
















Khans of the Crimea During the War 

• Qaplan I Gireï, third time Khan. 1732-36 AD. 

• Fe'tih II Gireï. 1736-37 AD. He was the Kalga Sultan, installed by the 
Ottoman Sultan upon the deposition of Qaplan Gireï. Qaplan was fired for 
provoking the war by not reining in his people. 

• Meñli II Gireï, second time Khan. 1737-40 AD. Fe'tih was fired for 
timidity. 

Around this time the Ottomans occupied the former Genoese 
Principality of Theodoro, which had not been dismantled by the 
Tatars, and which included a number of fortified trading towns on 
the west and south coasts of the Crimea, calling it the Eyâlet 
(province) of Kaffa. (The Genoese had early on gained a monopoly 
over the distant Byzantine trade networks of the Ukraine.) But the 
rest of the Crimea and all the other lands of the Khanate remained 
independent of Turkish control. Ottoman influence, however, 
became very strong in the late 16th Century – for example, the 
Sultan’s name was included in Friday prayers. 

Subject Hordes 

After the lull occasioned by the collapse of the Golden Horde, 
conflict between Muscovy and the Crimean Tatars arose in the 16th 
Century, when the Gireïs claimed suzerainty over more distant 
Khanates – specifically those of Astrakhan and Kazan. The Russians 
also coveted these regions. 1556 was a key year, when the Astrakhan 
Khanate came apart. 

An important tribe, the Nogai, transferred its allegiance to the 
Gireïs. Ivan the Terrible conquered Astrakhan and Kazan, splitting 
the Nogai Horde. Those living on the Lower Volga were called the 
Great Horde, while those to the southwest were known as the Little 
Horde. 

[The Nogai (Nogay) were the family and followers of one Emir Nogai, a 
Mongol general who ruled a vast expanse of territory west of the Caspian. In 
1300 this man died and his 'empire' fell apart, but ethnically, the Nogai 
regarded themselves as one people.] 

In 1571, Devlet I Gireï sacked Moscow, earning the title of Taht-
Algan, or Seizer of the Throne, but a year later the Tatars lost the 
battle of Molodi, and with it any meaningful dominance over the 
Volga region. During those years, the Kalmyks made their 
appearance and began to occupy Nogai lands. The Nogai emigrated 
to the Don Basin and the Kuban. In 1634 both halves of the Nogai 
Horde submitted to Crimean Tatar rule. 

By the time of the 1730s war, the Khanate of the Gireïs was roughly 
as follows: 

• The Krim Tatars pursued a settled existence in the Crimea. North 
of the Crimea, their nomadic relations, a mix of Krim and Great 
Horde Nogai, composed the 'Prekop' Horde. Their capital lay 
originally at Salaçiq, near the Qirq Yer or ‘Cave Town’ east of 
Bacha Serai (Bakhchisaray); in 1532 it was moved to Bacha Serai, 
founded for the purpose in that year. Allied to them were the 
Camboyluk Nogai. 

• The Kazyev, Cetishkul, and similar Hordes in the Kuban region 
were members of the Little Nogai, in some cases with a mixture of 
Cossacks or Circassians thrown in. 

• The Cedsan Horde living between the Dniester and the Bug were 
a Great Nogai splinter group. The Bujak and Bielogorod Hordes 
living in Bessarabia, though Great Nogai, had placed themselves 
under the direct protection of the Ottoman Sultan. It is likely they 
included nomadic Vlach and refugees from various failed Cossack 
uprisings. 

The Khanate also contained a number of minorities, who, like those 
in the Ottoman State, enjoyed certain privileges and exemptions, 
particularly from military service, but who were required to pay 
taxes in compensation. Most were town dwellers: Greeks, 

Armenians, Adyghe (Circassians, periodically under Tatar rule), 
Karaites, Qirimçaq (Crimean) Jews, and Crimean Goths (yes, some 
Goths survived Attila and the Dark Ages). Often they had their own 
town quarters. All were permitted their own religious and legal 
institutions within the overall Khan State. 

Society 

In religion, the Tatars were Muslim. Originally Shamanists, 
elements of the Mongol-Tatar peoples had embraced nearly every 
faith, from Taoisim, to Buddhism, to Judaism, to Christianity. Islam 
did not become firmly rooted until the 15th Century (even then the 
Kalmyk Horde remained pagan and ultimately turned to Lamaistic 
Buddhism). Accepting Islam was one of the factors that prevented 
closer union with Russia while bringing closer ties to the Ottoman 
Empire. 

Tatar government was not autocratic. Matters were resolved through 
a council of beys who were the heads of their respective clans. The 
Ottoman Turks, too, had begun in this fashion, until they adopted 
the autarky inherent in the mantle of Byzantium. 

As 'heirs of Genghis Khan', the Khans of the Crimea were treated as 
allies by the Ottomans, not subjects. They were never, legally, 
appointees of the Sultan. True, their rule had to be confirmed by the 
latter. True, beginning in the 17th Century the Sultans made a point 
of removing Khans they did not like. But, the Gireïs remained the 
ruling House until the end of the Khanate. They retained control of 
their foreign policy (with advice from Istanbul), did not pay tribute, 
minted their own coinage, and had their names included in Friday 
prayers – the prerogative of a sovereign. 

Laws were a mix of Tatar tradition, Sharia, and Ottoman Law. The 
religious element was led by the Mufti, ironically a financial rather 
than a spiritual post. The kadiasker – an Ottoman appointee – 
nominally oversaw the kadis who were the chief judicial officials. In 
practice, it was the khan and his beys to whom the kadis turned for 
guidance. The serasker, or chief military officer, sometimes known 
as the kalga sultan, was usually a close relative of the Khan. Only in 
the last years of the Khanate were Ottoman forms of administration 
adopted, with the land being redistributed as so many 'provinces' 
that the khan could use to pension off his supporters. 

The Sultans paid for the Khanate’s services in war, and the Crimean 
Tatars provided a critical element of light horsemen, typically 
20,000 strong – though a figure of 100,000 is quoted for the 17th 
Century campaigns against Vienna, this, like the campaigns of the 
1730s probably includes the Nogai tribes. 

Economy 

The Crimea was a terminus of the Silk Road, and here the settled 
portion of the population employed itself as merchants, 
manufacturers, and artisans. The peninsula was divided into 40 
cantons, with 30-40 villages in each, ruled by kadis in the Ottoman 
manner. The climate of the peninsula is mild, the land is fertile, and 
the Tatars proved themselves adept at wine and tobacco growing, 
silkworm cultivation, and honey production. Bacha Serai was famed 
for its rugs; Crimean knives were another valued product. 

Livestock from all over the steppe was sold in the Crimea, much of 
it for export to the Ottoman Empire – estimated at 200,000 head of 
cattle per year from Koslov (Eupatoria) to Istanbul alone.  Grain was 
also shipped in bulk. Marshal Münnich estimated the Khan’s yearly 
income from trade at 1,000 purses of 500 crowns each; he received a 
further '20th' on all booty taken. 

The Nogai were also famous horse traders. They sold to the 
Cossacks, and directly to Muscovy, through special state fairs held 
annually near Moscow. 30-40,000 horses were traded every year. 
The tsars did take the precaution of controlling the number of Tatars 
permitted across the border (otherwise they would have ridden their 
whole army in, sold their spare horses, and plundered their way out). 
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On the darker side, Kaffa was perhaps the biggest slave port in the 
western world, and the annual 'Harvest of the Steppe' yielded some 
three million souls over the life of the Khanate. 

Tatar slaving arose from weakness, not strength. The khans 
originally derived most of their wealth from tolls levied on passing 
caravans and merchant vessels, and on the Genoese trading 
communities on the Black Sea coast. In return, they provided 
supplies (mainly food) to those communities, which encouraged the 
tribesmen to settle permanently. However, once the Ottomans 
expropriated the towns and administered them directly the Khanate’s 
revenue dropped. The Ottomans preferred to treat the Khanate as an 
undeveloped buffer zone and the eyâlet imported most of its grain 
from Moldavia and the Dobruja (benefiting Turkish middlemen 
instead of Tatar or Italian ones). 

To reclaim lost revenue, the Tatars turned to an older economy, one 
sponsored by the Medieval Italians who founded the coastal cities: 
slaving. The 'kicker' lay in the fact that this weakened the Khan’s 
authority. The clan leaders, the beys and mirzas, not only had control 
of the nomadic elements, they also owned most of the land within 
the Crimea itself, and were responsible to the people suffering from 
the decline in farming there, namely, themselves. 

If the khans did not organise annual raids, the clan leaders would do 
it anyway – and as they could field much larger armies than the 
Khan’s personal guard, he was not about to try and stop them. It 
eroded his authority if he acted against them, and it eroded his 
authority if he did not act against them. 

This crimped any effort at developing a lasting peace with the 
Khanate’s northern neighbours, either way one looked at it. It was a 
vicious cycle, as slaving always is: 

Men stand and trade their mutual chains
And barter truth for filthy gains,

Committing shame against the Lord
By harnessing for black reward
People in yokes and sowing evil

In fields commissioned by the Devil...
And what will sprout? You soon will see

What kind of harvest there will be!

The expansion of the Ottoman Empire’s influence over the steppe 
led inexorably to the destruction of its client and the lost of a large 
chunk of its empire. 

Politics 

As their 'foreign policy' failed, the khans began to lose ground 
politically. Raids against Muscovy failed to win the legitimacy they 
needed to re-found Genghis’ empire; indeed, the Russians had a 
stronger claim to do so! Russia’s grip on the Volga prevented a 
physical linking with other Tatar khanates. 

Other chieftains within the horde challenged the Gireïs’ right to rule. 
The Nogai withdrew their support, with Russian encouragement. 
(The Russians had difficulty turning the Nogai into a client state of 
their own, though, because the horde was too fractured – the chiefs 
took bribes, but there was no one whom all the chiefs would rally 
behind.) 

External pressures mounted. The Kalmyks, though Buddhist, 
submitted to Moscow and became fairly loyal allies against the 
Tatars. In a series of campaigns throughout the later 17th and early 
18th Centuries, the Russians and their allies pressed close upon the 
Khanate’s core territories. And in the war of 1735-39, the Russians 
succeeded in sacking the Peninsula multiple times. Worse yet, the 
Kalmyks exterminated – literally exterminated – large numbers of 
Nogai in the Kuban, which was given to the Kabardian chiefs at the 
end of the war. 

The Russo-Turkish War of 1768-74 saw the separation of the 
Khanate from Ottoman influence. The Russians, having 'won the 
Tatars’ freedom', promptly reduced them to the status of a client 
state. Such degradation further weakened the khan’s authority, so 

much so that in 1783, the Empress Catherine II was 'forced' to 
intervene in a civil war and simply annexed the peninsula. The last 
Khan fled to the Ottoman Empire in 1787, where he was later 
executed for treasonable activities; the royal family, however, 
survives to the present day. 

[Like other ethnic minorities, the Tatars were relocated enmasse by the 
Stalinist regime, but at the time of writing, about 15% of Crimea’s 
population is Tatar. Well, actually, at the time of writing Russia has again 
annexed the Crimea and many of the 15% have fled to the Ukraine, fearing 
another round of persecution.] 

Warfare 

For the Tatars, offensive warfare was carried out by means of the 
raid. Since the same sort of raids were carried out in 'peacetime', the 
concepts of war and peace tended to blur. When a neighbour 
declared war or came after them in strength, the Tatars would 
usually avoid battle, go where the enemy was not, and launch more 
raids. In most cases the opposition was a non-Muslim neighbour, 
since attacks on them yielded far greater booty, and were justifiable 
on religious grounds. However, the Tatars could plunder one 
another, usually when a particular family group had been outlawed. 

Only the Khan of the Crimean Tatars, when faced with 
overwhelming force, would retreat into the Crimea and defend the 
entrances to it; he could also call on the Ottoman Empire for aid. 
Even in such cases, the Tatars relied on the conditions of the steppe 
to win the fight, wearing down an opponent before he reached the 
Khan’s forces; on the enemy’s retreat, the Tatars would follow and 
harass him unmercifully. 

The Tatars were not above making alliances with one enemy against 
another. More than once they joined with Poland against Muscovy, 
or with the Cossacks against either state. The Cossacks themselves 
were a product of the Tatar threat – frontiersmen permitted greater 
freedom in exchange for defending the Polish or Russian heartland. 

Chambuls, or raiding parties, could be led by the Khan (called 
seters, or sanctioned raids) or by local nobles (çapuls). Sometimes 
the çapuls were in contravention of treaties made by the khans 
themselves. The khans took between 10% and 20% of the haul 
(another nomad tradition). 

The numbers involved in a raid varied from 10-20,000 up to 
40-50,000. By the 18th Century, great raids, which might fare as far 
afield as the Danubian Principalities, Warsaw, or Moscow, and be 
led by the Khan or the Kalga Sultan, were infrequent. The khans had 
already lost some of their authority over the beys and mirzas, who 
often undertook raids without permission, and even took bribes from 
the Poles or Russians. 

The principal raiding trails across the steppe were: 

• The Woloski Trail, following the Black Sea from Perekop to the 
Dniester River, thence to the Prût and along the latter to Kolomija. 
From here it ran north to Lublin. 

• The Kuczman Trail from Perekop to Bar, running on the south 
side of the Bug. 

• The Czarny Trail from Perekop, which crossed the Bug and forked 
to reach either Kiev or the region west of Bar. 

• The Murava Trail, from Perekop east, then north via the Kalchik 
River to Oskol and Livni to Tula. From there it branched to 
Bryansk or Moscow. 

• The Izyuma Trail, an alternate to the Murava which branched off 
along the Kal’mius and crossed the Donets, passing between 
Valuiki and Belgorod before rejoining the Murava. 

• The Kal’mius Trail, branching off the Murava again and reaching 
further east to cross the Donets beyond Tsarev-Borisov. It rejoined 
the Murava at Livny. A spur ran up from Azov. 

• The Nogai Road, running from the Don halfway between Azov 
and Tsaritsyn on the Volga and following the Khoper River toward 
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the Voronezh rivers. At their confluence it branched, going to 
Riazan and to Dankov. 

• The Volga Road – straight up the Volga, raiding the riverside 
communities. This route was also used by the Kalmyks and 
Bashkirs. 

Some of these routes fell into disuse as the politics of the steppe 
changed and Russian borders expanded. To halt such raids, the 
Russians mustered some 65,000 men annually to man a series of 
border earthworks and forts stretching between the major rivers. The 
most famous is the Belgorod Lines, between that city and Voronezh; 
in 1738 the Lines of the Ukraine, between Dnieperpetrovsk and 
Izyum, were completed. 

The Lines were only partially effective. Such devices typically 
require far more resources than a state can muster. Often, their main 
value lies in slowing down an enemy retreat when laden with spoil, 
rather than stopping the initial penetration. Supporting the Lines 
were, of course the Cossack bands, as well as local levies of 
mounted noblemen (on the model of the insurrectios of Hungary). 
These could observe, harass, and pursue the Tatars, though such 
activities might have deadly consequences. The Tatars were 
unparalleled horse warriors. 

Forces 

The Khan’s forces, at their peak, consisted of from 200-1,000 
Janissary or Tüfekçi-style musketeers, supported by zarbuzan 
cannon (light pieces, swivel-mounted on the backs of camels – very 
popular with the armies of the Near East at the time). 

The bulk of the 'horde' – 'army' or 'corps' – was composed of 
mounted archers, unarmoured for the most part, though rich men 
and chiefs might sport chainmail hauberks and iron helms. The 
Tatars did manufacture their own guns and powder at Bacha Serai, 
but the process was expensive, and besides, the composite bow still 
shot further and faster. Lance and sabre were carried for close 
quarter fighting. 

Some sources suggest the poorest Tatars fought on foot, but this is 
likely to have been the case only with a 'general levy' of the 
population, or in situations where the horsemen had lost their 
mounts; normally, each Tatar rode with a string of horses. 

If the Khan did call a general muster, the four karachi beys, leaders 
of the four clans of the Krim Tatars, would call out their men and 
rendezvous with the Kalga Sultan. Sub-commanders were mirzas, 
men of note. 

A levée en masse could call up all able-bodied males between 15- 
and 70, on pain of having one’s head removed and one’s property 
plundered. Such a call up was made in 1736; usually, the mirzas just 
showed up with their bodyguards, relatives, and the best clansmen 
they could find. 

When the Khan had a grip on things, mustering took only 2-4 
weeks. The rendezvous was typically just outside the Lines of 
Perekop for a raid, or just inside if on the defence. The villages of 
both the Krim and the Nogai were 'decimally organised' (as in 
Genghis’ armies) and the men’s names were registered. Usually the 
response was good, since plunder was the only way to increase one’s 
income above subsistence level. Additionally, the Khan might 
remind the tribesmen of the ghaza – the responsibility to participate 
in a Holy War. 

A Grand Raid 

After the muster, the horde would ride off to wherever the Khan had 
decided. Raids could be as meticulously planned as any operation by 
any other army. A raid on Moscow (not attempted since the 17th 
Century) took 55 days, one way. 

The best time for raiding was harvest time. Forage was plentiful, 
and several weeks could be spent herding the serfs who were by 
necessity forced to leave the protection of their communities to 

gather the harvest. Short raids occurred during early winter, when 
the rivers were sufficiently frozen and the ground had a layer of 
snow – so the horses’ hooves, which were unshod, would not crack 
on the hard ground. The horses often wore leather stockings to help 
them in the snow. 

The horde travelled light, each man carrying only a few pounds of 
roasted grain or meat and getting the rest by foraging. Extra supplies 
were carried on horseback or by camel. Carts were only used if the 
infantry guard and artillery were present, in which case they could 
be used to form a tabur or 'wagonburg' in the same manner as the 
Ottoman armies (or any other cavalry-heavy army, for that matter). 

The march was accomplished in several columns, each several riders 
wide (about 800-1,000 paces across). The columns would be drawn 
in or spread out depending on the terrain, the availability of forage, 
the amount of dust in the air, and the proximity of the enemy. A 
column might be anywhere from 16 Km to 40 Km in length 
depending one whether ranks were closed or open. In front of the 
column rode a screen of 100 warriors, each leading two remounts. 
Every hour the column halted for a few minutes rest. 

The Tatars rarely had difficulty with the terrain. Ice or rock could be 
hard on the horses, but not snow. Rivers also were not a problem; if 
needed they could make rafts out of wood or sheep’s bladders. They 
avoided marsh and dense woods, however, and preferred marching 
along valleys they had used before. 

When near to the enemy’s territory, the horde would camp for a 
couple of days, doing without fires and keeping movement to a 
minimum, while parties were sent out to reconnoitre. If there was no 
sign of an armed opponent, they would speed forward, either in 
separate columns, or as one great mass, depending on the nature of 
the raid – deep raids punched through the enemy’s lines enmasse, 
then fanned out in the interior. 

In a very large raid, say of three columns of 20,000 men each, two 
would ride on, while the third split in half, with each portion 
scouring the flanks some 40 Km away from the main body. 

Towns would be blockaded, but not stormed, because the Tatars 
lacked the necessary equipment and time. They might try to obtain 
bribes to go away before the harvest was completely spoiled. 

In the outlying villages they rounded up the inhabitants to sell as 
slaves in the market at Kaffa and stole whatever horses or cattle 
there were. At each village, the site would be watched by four sets 
of picquets, and bonfires lit to prevent any attempt at escape. In the 
dawn they would ride in and sack the village, killing any who 
resisted and making the rest prisoner. 

After the flanking wings had had their fun, they would return and 
divide the spoils, giving a tenth to the leadership. The second 
column would then split up in the same manner and go off 
'harvesting' while the original flankers reformed into a solid column 
in the center. When all the columns had cycled through, it was time 
to go. 

In winter, or whenever a local mirza could be persuaded, small raids 
would be launched in the form of 10-12 detachments of up to 1,000 
men each, crossing the frontier on a broad front with a screen of 
scouts in the lead. Each evening they would rendezvous with 
whatever they had managed to acquire and divide it up. 

Booty slowed them down, so the Tatars tried to avoid staying more 
than 48 hours in enemy territory; on a deep raid, where this was not 
possible, the booty would be centrally collected in a heavily guarded 
baggage train. On a small raid, the Tatars would flee the scene of 
their crime, their tough little horses giving them an edge over their 
pursuers. The raiding party would split into smaller and smaller 
fragments every few miles, until they had escaped, then reform to 
raid again. 

Battles were to be avoided if possible, and were only fought to 
defend their spoils. If a large enemy force could not be eluded,  the 
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Tatars would first skirmish with it at many points, using their 
remounts to maintain the effort all day. 

A typical charge was made in the shape of a 'half moon', perhaps 40 
riders wide, with the leaders in front, on the flanks, and in the rear. 
They would ride in uttering fearsome war cries and firing their 
bows, then wash around the enemy formation, still firing, before 
retiring for a fresh horse. Sometimes they hung back and conducted 
mass indirect volleys of arrows. 

Until the 17th Century, these tactics were quite successful. Field 
Marshal Galitsyn’s army was smashed in the 1690s during an 
unsuccessful attempt to raid the Crimea, and even Peter the Great 
could do nothing when pinned against the Prût in 1711. But in the 
1730s they proved utterly ineffective. On rare occasions, a doughty 
band of warriors could penetrate a Russian square, but they were 
only given the choice of dying or cutting their way out again. Even 
small bodies of Russians were able to withstand many times their 
number by forming square and applying heavy doses of artillery 
fire.  

Curiously, after the first appearance of firearms, the Nogai remained 
afraid of the guns, but the Krim learned that they were inaccurate. 
Many of the encounters in the 1730s involved the Nogai, which 
might explain the uniform Russian successes. Musket fire still 
served more as a morale booster for the Russians. But it is odd that 
the Tatars’ archery should have become so ineffective – the Russians 
had not reverted to wearing plate armour. Nevertheless it was so. 

In both the earlier wars, the Russians also suffered from supply 
problems, and a general lowering of morale. This was not so in the 
1730s. Also, the artillery, both guns and personnel, had improved 
dramatically, which may have been a nasty surprise to the 
overconfident Krim. The ordinary soldiers, too, had learned to trust 
in their formations, their leaders, and in supplementary defences like 
the rogatki. The Russians also worked well with their Cossack 
auxiliaries, though paradoxically, many of the frontiersmen were 
about ready to revolt over attempts to make them into regular 
cavalry formations. The Tatars, who were virtually a pure cavalry 
force, could perhaps no longer cope with an opponent who applied 
an integrated mix of formations. 

!  

The Cossacks 

�
Cossacks composing their reply to Sultan Mehmed IV’s demand for 
surrender (1675), picture by Repin: 

'Thou Turkish Satan, Greetings ! 

What the hell kind of noble knight art thou ? 

Thou beer-brewer of Jerusalem, thou goat-flayer of Alexandria, thou 
swineherd of Egypt, both the Greater and the Lesser, thou sow of Armenia, 
thou goat of Tatary, a blockhead, a swine's snout, a mare's –, a butcher's cur, 
an unbaptized brow, May the Devil take thee! That is what the Cossacks have 
to say to thee, thou basest-born of runts! Unfit art thou to lord it over true 
Christians! 

The date we write not for no calendar have we got; the moon is in the sky, 
the year is in a book, and the day is the same with us here as with thee over 
there, and thou canst kiss us thou knowest where! 

Origins 

'Cossack', or 'Kozak' is a Turkic word meaning a 'free warrior'. The 
term was applied to any number of frontier societies, but strictly 
speaking, the Cossacks were military colonies, often originally self-
founding, but occasionally set up by Tsarist decree. 

The earliest Cossack bands were founded by escaped serfs and 
outlaws, who moved to the lawless zones on the borders of 
Muscovy; a similar process took place on the fringes of the Polish-
Lithuanian Commonwealth. Mingling with the other peoples of the 
steppes, they fought all comers, and allied with whichever of the 
'great powers' seemed most likely to protect their interests. 

The homeland of many of the Cossacks was the Ukraine; in the 
1730s an estimated 40% of the population of the Left-Bank Ukraine 
(Russia’s side of the Dnieper) were Cossacks and their families. 

After a series of 'revolts' in the early 17th Century, Cossack 
independence began to decline. Muscovy obtained dominance over 
Poland in the same Century, and most of the bands, particularly 
those of the Left-Bank Ukraine, turned to her for protection. The 
Ukraine recognised the suzerainty of Muscovy in 1654, with the 
Treaty of Pereiaslav. The Polish Cossacks of the Zaporozhian Sich 
refused to do so in name, but all the same, sought Russian aid and 
subsidies more often than not. 

As the Russian Empire expanded, most bands, rather than move 
with the border, accepted Muscovite overlordship. In exchange, they 
were free to administer their own domestic affairs and remained 
untaxed. Serfs who managed to reach a Cossack society were 
allowed their freedom. Though having a multiethnic composition, 
all were of the Orthodox faith, which as time wore on, facilitated 
their absorption into the Russian sphere. Attempts were periodically 
made to achieve Ukrainian independence, but did not succeed. 
Instead, the Cossacks settled for the lesser goal of 'autonomy'. 

For a time, autonomy was acceptable to the tsars. The Empire 
approved the Cossacks’ otherwise elective choices of leaders, 
supplied them with arms, and awarded them donatives. The 
leadership was co-opted by Russian Society, deliberately, so that by 
the 18th Century, the more important Cossacks had strong family 
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ties within the Russian nobility. This came about through the age-
old practice of taking hostages – sons of the Cossacks were sent to 
Moscow and St. Petersburg as insurance for the Cossacks’ good 
behaviour, but also to learn Russian ways. The Polish nobility set 
the example for the Zaporozhians and other western Ukrainian 
Cossacks. A gulf between rich and poor Cossacks developed as a 
result. 

By the mid-17th Century there were only 1,000 starshina (leading 
families) in the Ukraine, and this small but powerful group managed 
to have its once-elective rule made hereditary. This was boon for 
their sponsors – first Polish, then Russian – who were guaranteed a 
known group of representatives to deal with who would share their 
own outlook on life. 

By the 18th Century, less than half of the Cossacks of the Left-Bank 
Ukraine could afford weapons. Many, the so-called pidpomichnyky, 
or 'helpers', were reduced to an exploited peasantry. The richer 
vyborni kozaky (the 'elect') remained the warrior elite. 

Although such development was similar for all the Cossacks, there 
were regional peculiarities. Those of Slobodia, though under Tsarist 
rule, enjoyed much autonomy. Those of the Polish (Right-Bank) 
Ukraine derived from a mix of military border colonies set up by the 
Polish government and mercenary bands. At the beginning of the 
18th Century, the Right-Bank Cossacks achieved a brief unification 
under Hetman Ivan Mazepa, before being annihilated by the 
Russians. The remnants split up, some joining the Zaporozhians, and 
the others being forcibly settled in the Left-Bank Ukraine. In 
contrast, the Cossacks of the Don grew so numerous that the tsars, 
who retained a much tighter control over them, directed new 
settlements to be founded on the ever-expanding eastern borders. 

Organisation 

Cossack societies were organised as voiskos, or hosts (hordes), 
divided into regiments, or starshinii, each with its own district. 
Regiments were organised into sotnias (hundreds), equivalent to 
companies. A sotnia was broken down into kurens or troops of 
25-40 men. In all, there were perhaps 70,000 Cossacks available for 
military service. Usually, only a third of a given host would go on 
campaign. 

The voisko was originally run by an assembly of notables, but led by 
an elected hetman, hence 'hetmanate', a term often used for the 
larger Cossack societies. Larger bands usually had a 'civilian' 
hetman and a war leader, or ataman. Depending on the stability of a 
band, hetmen might come and go frequently, sometimes at peril of 
their life – a man was safe only so long as he 'wore the badge'. A 
Cossack’s loyalty was first to his 'brothers', then to the hetman, and 
only then to the Tsar. Outsiders saw them as 'a cruel horde of 
plunderers, preying alike on friends and foes'. Certainly a Cossack 
felt himself to be as good as the next man, if not better. 

By the end of the 17th Century, all Cossacks paid by the Russian 
State received 5 roubles per year; their leaders, if approved, received 
much more, including gifts as well as coin. By the early 18th 
Century, hetmen were routinely appointed by the Tsar, and Russian 
officers were seconded to the regiments during war. 

The largest and most important of the hosts were the Malorussian 
(formerly the Ukrainian or Little Russian Cossacks), the 
Zaporozhians, the Don, the Terek, and the Yaiks (Urals) Cossacks. 
There were also 'regular' Cossack regiments, made up of enlistees to 
the Russian Army: three composite regiments of companeiskiy, and 
the semi-regular Slobodian Cossacks (between 5-9 regiments) of 
southern Muscovy. There was also the Slobodski Polk, founded in 
1731 as a 500-man second battalion for the Sloboda Hussars. 
Lowest on the totem pole were the Foot Cossacks, a kind of border 
guard found on the Polish frontier. 

[Sloboda are a form of 'free community', established by royal charter, like the 
free cities of the Holy Roman Empire.] 

War ironically contributed to the Cossacks’ subordination to St. 
Petersburg. It was expected of them, and they came to expect, that 
they would aid Russia’s wars by launching diversionary offensives 
(versus the Tatars) or contributing corps to Russian offensives (in 
the West). 

Marshal Münnich attempted to impose uniformity upon the various 
Cossack bands, leading to a series of mutinies and strikes. (It was 
shortly after some ‘troubles’ in 1738 that the atamans of the Don 
Cossacks became Russian appointees.) Despite their protests the 
Don and other Cossacks became more and more just another branch 
of the Russian Army, just another element in Russian Society, a 
process that reduced their effectiveness even as it tamed them. 

Their main use, as is well known, was in harassment, plundering, 
scouting, and the applying of scorched earth tactics. In earlier days, 
they (particularly the Zaporozhians and Don Cossacks) had lived 
much like their Tatars neighbours, on plunder. Though one reason 
St. Petersburg paid the hosts subsidies was to discourage this 
practice, they still received a bounty on captured Tatars and other 
enemies. 

No one expected the Cossacks to engage in a stand up fight; few 
expected them to remain with the army once they had acquired 
enough booty, and fewer still had any illusions about their 
discipline. For all that, there are accounts of Cossacks fighting on 
foot, and even assaulting fortified positions. 

If a Cossack regiment did fight, they would usually do so on 
horseback, charging in extended line in hopes of enveloping the 
enemy, shouting 'urrah' and brandishing their weapons. If repulsed, 
they would draw off and wait for another opportunity. 

As may be expected, uniforms and equipment were not standard. 
The men were expected to provide their own. However, as time 
wore on, the more important bands did at least standardise some of 
their kit and dress, through the establishment of local manufactories. 
(As noted elsewhere, the Malorussians even had their own cannon 
foundry.) 

Cossack ponies were small and tough steppe breeds that could go 
long distances on short commons; a Cossack usually had a remount, 
and on service with the Regular Army, wagons were used. They did 
not ride in close order, and often did not even use spurs – their small 
mounts allowed them to guide with their feet or their reins. 

Basic kit included a sabre, a lance, one or more pistols, and a turki, 
or rifled musket, generally obtained from the Caucasus (these were 
highly prized items in Steppe Society, accurate, durable, and often 
very ornate). 

'Uniforms' featured kaftans, baggy pants, and 'Turkish' boots: 
Siberian Cossacks favoured fur caps and fur-lined coats; other 
Cossacks did not. 

The Malorussians and the Slobodians 

Originally Polish, the Malorussians came into being in the 17th 
Century, when Muscovy obtained the Left-Bank Ukraine at Poland’s 
expense. Their bases lay at Korsun, Bratslav, Khastiv, and Bohuslav. 
By the 18th Century they comprised 20,000 men and could field 10 
regiments – Cossack regiments were generally very large. (In 1725 
there were a reported 55-65,000 Malorussian Cossacks and 23,000 
Slobodian Cossacks.) 

Slobodia as a region broadly followed the outlines of the Cossack 
regimental districts: Ostrohzke, Izyum, Kharkov, Okhtyrka, and 
Sumy, all named after their depôts, which were founded specifically 
as military colonies. The above-mentioned regiments comprised a 
total of 98 sotnia. In the west, the border ran with the Hetmanate of 
the Ukraine (home of the Malorussians). On the south it bordered 
the Zaporozhians’ domains and those of the Tatars. In the north lay 
Muscovy. The eastern border lay over the Donets toward the middle 
Don, butting onto the lands of the Don Cossacks in the southeast. 
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Once part of Kievan ‘Rus, Slobodia was turned into a wasteland by 
the Mongols. As Mongol power waned, the principality of Muscovy 
absorbed the region, but only in name. It was a favoured route for 
Tatar raining expeditions against the North, and those plunderers 
kept the region in relative impoverishment until the 1760s. 
Nevertheless, a small trickle of immigrants fleeing serfdom 
established themselves, making a living by hunting and fishing, and 
beekeeping; there was also a well-known saltworks near Bachmut. 

To curtail Tatar raids, the Muscovites began building massive lines 
of fortifications, generically known as the Lines of Belgorod. Many 
of the workers remained in the region, and of course the Lines 
required a large garrison, which also attracted additional settlers. 
Many were Ukrainian Cossacks fleeing harsh Polish rule. This 
influx (from 120,000 in the 17th Century to over 400,000 by 1732) 
helped to create conflict with the Tatars by pushing out the older, 
Russian, colonists and leading them to seek new lands in the south 
and east. With large numbers of these pioneers routinely taken as 
slaves by Tatar raiders, they gave the Russian State a pretext for the 
war of 1735-39. 

The Russians encouraged Ukrainian immigration, seeing it as a way 
to block the migration of their own serf population; they happily 
armed the Cossacks and offered favourable terms of settlement in 
exchange for military service on the frontier. Cossack society was 
organised along military lines, and the regiments and their colonels 
received charters from the Tsar. In the 18th Century, half the 
population of Slobodia was Cossack. Those of the Cossacks who 
fell in status were assigned to the regiments as well – serfs of the 
colonels – while the 'elect' warrior-hood became a closed caste. 

The Ukrainian Hetmanate (Malorussia or Left-Bank Ukraine) had 
some autonomy. Slobodia had none. Its overseers had always been 
Muscovites – at one point the Foreign Office, at other times one of 
the military governors in the region (Kiev, Kharkov, Azov, etc.). In 
1726 the War College assumed authority over Slobodia and the 
hetmanates, which had been elective, became Russian appointments, 
usually drawn from among the starshina. But even foreigners were 
sometimes appointed. Such men became powerful landowners, 
treating their regiment as a fiefdom, and sometimes as a factory – 
Okhtyrka was famous as the first Russian tobacco factory. 

[The Cantemirs, princes of Moldavia, one of whom commanded Wallachian 
troops for the Russians in the 1735-39 war, were an example of these foreign 
Slobodian colonel/landowners.] 

Slobodia’s second-class status as a military bulwark of Muscovy led 
to many uprisings. Sometimes, the rebels even joined forces with the 
Tatars. Moves were periodically made to join with the Ukrainian 
Hetmanate, since there were close ties between the populations. 
However, Peter I instituted a brutal repression during the Great 
Northern War when many Ukrainian Cossacks sided with Charles 
XII of Sweden, and Anna Ivanova completely abolished Slobodia’s 
autonomy in 1732. By the mid-19th Century, the region had been 
parcelled out among the neighbouring gubernias. In Soviet times, it 
was split between the RSFSR and the Ukraine SSR. 

[Their recent loss of autonomy helps explain why the Slobodian and 
Malorussian Cossacks fought poorly in the Russo-Turkish War.] 

The Zaporozhians 

The same upheaval that led to the formation of Slobodia also created 
a splinter group, the Zaporozhians. The Zaporozhians, strictly 
speaking, dwelt on a number of islands in the Dnieper, below the 
cataracts (hence their name, which means 'beyond the cataracts'). To 
them were added those Polish Ukrainian Cossacks who lived on the 
right bank of the Dnieper, and who did not want to join with their 
Malorussian brothers under the Tsar. By the 1730s they had between 
8-15,000 men, and could field up to 5,000 at a time. 

They controlled 80,000 sq. Km of land, grandiloquently known as 
the Liberties of the Host Beyond the Cataracts. In fact, at the height 
of its power, Zaporozhia extended all the way from Poland to the 

Sea of Azov, shielding the Russians from the full impact of the Tatar 
menace. 

The northwest frontier ran along the Boh River and its tributaries the 
Syniukha and the Velykyi Vys, and a tributary of the Dnieper known 
as the Tiasmyn. This border faced the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth’s southeastern marches, or Right-Bank Ukraine. 

On the northeast, the border with the Ukrainian (Malorussian) 
Hetmanate ran down the Dnieper and the Orel rivers, and stretched 
all the way to the Donets River, where its eastern border with 
Sloboda Ukraine ran along the Donets. In the southeast, Zaporozhia 
bordered the lands of the Don Cossacks, following the Kal’mius 
River, and at one point touched the Sea of Azov, between the 
Kal’mius and the Berda River. 

[Yes, the reader has correctly noted Zaporozhian land claims overlapped 
those of the Nogai.] 

The Zaporozhians were always the most 'free', the most rowdy, and 
the most insolent. They particularly resented Russian interference in 
their affairs (and eventually would be dispersed to places like the 
Dobruja). Uniquely, their society recognised complete equality 
among the Brothers, regardless of social origin, though as the 18th 
Century wore on and Russian influence increased, there was a rise in 
znatni or starshi tovaryshi: notable men. This created a divide 
between rich and poor as in the other Cossack societies. 

All administrative bodies were formed by general election, and a 
man could be challenged on his performance at any time. Over all 
presided the Supreme Sich Council (sich meaning settlement – their 
capital), under which were the Kish of the Zaporozhian Sich (central 
administration), the Kish otaman (ataman) and personal starshinii 
(as judge, chancellor, and quartermaster), and the otamans of the 
Zaporozhian kurins. Together, the officers formed the Council of 
Officers. The lands beyond the Sich itself were divided into 8 
palankas, commanded by colonels ('palanka' in the same sense that 
the Saxons used the term burg or borough). 

The Sich Host itself included 38 kurins, each of several hundred 
men; there were more in the outlying areas. Only unmarried 
Cossacks were permitted to live at the Sich. They constituted the 
main body of warriors. Married men, downgraded to 'militia' or 
'retirees', had homesteads in the palankas. Farming (mainly cattle 
ranching), hunting, and fishing were engaged in, both individually, 
and collectively by the kurin. The Zaporozhians also functioned as 
middlemen on the trade routes leading from the Crimea to Poland. 
Strength in numbers was maintained by an influx of peasants 
seeking freedom or adventure; Cossacks also sometimes left the 
Sich to return to peasantry, or were expelled for one reason or 
another. 

At the start of the 18th Century, the Zaporozhians were caught on 
the wrong side of Tsar Peter’s war. They had joined Ivan Mazepa’s 
attempt to build a 'Third Force' – a truly free Cossack State –
 sponsored, unfortunately, by Charles XII of Sweden. The Russians 
destroyed their sich and routed them out of the country. 

Fleeing south, the Zaporozhians joined with the Tatars and 
continued the fight against the Russians for some years, but finding 
themselves treated as second-class citizens in Tatar society, in 1734 
they made their peace with the Russians and returned home as one 
of the first acts of the war. They founded a new capital (Pokrovska 
Sich), not far from the old one. This was a substantial town. It, along 
with the palankas (districts), held 100,000 people. Now, however, 
they would be under direct military rule by the Governor of Kiev. 

[When accounts of the 1735-39 war mention the Zaporozhians, it should be 
borne in mind that these men had only just set up shop again, were seeking 
the approval of the Russians, and were under a cloud of suspicion. They 
fought very hard.] 

By the 1750s the Russians would give their lands to a wave of 
Serbian immigrants (ironically fleeing persecution triggered by the 
war) in an attempt to create a 'New Serbia'. The Pokrovska Sich was 
destroyed and the Host abolished in 1775, on the orders of Catherine 
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II, who called it a 'political monstrosity'. The population were 
absorbed into the Russian State (with their lands going to the 
nobility), sent to form the Black Sea Cossacks, or escaped to the 
Dobruja to form the Danubian Sich. 

The Don Cossacks 

The Cossacks of the Don (15,000 men fielding 22 regiments) were 
founded in 1570. They lived mainly on the Lower Don, above 
Ottoman-held Azov, but their realm extended northward to 
Voronezh, and eastward to the Volga. The oldest of the formal 
Cossack Hosts, it has been variously argued that they came from 
bands of escaped serfs, or were indigenous to the region; in the latter 
case they would have accepted outcasts like escaped serfs into their 
bands. The Don Cossacks were always Orthodox Christians. 

Old enemies of the Turks and the Tatars, who shared a border with 
them (the friendlier Kalmyks bordered them on the east) the Don 
Cossacks also joined forces with the Poles against Muscovy, before 
Muscovy became the dominant regional power. Nevertheless, they 
saw themselves as Russians (just not lapdogs of Muscovy). Most of 
their rebellions against the tsars came about when the Russians tried 
to take away their autonomy (in particular, when it was demanded 
that they return runaway serfs – a demand made on other Russian 
client states as well). For all that, the Don Cossacks needed Russian 
arms and Russian goods to survive. 

The Don Cossacks are mentioned as important players in the 
conquest of Siberia in the 16th Century. A powerful band rode east 
as far as the confluence of the Ob and the Irtysh, where they 
founded the town of Obskoy in 1585. From then on they remained 
loyal to the tsars, aiding them in their wars against the Ottomans and 
their allies. Although their political influence diminished in the 18th 
Century, as the boundaries of Russia expanded, they remained a 
powerful military asset well into the 20th Century (their last role 
was as allies of the Wehrmacht in World War II, along with their 
former Tatar foes). 

The leadership, which, like most Cossack Hosts, was elective, had 
close ties with St. Petersburg. Early on, the Common Assembly 
made decisions democratically, but as with the other Hosts, 
eventually the elected atamans were absorbed into the Russian 
nobility, those wealthy enough to own weapons and horses became 
their warrior-followers, and the rest became serfs. This was 
facilitated by the so-called Don Shipment, an annual subsidy made 
to the leadership; the rank and file were expected to subsist on 
plunder or stand cap in hand before their captains. 

But the trend toward societal stratification was both more and less 
pronounced with the Cossacks of the Don. More pronounced, 
because the leadership was so closely tied to the Russian aristocracy, 
but less pronounced because the Don Cossacks remained on the 
edge of the State; the rank and file retained a greater degree of 
freedom. 

Two spin-offs of the Don Cossacks were the Tereks and the Yaiks. 

The Tereks, founded in 1577, lived on the Terek River. They were 
originally detached from the Don Cossacks to be a guard upon the 
borders with Persia, and they had strong ties among the Circassian 
tribes. 

Similarly, the Yaiks (Urals) were a branch of the Don Cossacks 
founded at Voronezh in 1571, who mingled with a variety of odd 
fragments of the early settlers of Siberia. They were more a tribal 
group than a Cossack host, retaining a great deal of independence, 
and controlling the Ural River all the way to the Caspian. Yaik 
pirates infested that sea, and Yaik raiders struck as far away as Merv. 
They also attacked Russian settlements when the fancy took them. 

Other Cossack hosts, some famous, were not formed until after the 
Russo-Turkish War of the 1730s. The Siberians, for example, only 
came into existence in the 1750s. 

The Kalmyks 
'They are of low stature, and are generally bow-legged, occasioned by their 
being so continually on horseback, or sitting with their legs below them. 
Their faces are broad and flat, with a flat nose and little black eyes, distant 
from one another like the Chinese. They are of an olive colour, and their 
faces full of wrinkles, with very little or no beard. They shave their heads, 
leaving only a tuft of hair on the crown'. 

Henry Bruce 

'He another day being asked, by an Officer how much he would have to 
bring him such a Horse, that a Turk then was riding on, amongst the other 
Skirmishers; Zara ask’d what he would give him, the Officer answer’d bring 
the Horse and then We shall agree; accordingly 50 Rubels was condescended 
upon, to be the prise, upon which He went & Kill’d the Turk and brought the 
Officer the Horse.' 

Zara the Callmuck (Earl of Crawford’s Journal, Vol. 2. p.206) 

The Kalmyks (Calmucks) are Oirats, a people originating in 
Mongolia. They were a successor state to Genghis Khan’s empire, 
much like the Golden Horde, a coalition of four western Mongolian 
tribes: the Khoshut, the Choros, the Torghut, and the Dörbet, and 
they called themselves the Alliance of Four – the Dörben Oirat. For 
four hundred years the people of this state roamed the lands between 
Lake Balkhash and Lake Baikal, and  their khans claimed the mantle 
of Genghis, in opposition to the direct line of Eastern Mongolian 
heirs who had conquered China and 'gone soft'. They fought the 
Eastern Mongols, the Ming, and the Manchu, but their homeland of 
Dzungaria was eventually subjugated by the Manchus in 1759. 

[The name Kalmyk is not what they call themselves. It is a Tatar word 
meaning 'those who remain'. Some suggest it applies to the people who were 
unable to participate in a later counter-migration east, but they had been 
given the name much earlier. It may stem from the time when their Turkic 
neighbours first migrated west and left them behind for a time.] 

The Oirat rulers were not, according to steppe tradition, permitted to 
be called 'Khan' until the mid-17th Century, when the Dalai Lama 
was awarded the title, nor were they regarded as 'true' Mongols – 
they did not even consider themselves to be Mongols – but that did 
not stop them from trying to obtain overlordship of Central Asia. 
They claimed legitimacy because the leader of the Khosut tribe, 
under Genghis, was the Khan’s brother. Long before their demise, 
the people who would become known as Kalmyks broke away from 
the Oirat and migrated west.  

[Genetically, they are Mongols. Linguistically they spoke a form of 
Mongolian, with five or six main dialects, but they have adopted so many 
Russian and Tatar words that they now have their own official language. The 
language still periodically comes under attack from Moscow.] 

The Alliance of Four did not have a fixed capital or a single family 
to lead it; even bureaucratic elements of society such as the military, 
'civil service', and religion were not cast in any particular mould. 
Customary Law was not enforced until 1640. 

The Kalmyks, uniquely for the people of the western steppes, 
though not for Mongols, are Buddhists, following the Dalai Lama 
and what is called the 'Virtuous Way' (a derivative of Mahayana 
Buddhism) – the Yellow Hat sect. It is a monastic form, so the 
Kalmyks used portable tent monasteries. 

[Stone monasteries were built in areas where they established permanent 
settlements.] 

Some Kalmyks, especially the upper classes, became Orthodox 
Christian when living under Tsarist protection, most notably the 
children of Don Duc Olmo (Donduk-Ombo), the sixth Khan. The 
Tchougievski Cossacks included a few hundred baptised Kalmyks. 
The nobility, of course, hoped this would guarantee Tsarist 
recognition of their claims to leadership within the Horde. 

[Lenin’s grandmother was a baptised Kalmyk. Their impact on world history 
is far from negligible.] 

The Oirat tribes, including those splinter groups that were 
sometimes absorbed, were each ruled by a noyon, or prince, who 
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was also chief tayishi or chieftain (a prince by birth, a chieftain by 
law). Lesser yayishi supported his rule and led ulus or subdivisions 
of the tribe. These lesser nobles were not dependent on the prince 
for economic or political reasons, and could be poached by 
neighbouring chieftains, with predictable results. 

Early in their history the Alliance of Four conquered all of 
Mongolia, but they did not hold it long, and were expelled from 
Eastern Mongolia, where they had subjugated the ‘real’ Mongolians, 
after about two decades. They tried again a generation later, and  
then again. Each time they found themselves pushed further west 
until nearly all of Mongolia was Mongolian. 

The Kalmyks established a new home in Dzungaria, among the Altai 
Mountains. Two generations later, in the mid-16th Century, they 
were being driven northwest along the Ob and Irytush by the Altan 
Khan, another Genghisid descendant. The Oirat fought back and 
succeeded in reconquering their new home – but not for long. In the 
early 17th Century, the Altan Khan drove them into eastern 
Kazakhstan. 

The westernmost tribe of the Alliance of Four was the Torghuts. 
They established contact with the Russians when the Muslim 
Kazakhs forbade them trade with the cities on the Syr Daria River. 
At this time, the Russians were mainly interested in trade with 
Siberia, not conquest. 

The easternmost Oraits were the Khoshuts. Denied access to China 
because of the Altan Khan, they traded with Tibet instead and were 
the first Oirats to embrace Yellow Hat Buddhism. 

The other two tribes developed the Orait power base. Rulers 
emerged who looked east again to Mongolia. They halted the Altan 
Khan’s expansionism, but when they tried to unify the Oirats, 
problems arose. The Oirats split into three: the Khosut Khanate 
migrated to, and became the protectors of, Tibet; the Dzungars 
(central tribes) became the Dzungar Empire and again challenged 
the Mongols; the Torghuts and some of the Dörbets migrated to the 
Volga and established the Kalmyk Khanate. 

Seeking broader pastures, the Kalmyks came out from the region of 
the upper Irtysh in 1618, under Tayishi Kho Orluk, skirting to the 
north of their enemies the Kazakhs and over the southern Urals 
before descending the Volga. They arrived in their new homeland in 
1630. 

This region, stretching between the Russian garrisons at Saratov  
and Astrakhan, and between and over the Don and the Volga, had 
been part of the Tatar Astrakhan Khanate, but it was now claimed by 
Russia. Most of the land was uninhabited. The people who used to 
live there were the Nogai Tatars. Most had fled to the Kuban and the 
lands of the Crimean Khanate; those who remained became vassals 
of the Kalmyks. 

Relations with Russia were strained at first. The Russians could not 
prevent the Kalmyks moving in, but they did not want them joining 
any sort of Tatar confederation. The Kalmyks raided Russian and 
Bashkir settlements (the latter were already vassals of the Tsars) and 
vice versa. To put a stop to this, the Tsars made the Kalmyk chiefs 
swear a variety of oaths; they became Russian subjects… sort of. 
For all practical purposes, they remained their own masters. 

In 1640 the Kalmyks joined with their Dzungarian brethren and the 
Eastern Mongols in swearing allegiance to the Iki Tsaadzhin Bichig, 
or Great Code of the Nomads (mythically supposed to be the rules 
laid down by Genghis Khan). This code comprehensively regulated 
nomadic life, and was the only set of laws the Kalmyks recognised 
as valid. 

Despite their rocky relationship, the Kalmyks served the Russians 
more often than not. They needed Russian support against their 
Muslim neighbours, and the Russians were impressed by their 
powerful cavalry arm, which, under the great Ayuka Khan, was 
employed extensively against Persia, the Ottomans, the Nogai, and 
the Krim Tatars. On his own account, Ayuka Khan fought the 

Kazakhs, subjugated the Mangyshlak Turmens, and raided the 
Kabardians. 

The tsars bought the services of the Kalmyk khans with money and 
dry goods, and tax-free trade opportunities with Russian frontier 
markets – much as they did with the Cossacks, but the Kalmyks 
remained far more independent. 

Ayuka’s time was the zenith of Kalmyk power. After Ayuka’s death 
in 1724 there was a period of instability. The nobility vied for 
power, accepting bribes from the Russians to enhance their 
positions. They permitted the Russians to establish settlements on 
their grazing lands (the Volga Germans being one example). The 
Khan was forced to accept a ruling council, which reduced his 
power, the Orthodox Church made inroads, and constant demands 
for cavalry units to serve Russian interests weakened the Khanate. 

At the same time, they overestimated their own regional importance 
vis á vis St. Petersburg. For example, Ayuka treated the Governor of 
Astrakhan as an inferior, while the central government regarded the 
two men as equals, and if it had to chose, would back the governor 
over the khan any day of the week. Such an attitude only led to 
greater oversight by the Russians. 

Under Catherine the Great, the Kalmyks decided to migrate 'home' 
to Dzungaria. A portion were trapped by the melting Volga and 
remained behind (and the Dörbets choose to stay), but 2-300,000 did 
leave, suffering terrible hardships on the road from marauding 
Kazakhs and Kyrgyz, and from the desert – their leader chose to 
take the shortest route. Only a third of those who set out made it to 
Dzungaria and Chinese rule. Vexed, Catherine abolished the 
Khanate and placed the area and its people under the Government of 
Astrakhan. 

The Kalmyks have had a hard time ever since. The Torghuts lost 
their leadership role to the Dörbets because they joined Pugachev’s 
Cossack revolt. Their lands were partitioned among several regional 
governments. Some of the people were resettled.  

It was not all bad. The most loyal of the Dörbets of the Don valley 
were lumped in with the Don Cossacks – at least they received the 
same privileges that way. In 1865 Elista was founded as their 
capital. It still contains the largest Buddhist temple in Europe. 

But, as with most of the minorities in Russia, the Kalmyks gained 
nothing from backing the Red Revolution. They became politically 
divided between those who supported the Bolsheviks, and those 
who did not. The Red Army drafted 18,000 Kalmyks to keep them 
out of White hands, but many did join the Whites, hoping to receive 
official status as Cossacks. 

Persecution followed the establishment of the Kalmyk ASSR, which 
was an exclusively agricultural zone. In World War II, many 
Kalmyks welcomed their German liberators and fought for them – 
though many joined the Red Army as well. As a result, all Kalmyks, 
including Red Army soldiers, were deported, suffering the usual 
mass deaths in the process. The KASSR was abolished, and even the 
place names were changed. Only in 1957 were the Kalmyks 
permitted to return, and in 1992 they became an autonomous 
republic of the Russian Federation. But with their lands now a desert 
thanks to Soviet economic practices, life remains hard. 

The Bashkirs 
The Bashkirs were another important client of the Tsarist State, 
though during the 1735-39 war with the Turks they were enduring a 
period of revolt against Russian encroachment. 

They are first reported in Western sources from the 10th Century 
AD. Over the next few centuries they developed into a powerful 
confederation of seven tribes. Originating as a Mongol people, the 
Bashkir 'nation' absorbed elements of the neighbouring Bulgar, 
Pecheneg, Kipchak, and other tribes, adding Turkic and Slavic 
stock. Most appear Mongolian rather than Turkic. Their language, 
however, is similar to Tatar. 
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They dwelt east of the Urals, mainly on the upper Ural River, with 
the Volga Bulgars to their west, the Kipchak Horde to their south, 
and the Kyrgyz to their east. In religion they were pagans, becoming 
Sunni Muslims fairly late in their history. Nomads, they bred cattle 
like most of their neighbours, and also hunted and kept bees. 

Once a threat to their neighbours, Bashkir regional dominance 
inevitably waned and in 1556 they accepted Russian supremacy; the 
town of Ufa was established as a trading post and defence against 
the now-dominant Kyrgyz. 

The first 'rebellion' of the Bashkirs occurred in 1676 and proved 
difficult to put down. Another insurrection, sparked by ill-treatment 
by Russian tax collectors, flared up in 1707. In 1720 the Bashkir 
people signed one of the usual 'client' treaties with Russia, assuring 
their independence, but requiring them to return any Russians who 
had fled to their lands (of which there were a fair number – 20,000 
returned over a two-year period). 

Problems arose again with the founding of Orenburg in 1735 and the 
establishment of a Cossack colony in the region (this particular 
settlement failed; the existing Orenburg was founded in 1743). 
Inevitably, settlers followed the founding of a military post, the land 
was divided and sold, with much of it going to the rich owners of 
lumber concerns who exploited the people living on their property. 
The Bashkirs were forced onto reservations, and Orthodoxy was 
rigorously proselytised among them. Naturally, the Bashkirs went on 
the warpath. 

A series of three revolts rocked the 1730s. That of 1735-36 was put 
down when General Rumyantsev brought regulars and factory 
militia ('factory' in the sense of 'Hudson’s Bay Company militia') 
from Perm. The Bashkirs who participated in the revolt lost their 
lands, which were given to loyal neighbouring tribes, many of 
whom had been subject to Bashkir rule. Lesser uprisings followed in 
1737-38 and 1739-40. These events never involved the Bashkir 
nation as a whole, but only alliances of a few clans at a time. 

Despite these revolts, the Bashkirs frequently sent contingents to 
fight for the Russians in the European theatre, generally along with 
the Kalmyks. The Russians felt their unusual appearance would 
frighten the opposition; like the Kalmyks, they were primarily bow-
armed light horsemen. Bashkirs were present at Torgau in 1761. 
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A sudden bliss has seized my mind, 
And to a mountain peak it carries me  
Up where the wind's forgotten how to stir the trees; 
The deepest valley lies in silence. 
Perceiving something, quiet goes the brook  
That used to babble without cease 
When rushing swiftly down the hill. 
There, they are braiding laurel wreaths 
And word is spread to every side; 
Smoke curls up from the fields afar. 

Do I see Pindus down below me? 
I hear the pristine sisters' songs! 
With flame Permessian I burn, 
I strive in haste toward their visage. 
They've given me the healing water: 
Drink, and forget your every toil; 
Rinse out your eyes with dew Castalian. 
Beyond steppes and mountains cast your gaze, 
Direct your soul toward those lands 
Where morning breaks upon dark night. 

Just like a ship 'midst raving waves 
That threaten to engulf it, 
Severs their frothing caps, 
And clings steadfastly to its course 
Amidst the raging silver foam, 
Its wake ablaze across the deep: 
Thus did the hordes of Tatars haste 
Around to meet the Russian force; 
Cavalry steam obscures the sky! 
What happens then? They're felled at once. 

Love for the Fatherland empowers 
The souls and hands of Russian sons; 
They each desire to spill their blood, 
They draw their strength from sounds of war. 
How does the mighty lion scare 
A wolf pack baring poison teeth 
Showing ferocious, gleaming eyes? 
His roaring quakes the woods and shore, 
His tail churns up the dust and sand, 
Uncoiling mightily, he strikes. 

Is it bronze thunder in Mount Etna's breast, 
That bubbles in a sulfurous brew? 
Or is it Hades shattering his chains, 
And throwing wide his gaping jaws? 
It is the nation of an outcast slave 
Igniting a high castle's moat, 
Raining down steel and flame upon the valley 
Where our well-chosen warriors, 
Ringed all around by swamps and foes, 
Storm the swift current into fire. 

O, hide your forces, Istanbul, 
In mountains, where the fiery sky 
Belches out ashes, flames and death; 
Beyond where Tigris scours its banks. 
But in this world there is no barrier  
That could curtail the eagles' flight. 
They stop for naught: not waters, forests, 
Hills, torrents or the wildest steppes. 
The eagle legions can attain 
Heights that are scaled by wind alone. 

Let earth, like Pontus, heave and breathe, 
Let all the world's expanses groan, 
Let blackest smoke obscure the light 
Moldavan peaks be drenched in blood; 
But none of this can hinder you, 
O Rus', for fate herself protects you 
In blessed Anna's name. 
And now your ardent zeal for Her 
Carries you swift through Tatar ranks, 
Cutting wide swathes for you to pass. 

The day conceals its rays amidst the waves, 
And leaves the fight to burn against night; 
The Tatar prince has perished in the dark; 
The Tatars lose both light and hope. 
A wolf steals from the deepest woods 

Toward the pallid Turkish corpse. 
Then someone watching his last sunset, 
Cries out, 'O, veil this crimson scene, 
And cover up Muhammad's shame! 
Sink like the sun into the sea!' 

Why is my soul thus seized by fear? 
My blood runs cold, my heart laments! 
What sudden clamour strikes my ear? 
The woods and desert wind are howling! 
Fierce beasts are hiding in a cave, 
The door of heaven opens wide, 
Above the army, stormclouds part - 
Then all at once the Hero enters, 
His face aflame, he routs the foe 
With blood-washed sword. 

Is it not he, who razed the fortress 
That threatened Rus' beside the flowing Don? 
Is it not he who struck the Persians down 
Amidst the thirsting reaches of the steppe? 
Just such a gaze he cast upon his foes 
When he debarked on Gothic shores, 
Just such a mighty hand he raised, 
And his steed galloped just as swift 
When now his legions trampled the plains 
That lie before the dawning day. 

All round him from the clouds above 
Rain thunderbolts and lightning, 
And sensing Peter's forces nigh  
The woodlands and fields lie trembling. 
Who joins his fierce gaze to the south, 
All cloaked in terrifying thunder? 
It must be he the victor at Kazan, 
Who by the Caspian's banks  
Did overthrow the proud Selim - 
And strew the steppe with Pagan heads. 

One hero speaks now to the other: 
'We did not toil in vain, 
Nor were our exploits futile: 
For now the world's in awe of Rus'. 
Our work has broadened our frontiers 
To north, to west and to the east. 
And in the south, our Anna celebrates, 
Bestows this triumph on her people.' 
Now darkness closes round our heroes - 
Conceals them from our eyes and ears. 

The river swirls with Tatar blood 
That's spilled among the warriors. 
And fearing battle to rejoin, 
The foe escapes across the barren land, 
Abandons sword, encampment, shame, 
They paint a ghastly sight while running 
Through their slain brothers blood. 
Even the slightest trembling leaf 
Strikes fear into their hearts now 
Like screaming cannonballs. 

The woods and vales sing out with springs 
'O, victory to Rus'! O, victory!' 
The foe now fleeing Russian swords 
Is terrified by his own steps. 
Then, seeing her own men in flight, 
The moon, ashamed of their disgrace, 
Doth blush and hide her face in gloom. 
And glory flies in dark of night, 
With trumpets to all lands to herald 
The terrifying might of Rus'. 

An Ode in Blessed Memory of Her Majesty the Empress Anna Ivanovna on 
the Victory Over the Turks and Tatars and the Taking of Khotin, 1739. By  
M.V. Lomonsov. 

[M.V. Lomonsov (1711-1765) was a Russian literary giant. His works are 
pretty stilted now, but in his day he was regarded as an innovator, and this 
poem of his is still widely taken to be the origin of modern Russian poetry. 
He was also a leading all-round scientist, founder of the Moscow University, 
founder of the first chemical lab in Russia, and a pioneer in atomic theory. 
One of his many achievements was the discovery that Venus has an 
atmosphere.]
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