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Oft-called the “the Graveyard of Empires,” the wild region now known as
Alghanistan has foiled would-be conquerors for millennia

By Stephen Tanne

In 1809 a diplomat named Mountstuart Elphinstone led Britain’s
first fact-finding mission to Afghanistan. In a land filled with strile
and riven by independent factions, he met an elderly tribal leader and
tried to convince him of the benefits of a firm central government.
The leaders response? “We are content with discord, we are content
with alarms, we are content with blood,” the A& ied. “But we will
never be content with a master.”

™

Indeed. 200 years later his stuement still holds oue mare than edicss from Kabul, When Afghans do interact,
Uniquely among the nations ol Eurasia, Afshanistan has it often takes the form of imernecine warlare
steadfasthy resisted conquest. despite being a crossroads Winston Churchill, based as a young man in the North
for ambitious empives throughow ancient and medieval West Frontier Provinee in 1897, weote that “a continua
times and a battleground m the modern age during 1he state of fend and strife prevails turoughout the Tand . Tribe
Great Game and the Cold War. For millennia ighanistan wars with tribe. The people of one valley light with those
has stood at the center of recunent conflicts, vet has never  of the next. To the quarrels of communities are added the

been forced to “be content with a mastet

hy should this region remain uniguely unbowed?

Among several factors making it a formidable

thilitary L‘hff‘l.‘ri".{' the most obvious is 1errain
Fhe castern part of Afghanistan is entirely mountainous
and the Hindu Kush range—with peaks above 20,000 leet
bisects the counrry: What is not mountainous is largel
desert, restricnng settled communities 1w a few fentile river
valleys. Invasion routes are limited. and defenders can casily
plug or threaten key passages through the mountains, such
as the Panjshir Valley and the Khvher Pass.

The difficult terrain has abetted chronie division among
the Afghans, who often remain isolated, if not xenophobic.
within their respective valleys, tribes or clans, So while
toreign conguerars lave never succeeded i subdning the
Atghan people, neither has any indigenous Alghan gov-
ernment. The Pashtun {or Pathan} people, Alghanistans
dominant ethwic group, are the worlds largest remaining
tribal-hased society, and local rules or rivalries count for

combats of individuals.. . Every mans hand is against the
ather. and all against the stranger.” Churchill was siruck
by how the socially unsephisticated Pashuun fighters were
nevertheless equipped with modern arms: “To the ferocin
ol the Zulu are added the crali ol the Redskin and the marks-
manship of the Boer,” he wrote. “At a thousand vards the
traveler falls wounded bv the well-gimed buller of a breech- -
Inading rifle. His as<ailant, approaching, hacks him 1o death :
with the ferocity of a South-Sea Islnder.”

To say that Alghanistan has resisted conguest is no
to say that it can't be overrun.
In fact, invaders nearly always  Armed with handmade
find casy entry to the country,  muskets called jezails,
since the Afghan svstem—reins  right, Afghans routinely
loosely held by the contral gov-  defeated invading
ernment, and the disparaie tribes  forces throughout
and ethnic groups frequently ar the 19th century.
endcls—does not lend itseli w coor-  Thedr weapons may
dinated border defense. The core  have changed, but their
strength of Alghanistan exisis in - determination hasn't.






the hills. not in the few easily accessible cities. Thas,
a Foreign army at first may experience a period of decep-
tive calin, encountering only curiosity from the locals,
hetore the ancient Afghan warrior enhure coalesces 10
restst the invades

The list of loreign powers the Afghans have thwarted
is long and impressive, strerching from the warld's lirst
superpower. the Persian Empire, o its [atest, the Unired
States. In between, failed would-be conguerars have
included Alexander the Great. Genghis Khar, Victoran
Gireat Britain and the Soviet Union—and many others.
Some wrought more destruction than others, butl none
wits ultimuately successful.

nother step in understanding

why Afghanistan has been such

a tough nuot for would-be con
guerers 1o crack is to recogrize that
the country’s modern pohtical borders
arc entirely irrelevant. Drawn toward
the end ol the 19th centary by ourside
powers, the lines on the map marking
Afghanistan’s boundaries simply have
nothing to do with its true population
or .&tr:'ngﬂl

In 1893 Englishman Mortimer Du
rand was charged with drawing a bor-
der between Alghanistan and British
India, a task he combined with bird-
watching and hunting. His only speci-
fic instructions were to make sure such
srategic potnis as the Khyber and Kho-
jak passes and such important cities as
Peshawar and Quetta fefl on the Indian side of the border,
This meant drawing a line through the heart of the Pashtun
homeland, providing clarity for future atlas makers but
confusing future military strategists show 1o realize that
a “true” border, such as would justifiably divide peoples,
clisk me1 exist,

Before the creation of the Durand Line, Afghanisian
tncluded modern-day northwesi Pakistan. Indeed, once
the Pakistani state was established in 1947, its govern-
ment guickly designated that border region as “tribal
territaries,” to which its writ need not be extended. It
dubbed the remainder of its Pashiun region the North-West
Frontier Province.

Phere are many cases in which borders arburarily drawn
by great powers withont regard 10 the ethiic groups they
encompass have resulied in continual strife, Bun nowhere
has cartography been more deceprive than with Alghanistan,
which is ellectively much larger than it appears on & map
~=some 15 million more people on the Pakistani side of
the border are ethmealby culourally and religiously = Afghan
Yet the Durand Line has kept this part of what mighe hest
he called “Pashiunistan™ immune 1o those who wish 1o
conguer Alghanistan,

tNowhere has
cartography
been more
deceptive
than with

Afghanistan,
which is
effectively
much larger
than it appears
on a map?

L ersta was the [irst civilized power known 10 have
: artempled o invade the Afghan regiom and appar-
S ently was the first to encounter roubles ensuing
from 1s “conquest.” Though details are sparse, we know
thay Cyrus the Grear was forced 1o invade the region twice.
He died there in 330 sC in combat with a Scvthian tribe
near the Jaxartes River {the modern Svr Darya), a fight
Herodotus described as “the most violent of all baitles
ever fought by barbarians,”

It was only with Alexander the Great’s mvasien in
328 % that we begin to learn the details of ancient Alghan-
stan. Onee the Persian Empire had succumbed 1o lis army,
Alexander might reasonably have been expected 1o con-
solidate his gains, while rewarding his troops fram the
vast spolls of Mesopolamia. Bu after
he fatled ro catch Darius 111, the Persian
ruler, a relative named Bessus, gover
nor of Bactria {northern Afghanistan),
declared himself the new Persian king,
prempting Alexander 1o keep his army
marching east.

This rationale was presented 1o his
troops—most of whom just wished
e go home or at least resi—but most
scholars agree Alexander was truly
motivated by a desire 10 exceed the
achievements of Cyrus, which mean:
reaching the Jaxaries and rthe Indus,
The trouble was that the land of Af.
ghanistan, then harely known 1o the
Greeks, lay in berween, with iis [or-
bidding terrain and climate.

Alter some difficu’t hartles with
Persian holdouts and Bactrian cavaley in the vicini-
tv of today’s Herar, Alexander moved south, where he
found a stable, welcoming agriculiural community in
the Helmand River Vallev {just as Cvrus had done). But
then he decided 1o veer north across the Hindu Kush,
The army ran into an unscasonable blast of winter thas
claimed many hves, crippling countless others with frose-
bite or snow blindness,

When Alexander's army finally straggled out of the
Hindu Kush, Bessus and his Bactrian cavalry missed the
chance to explott its weakened condition and instead ook
flight across the Oxus River {tedays Ao Darva), Alexan-
der pursied him but fatled 1o anticipate the 45 miles
of desert that lay between the city of Balkh and the river
Without sufficient water. more of his men perished and
athers mistakenly gorged themselves once they reached
water, causing “more casualies than Alexander had losi
in any battle.” according o the Roman historian Quintus
Curtius Rufus. So far Alexander had merely crossed the
erritory of Afghanistan. suffering horrendous casualties
from ls climate and terrain alone. Next, he would pit
himself against the fighters whose descendants wounld
make that country’s warrior culture mfamaous,
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