as inter-ethnically.




  However, a more narrowly defined Turco-Persian rivalry, or rather professional jealousy, was expressed directly in ethnolinguistic terms throughout the post-Mongol period in Iran. This was the

  idealized division of prestigious labor between military command-cum-executive power, seen as a prerogative of the Turks, and administrative, diplomatic, and literary-cultural affairs, conceived as

  proper to the Persians. The conceit was summed up in the phrase Tork-o Tazik, “Turk and Tajik.” (Tazik or Tajik was a Middle-Persian term

  meaning “Arab,” and came to refer to Persian Muslims in contradistinction to Turks; in Safavid writings it was applied indiscriminately to all Persians, but later came to refer

  specifically to the Persian-speakers of Central Asia as distinct from the Uzbeks.)




  This distinction was exemplified in the Turkish prince of the blood, who might compete with his brothers and any other rivals for kingship, and who bore the title mirza “son of an

  emir” after his name, in accordance with Turkish syntax – such as Nader Shah’s grandson Shahrokh Mirza; and in the Persian bureaucrat-secretary and historian-poet, who

  often bore the same title before his name, in line with Persian syntax – as for instance Mirza Mohammad Hoseyn, vizier to several Zand rulers (see Perry, “Mirza, Mashdi,

  and Jujeh Kabab”).




  Some form of duality is encountered in a number of Iranian social structures, whether idealized or practical. Tribes were often subdivided in two branches, the names alluding to an ancestor or a

  geographic origin: below we will meet with the Zand-e Bagala and Zand-e Hazara, the Bakhtyari of the Chahar Lang (“four limbs”) and Haft Lang (“seven limbs”), and the

  Ashaqa-bash (“lower”) andYukhari-bash (“upper”) branches of the Qajars of Astarabad. Karim Khan Zand was able to use the animosity between the two Qajar branches –

  more specifically, their dominant clans, respectively the Qoyunlu (“sheep-folk”) and the Develu (“camel-folk”) – to divide and subdue them for a time.




  Outside the walled cities and larger towns, the vast tracts of mountains and steppe that covered eastern and north-eastern Iran were sparsely populated by semi-nomadic herders, and did not lend

  themselves to accurate demarcation as political frontiers. Mashhad, the Shi’i shrine city that had grown up around the tomb of the eighth imam, Ali-Reza, was fostered by Shah Abbas as a

  national cultic center to bolster the established rite of Imami Shi’ism (a tacit admission that the Safavids had relinquished the major shrine cities of Najaf and Karbala in Iraq to Ottoman control). Marv, to the north-east of Mashhad, became the Safavid outpost on the Central Asian frontier.




  This indistinct desert frontier with Uzbek Bukhara gradually hardened into a cultural border, as Turkish-speaking settlers came to outnumber the Persian-speaking Tajiks of the Oxus basin and

  their language either ousted Persian altogether or influenced it so strongly that the dialects of Bukhara and Samarkand became virtually incomprehensible to Persians of the plateau, and vice versa.

  Shi’i proselytizing stopped well short of the Oxus, and the Sunni Turkmen tribes of the steppe north-west of Marv raided caravans of merchants and pilgrims on the Mashhad road for live

  captives, whom they took by the hundreds to sell as slaves in Bukhara, until well into the nineteenth century. Herat, also a Persian city, remained an outpost of the Safavid empire on the borders

  of Afghanistan, while the distant Pashtun city of Qandahar, center of the Ghelzay Afghans, was disputed with the Mughal rulers of India.




  Relations between Isfahan and Delhi, and Delhi and Bukhara, were nowhere near as ideologically rancorous as they were between Isfahan and Bukhara. The Safavids and Mughals acknowledged a

  cultural, if not genealogical, kinship; Shah Esma‘il twice sent an army to aid the Timurid ruler Babur in Central Asia against the advancing Uzbeks. When Babur was finally driven from

  Samarkand in 1526 and founded a new state in Delhi, his descendants (known as the Mughals, as being related to the Mongol conqueror Chinghiz Khan) owned a genealogical as well as a cultural kinship

  with Central Asia. Like the Safavids, they spoke a Turkic language among themselves and their officers, but patronized Persian among their administrators and courtiers. Sufis and poets from both

  Iran and Central Asia flocked to their generous and tolerant court, where the difference between Sunni and Shi’i, and even between Muslim and Hindu, was rarely an excuse for conflict.




  This contrast with Safavid Iran, where the ruler or the clergy (olama) intermittently lowered the threshold of Shi’i fanaticism, is illustrated by the visit to Iran of Babur’s

  son, the Mughal emperor Humayun. In 1544 this prince, twice defeated by rebellious Afghans, took refuge with Shah Tahmasb. The latter refused to assist him unless he converted

  to Shi’i Islam – by some accounts, on pain of death for himself and his 700-strong retinue. Humayun reluctantly assented, but resumed his Sunni status on his return to India, and never

  interfered with the faith of the many Shi’is from Iran who entered his service.




  Persian was a prized commodity in Muslim India, and Iranian poets were much in demand. A writer or Sufi who fell upon hard times in Isfahan would take leave to make the Hajj, the pilgrimage to

  Mecca; if he sailed from Bandar Abbas – perhaps in an East India Company merchant ship – they might call first at Surat on the Gujarat coast, where he would look for a more congenial

  court. Or if he continued to Mecca, he might seek out – or already have made a rendezvous with – talent scouts for an Indian patron.




  The religious classes were almost as cosmopolitan as the merchants, and comprised a high-profile component of society in all the Persianate countries. They were of two kinds: the olama

  (singular, alem), and the dervishes. The former were trained scholars and jurists of the Shari’a, or Islamic law. Shi’i scholars had a hierarchy and a range of specialized

  functions, from the mojtaheds, who were authorized to enunciate their own judgments on questions of religious law, down to the humble village molla, who would officiate at betrothals

  and funerals, teach scripture classes, and preach the Friday sermon at the mosque. Whereas in the neighboring Sunni states of the Ottomans and the Uzbeks the olama had been largely co-opted into

  the government and were dependent on the ruler for salary and authority, in Iran the clerical establishment – though courted and strengthened by the Safavids – became obstinately

  independent of the state. Their emoluments came from private donors, in particular through close connections with the bazaar, and the degree of learning of a colleague, and hence his place in the

  hierarchy, was determined by his peers.




  Dervishes were wandering ascetics affiliated with a Sufi brotherhood. Sufis, the devotees of a mystical interpretation of Islam (who were not necessarily dervishes), ranged

  from fervent gnostics to recreational mystics. A scholar or a shah, a merchant or a carpenter could be a Sufi; each was affiliated with an order, but this religious identity conferred no special

  status. Olama and true dervishes, however, generally despised each other; in times of political chaos they tended to emigrate to different refuges, the olama to the Shi’i shrine cities of

  Iraq, and the dervishes to India.




  THE SAFAVID DYNASTY




  In 1501, the charismatic Esma’il of the Safavi family of Ardabil in north-western Iran gathered a band of fanatical Turkmen followers who revered him almost as a god,

  conquered the country, and was installed as shah, “king.” He thereby revived both the original Persian title (khshayathiya in its Old Persian form) for the monarch of Iran

  and the kingdom itself, which since the Islamic conquest in 650 C.E. had been carved into a number of provinces ruled successively by the Arab caliphs of Baghdad, the Seljuk Turks, and the Mongols.

  Esma’il and his successors forcibly converted the majority of their subjects from Sunni to Shi’i Islam, which became the official state religion – no longer an extremist cult, but

  the routinized theory of Islamic succession of the twelve imams, underpinned by a large body of legal scholars (the Shi’i olama) and popularized by the annual mourning rituals for Imam

  Hoseyn in which countless thousands of citizens took part, as they still do.




  A century later, under Shah Abbas the Great, a state had been formed which enjoyed fairly secure borders, a healthy economy, and an indigenous culture with characteristic elite and vernacular

  features distinct from those of the surrounding Islamic regions. This engendered a self-conscious national identity, cutting across ethnicity and social class, every bit as

  confident as its contemporaries in France, Muscovy, or Elizabethan England. Technically the state was a multi-ethnic empire, comprising Persians (i.e. Persian-speakers), who prided themselves on

  their administrative and mercantile skills; Turks – including the military elite and even the Safavid family, who were in origin Turkicized Iranians (perhaps Kurds) whose mother tongue was

  Turkish; Armenians and Georgians, many of whom (having converted from Christianity to Islam) rose to prominence in the government or army; and a variety of other Arab, Turkish and Iranian peoples,

  notably the Afghans (Pashto-speakers, and still mainly Sunni Muslims) on the eastern marches. But in the Safavids’ core territory (corresponding roughly to the borders of today’s

  Islamic Republic) the cult of the Shi’a common to both Persians and Turks of Iran, their common enmity toward the Ottoman Turks and the Uzbek Turks of Bukhara – both champions of Sunni

  Islam – and the cult of the shah, enshrined in the national epic and now revived in their own time, fostered a heightened sense of transregional identity. As I have suggested in the preceding

  section, it is not anachronistic to describe this as a form of nationalism.




  On the world stage, Shah Abbas was a worthy contemporary of the Mughal emperor Akbar, Tsar Boris Godunov of Muscovy, Henri IV of France, and Queen Elizabeth I of England. His martial prowess and

  military reorganization, competent administration and ruthless realpolitik, shrewd business sense, patronage of the arts, and flair for public spectacle secured his reputation as a great and just

  monarch both within Iran and abroad. His reconstruction of the capital, Isfahan, centered on the huge central Royal Square (meydan-e shah) with the covered bazaar and magnificent royal

  mosque at either end, made it one of the architectural wonders of the age. He maneuvered the East India Company into helping him to evict the Portuguese from Hormuz island in the Gulf, setting a

  precedent for his Afsharid and Zand successors. European merchants and adventurers such as Pietro della Valle and Sir Robert Sherley extolled his affability and fine balance of piety and religious

  toleration. His name became a byword for Iranian kingship, and his reign the touchstone by which subsequent regimes were measured.




  His successors were not so competent or so fortunate. The shah’s numerous male progeny, a potential source of rebellion and treachery, were increasingly kept away from public affairs and

  virtually confined to the harem – a poor training for kingship. Less than a century after Abbas’s death, in the reign of the pious and compliant Shah Soltan-Hoseyn, the ill-trained and

  poorly led Safavid army succumbed to a revolt by the Ghelzay Afghans of Qandahar, whom the Safavid court had kept in line at a distance through a Georgian governor-general. Having defeated the

  Persian garrison with surprising ease, they rode their momentum to the siege and capture of Isfahan itself in 1722. Their leader, Mahmud, massacred most of the royal males and hundreds of other

  nobles, then succumbed to a debilitating physical and mental illness; in 1725 he was beheaded and succeeded by his cousin Ashraf. Meanwhile the Ottomans and Russians invaded from the west and north

  to secure their zones of interest, which they demarcated in a pact of 1724 by a line running straight through the south Caucasus principalities to Hamadan, then turning south-west to Kermanshah. It

  seemed as if the fabled Safavid kingdom of Iran had evaporated overnight.
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