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difficult objective, of benefit to others, against
daunting odds, in the presence of some degree of
personal danger. Of course, as a member of a secretive
organization, I would never expect that a suitable
medal would be pinned to the breast pocket of my suit
jacket under any circumstance. But, then again, if
there ever was a serious such event and ceremony, I
took comfort in the knowledge that at least, I would
have a suitable look.
(to be continued)
Norman A. Levy
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Exotic names and faraway places often come to our
attention through wars and crises, especially when
American forces are involved. One Lhinks of Pusan, My
Lai, and Mogadishu, to name but a few.
But a crisis
need not involve American military to dominate the news
and introduce a host of unfamiliar names. A good
example is Chechnya. Today most Americans recognize
the names and perhaps even that of its decimated
capital, Grozny, although few would have known either
before December 1994. Far fewer, I think, would be
able to locate Chechnya on a map and only a handful
would know anything about the Chechens themselves.
Understandably, Russians are better at geography
in their part of the world than we are.
They know
exactly where Chechnya is more than a thousand miles
south of Moscow, and can pinpoint the location of
Grozny. Attitudes and understanding, however, are
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another matter. While most Russians deplored the war
that Boris Yeltsin launched in December 1994, they
nevertheless saw Chechens as thieves and criminals.
For their part, Chechens hated Russians. Behind these
animosities lay two centuries of turbulent and often
violent relations.
The Russians conquered the Chechens about 150
years ago after a brutal campaign that dragged on for
half a century. The Chechens are a mountain people
living on the northern slopes of the Caucasus
mountains. They converted to Islam in the late
sixteenth century and by the early nineteenth century
they numbered about 200,000. Russia's population at
that time was around 60 million.
Essentially the
Russians intruded into the Caucasus because of its
strategic location. The Caucasus are a 750-mile-long
chain of mountains stretching across the isthmus that
lies between the Caspian Sea on the east and the Black
Sea on the west. They are considered to be the
dividing line between Europe and Asia and for centuries
have been a crossroads for trade.
Long before the
discovery of oil in the late nineteenth century, the
Caucasus were seen by Russian rulers such as Peter the
Great as a gateway to Persia and ultimately to India.
Visually the Caucasus are spectacular, a region of
rugged beauty with steep, plunging gorges, countless
rivers and streams, rich green plains, mountain slopes
covered with thick forests of beech and oak, and above
the timber line, towering snow -covered peaks. The most
majestic of all is Mt. Elbrus.
Its twin crests soar
over 18,400 feet above sea level, higher than the
Alps.
Indeed, the Caucasus are the highest mountain
range in all of Europe. The only level route from
north to south in the whole of the Caucasian isthmus
skirts the mountains and runs along the Caspian shore.
The only other major north-south route cuts through the
center of the mountain chain. To make a road of it,
the Russians in the early nineteenth century labored
five years to hack thl?j r
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create what they called the Georgian Military Highway.
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The Highway became a vital link between th~
Russian base at Vladikavkaz in the north and Tbilisi,
the capital of Georgia, in the south.
But it was a
treacherous route. Avalanches were a constant threat.
The road itself was narrow, descending and mounting,
clinging to the rock face, and winding beside furious
rivers.
Thirty years ago I traveled the modern
Georgian Military Highway on a bus filled with awed b u
somewhat uneasy colleagues. As we sped around the
hairpin turns, I tried not to think about what liquid
refreshment our Russian driver might have had for lunc _
that day.
I needn't have worried; we made it to
Tbilisi without incident.
These mountains have been called the Caucasus
since the time of the Greek historian Herodotus in the
fifth century B.C. The: name derives from the Sanskri t ,
and signifies white or snowy mountains.
(Blanch, p.
22). The Caucasus were prominent in ancient Greek
l e gends.
Prometheus was chained on a Caucasian
mountain.
Jason and his Argonauts went searching for
the Golden Fleece at the western end of the Caucasus.
Over the centuries a great variety of peoples invaded
and migrated into the Caucasus:
Persians, Khazars,
Arabs, Huns, Turks, and Avars, a Turkic-speaking tribe
who came out of Central Asia in the mid - sixth century .
(Merpert)
These people settled in the valleys and on
the mountain slopes, lived in isolation from one
another, and over time developed strong tribal
traditions and a profusion of distinctive languages.
Today there are over 50 ethno - linguistic groups
scattered throughout the Caucasus, an area smaller tha=
New England.
The peoples of the Caucasus are probably
the most linguistically varied in the world.
(Gammer ,
p. 18)
They are also of different religious faiths.
Ethnic and religious diversity fostered constant
friction cWlung the peoples of the Caucasus, which made
the area vulnerable to the ambitions of aggressive
outsiders. The intervention of powerful neighbors is
an old story in this part of the world.
For hundreds
of years the Ottoman Turks and the Persians competed
for influence and fought for control in the Caucasus.
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Then came the Russians.
In 1801 the Christian kingdom
of Georgia turned to Russia for protection against the
threat of conquest by Persia. The Russians responded
by peacefully annexing Georgia.
From that point
forward the Russian goal was to gain secure access to
Georgia. They did this by first building the Georgian
Military Highway.
But to protect the Highway they
needed to control the northern Caucasus. That meant
subduing all of the peoples who lived in the area,
including the Chechens and the Dagestanis.
This policy
of subjugation initiated a fierce struggle that has not
yet ended.
The tone of Russian policy and behavior in the
Caucasus was set by General Aleksei Petrovich Yerm6lov.
He was a man of gigantic stature, great physical
strength, and incorruptible honesty. Tsar Alexander I
appointed him in 1816 as commander-in - chief in the area
and gave him a free hand to do whatever the General
thought was necessary to achieve Russian aims.
Yerm6lov defined Lhose aims as nothing less than making
the whole of the Caucasus an integral part of the
Russian Empire. He was determined to conquer, or if
need be, destroy any non-Russian nationality in the
region.
Yem6lov had no hesitancy in using terror.
"I
desire that the terror of my name," he informed the
Tsar, "should guard our frontiers more potently than
chains or fortresses, that my word s h ould be for the
natives a law more inevitable than death. One
execution saves hundreds of Russians from destruction
and thousands of Muslims from treas o n."
(Gammer, pp.
34-35)

Yerm6lov's rabid Russian nationalism blinded him
from seeing that in Muslim eyes opposition to Russian
domination was not treason but a sacred duty.
That
made no difference to this conquering general.
He knew
nothing about the natives nor did he care to find out.
Had he made the effort, he would have learned that the
tribes and clans of the Chechens had a long tradition
of repulsing any and all external authority.
Chechen
men were raised from childhood to be warriors.
In the
nineteenth century there were about 50,000 s uc h
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warrluL8.
They were skilled hnrRAmen. moved swiftly
and lightly, knew how to find cover and how to disguise
themselves.
In short, they were accomplished guerrilla
fighters in the forests and mountains of their
homeland.
Russians, on the other hand, despite their
strength in numbers and fi r epower, were clumsy and
exposed in the mountains where they had to drag their
cannon and bulky supplies up steep mountain paths.
Yerm6lov knew nothing about Chechen tactics and
disdained to study them. Russian commanders who
succeeded him continued that haughtiness. They all
brought to the Caucasus a tradition of warfare based
upon their experience in Europe: a heavy reliance on
rigid discipline and superior firepower to gain victory
in pitched battles. The Russians believed that the
sheer numerical strength of their forces would
overwhelm their opponents. They were contemptuous of
the mountaineers. The result was that neither Russian
soldiers nor officers were trained to fight guerrillas
i n the forests or mountains.
Instead, the Russians
poured in ever larger numbers of men, from about 30,00 0
in Yerm6lov's time to around 200,000 in the 1850's.
Russian soldiers paid a heavy price for the arrogance
of their commanders. Ultimately the Russians lost more
than half a million men in the Caucasus in the twentyfive years between 1834 and 1859.
(Blanch, p. 186)
Chechyna, smaller than our state of New Jersey, became
the center of one of the longest guerrilla campaigns o f
the nineteenth century.
(Gall & De Waal, p. x)
Ye r m6lov launched his policy of conquest in 18 1 7 .
He decided to deal first with the Chechens. To subdue
them, he planned to confiscate their agricultural lands
and pastures, where the Chechens sheltered their flock s
in winter to avoid the severe cold in the mountains.
Deprived of this sanctuary, he reasoned, the Chechens
would have no choice but to accept Russian rule.
Yerm6lov also had a line of forts built to establish
permanent Russian bases. One of these, built in 1819,
h e called Groznaia, which means "menacing . " It was
r enamed Grozny in 1870.
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Yerm6lov's method of operation was to carry out
devastating punitive operations, which destroyed
gardens, fields and whole villages in the lowland areas
of Chechnya. Often all the inhabitants of a village,
men, women and children, were slaughtered. On some
occasions the women were captured and sold as slaves or
distributed to Russian officers for thei r pleasure.
When Tsar Alexander I learned of this cruelty, he
rebuked Yerm610v but did not remove him from command.
That was finally done by Tsar Nicholas I in 1827 . By
then Russian policy in the Caucasus was rooted in the
firm conviction that force was the only thing that
would work against the natives.
Even Russia's greatest
poet, Aleksandr Pushkin, who had been exiled to the
Caucasus in the early 1820's, admonished the natives :
Bow down thy snowy head, oh, Caucasus;
(Baddeley, p. 92)
Submit; Yerm6lov comes!
Yet for all his brutality, Yerm6lov was never able
to conquer the mountain villages wh ich contained the
main body of Chechens. The villages were so high up
and the trails leading to them we re so steep and
treacherous that they were virtual ly impregnable.
Yermolov's terror tactics exasperated the Chechens
and left them with an undying hatred for the Russians.
In addition to punitive expedit ions, the Russians also
seized a great deal of fertile land from the Chechens
which they then gave to Cossack settlers.
They also
introduced alcoholic drinks on a massive scale which
seriously weakened Chechen socie ty.
Yermolov himself
commented in 1819 that "dissoluteness has already made
its appearance in the wake of strong drink."
(Gammer,
p. 41)
To Chechens it seemed that their physical and
spiritual world was crumbling, that they were abandoned
by their leaders just when they needed them most .
In the midst of this demoralization, an Islamic
mystical movement called Muridism transformed the
condition of the Chechens and their neighbors, the
Dagestanis. Murids believed that the Muslim community
had gone astray and that it was their duty to restore
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the community to the right path. To achieve this, they
taught thaL every follower had to fulfill exactly the
commandments of the sharia, the Islamic code of laws.
They were strict fundamentalists and their power
derived from the implicit threat that the duty of the
people to obey their rulers was valid only so long as
the rulers ' orders did not contradict the sharia.
Politically the goal of the Murids was to unite all
Muslim communities in the Caucasus against the
Russians, whom the Murids looked upon as hated
infidels.
The Russians reacted by persecuting the Murids.
In Russians eyes, the Murids were preaching holy war.
To counter it, the Russians sought to spread Orthodox
Christianity and to restrict Muslim religious
practices . They even tried to prohibit pilgrimages to
Mecca and Medina, the one measure that caused the
greatest uproar. Yet despite Russian efforts to stamp
it out, the doctrine of Muridism spread rapidly in the
Northern Caucasus.
It was spectacularly successful in
Dagestan and Chechnya. One reason for this was the
extraordinary character of the men who headed the
movement. The chief Murid was called imam, an Arabic
term meaning political and religious leader. One of
these imams was so forceful in resisting the Russians,
t hat he became a legend in his own day. His name was
Shamil and he came from an Avar family in Dagestan.
For twenty - five years Shamil the Avar stood against the
Russian Tsar, a wily mountaineer pitted against the
most powerful sovereign in Europe.
Shamil was born in 1796 into a noble Avar family, i n
a bleak Dagestani mountain village perched 5,000 fee t
above a raging river. He was named Ali at birth but h e
was such a sickly baby that his parents changed his name
to ~hamil, which ~eans. Samuel.
There was a widespread
bel~ef among Musl~ms ~n the Caucasus that changing a
baby's name would ward off malign spirits that hovere d
aro,:-nd children.
After the name change, Shamil di d
thr~ve.
He ~rew to be six feet three inches tall and
~ecame excep~lonally strong and athletic.
He develope d
lnto an unr~valled horseman and could outdo almost
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everyone in his mastery of musket, sword and dagger.
Shamil was a natural-born leader:
a man of iron will,
self -discipline, and self -control.
Above all, he was
extremely intelligent.
Shamil's exploits transformed him into a mythic
figure.
He was severely wounded nineteen times and on
four occasions was left for dead.
The fact that he
survived enhanced the aura of invincibility about him, a
belief that he was under special heavenly care and was
being miraculously preserved to lead the struggle against
the Russians .
Shamil's first spectacular escape from
what appeared certain death reinforced this image of him
as an almost superhuman being and has passed into
caucasian history.
It occurred in 1832 when Shamil,
along with other mountaineers, were trapped in a village
surrounded by Russians.
The Russian artillery pounded
away at the village and killed everyone except for two
survivors.
One of them was Shamil.
A Russian officer
wrote an eye-witness account of what happened next:
It was dark:
by the light of the burning
thatch we saw a man standing in the doorway of
the [thatched hut] which stood on raised
ground, rather above us.
This man, who was
very tall and powerfully built, stood quite
still, as if giving us time to take aim.
Then, suddenly, with the spring of a wild
beast, he leapt clean over the heads of the
very line of soldiers about to fire on him ,
and landing behind them, whirling his sword in
his left hand, he cut down three of them, but
was bayoneted by the fourth,
the steel
plunging deep into his chest. His face still
extraordinary in its immobility, he seized the
bayonet, pulled it out of his own flesh, cut
down the man and, with another superhuman
leap, cleared the wall and vanished into the
darkness.
We
were
left
absolutely
dumbfounded.
The whole business had taken
perhaps, a minute and a half.
(Blanch pp'
73-74)

,

.
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Two years after this incident, in 1834, the imam of
the Murids in Chechnya and Dagestan was assassinated.
Shamil was proclaimed his successor. Once having gained
power, he meant to keep it by eliminating any possibl e
challengers. His first act was to have the young son and
heir of t_he previous imam killed.
He then began t o
expand his control.
By mid-1836 ~lmost all the
communities in Dagestan and several ln Chechnya had
voluntarily submitted to Shamil.
He began to lay the
foundations of a state and to organize a standing army
th~t grew steadily in size.
The Russian became alarmed.
The new commander-in chief in the Caucasus, a man named Baron Grigori i
Vladimirovich Rosen, decided to put a stop to thes e
threatening developments. He demanded that Shamil submi t
unconditionally to Russian control. Shamil refused. At
that point Rosen resolved to eliminate Shamil once and
for all. In the summer of 1836 he launched an offensive
into Chechnya and Dagestan.
Shamil tried to negotiat e
with the Russians but this time Rosen refused. The onl
choice Rosen gave Shamil was complete surrender, eithe r
willingly or by force.
The Russian underestimated the
Avar. Even after a vigorous campaign and heavy losses he
could not crush Shamil.
Only then did Rosen offer t o
negotiate, but in a way that would humiliate Shamil. He
wanted Shamil to come to Tiflis, the Georgian capital, i r.
October 1837, when Tsar Nicholas I would be there on a
tour of the Caucasus. Shamil was to ask forgiveness of
the Tsar and then be granted a personal pardon.
The
Russians, however, absolutely refused to recognize Shamias imam and leader of Chechnya and Dagestan.
Shami l ,
with the strong backing of his advisors, rejected t he
invitation to go to Tiflis.
The Tsar was outraged a nd
declared that he would crush this impudent Avar with "one
mighty blow."
(Gammer, p. 95)
In May of 1839 the Russians launcht:::u a maj o r
expedition aimed at capturing Shamil in his strongho ld
high in the rugged mountains of Dagestan. The Russians
had a difficult time making their way through the narrow ,
dangerous passes, dragging along baggage trains and heavy
artillery.
They lost men constantly as they went.
By
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mid-summer they finally got to the area of Shamil's
stronghold, set up their batteries, and began firing
incessantly,
killing
men,
women,
and
children
indiscriminately. By August, Shamil knew he was trapped.
Only a handful of his garrison remained alive; half the
women and children were dead and the ammunition was
almost gone. In this desperate situation he agreed to a
truce.
The Russian commander insisted that as evidence
of good faith in negotiations, Shamil was to hand over
his eldest son as a hostage.
The youngster was only
eight years old. No demand could have been more bitter
for Shamil than to give up his first-born son to the
infidels.
But he had no choice and full of guilt and
remorse, he handed over his son.
The sacrifice proved futile.
Negotiations broke
down when the Russian commander demanded that Shamil and
his remaining supporters surrender to the Russian
government.
Shamil refused; that was not his idea of
negotiations. The Russians launched a final assault and
captured Shamil's stronghold. But the big prize eluded
them. During the night of September 2, 1839 Shamil, his
family and some of his followers managed to escape, but
without his eldest son.
The Russians had already sent
the youngster on to St. Petersburg.
For their part, the Russians were convinced they had
broken the spirit of the Chechens, despite Shamil' s
escape.
The time had come, they thought, to introduce
direct rule into Chechnya.
They appointed natives to
serve the Russians as inspectors in the villages. Under
the pretext of collecting fines and taxes,
these
inspectors confiscated private belongings and seized food
and livestock. The biggest mistake the Russians made was
to try to disarm the Chechens by confiscating firearms.
They did not understand that for the mountaineers weapons
were more than a practical necessity; they were a source
of pride that signified manhood and freedom.
Weapons
were handed down through the generations from father to
son, and were considered to be among a man's most
precious possessions. To give up weapons was unthinkable
and to be forced to give them up was a terrible
humiliation.
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An explosive situation was being created in
Chechnya.
It was made even more volatile when rumors
swept through the country that the Russians had still
more evil intentions in mind. These rumors had it that
the Russians planned to press the disarmed population
into serfdom, that they were going to conscript men into
military service and force women into domestic service.
It was precisely while these tensions were mounting that
Shamil a~rlved in Chechnya after fleeing from his falle n
stronghold in Dagestan. His fame as a man of wisdom and
devout faith spread rapidly.
In 1840 delegations o f
Chechens came to him and described the terrible abuse s
they were suffering under the Russians.
They were
planning a rebellion and implored Shamil to lead it. He
finally agreed but only after the Chechens took a solemn
oath of absolute obedience to Shamil.
To built a firm foundation of support, Shamil and
his followers went from village to village in Chechnya
and gained the loyalty of each one.
As the Russian s
learned of Shamil's spreading influence, they became
increasingly apprehensive.
Twice
they
sent
ou t
expeditions from their base at Groznaia to "keep the
Chechens
in
obedience,"
but
the
missions
were
unsuccessful.
In the
meantime,
Shamil
and hi s
lieutenants resorted to guerrilla tactics with great
effect. With their mounted troops they swooped down on
the Russians where least expected, inflicted heavy
casualties and then quickly disappeared into the forests .
These tactics kept the Russians constantly off balance .
It helps explain why the Caucasus tribes, even though
heavily outnumbered by the Russians, were able to hol d
out so long against them.
By mid-1841, at least one Russian general recognize d
how formidable a threat Shamil had become. He wrote:
We have never had in the Caucasus an enemy s o
savage and dangerous as Shamil. . . his rul e
has acquire~ a religiouc - military rharacter .
. Shamil has surrounded himself with blind
executors of his will, and inevitable deat h
awaits e veryone who draws down on himself the
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slightest suspicion of a desire to overthrow
his rule.
(Gammer, p. 121)
The general might have added that even Chechens who
found themselves in circumstances so hopeless that they
dared to think of giving up, were restrained by the dread
of frightful retribution. That happened in 1843 when the
Chechens were surrounded by Russians and had no prospect
of aid. They were desperate and thought of surrendering
to the Russians but were terrified at the thought of
Shamil's wrath.
So they sent a delegation to Shamil's
mother to try to persuade her to intercede for them.
With great trepidation, she agreed to speak to her son on
their behalf. Shamil listened to what his mother had to
say. He then ordered the village population to gather in
front of the mosque while he secluded himself for three
days of intense prayer and fasting. When he emerged he
gravely announced to the anxious crowd the Prophet' s .
answer:
the Chechens' request was shameful and the one
who had brought the request to him, his own mother, must
be publicly punished with one hundred lashes. After the
first five lashes, his mother lost consciousness. Shamil
then knelt in prayer in front of her and declared that
Muhammad had directed that he, Shamil, was to receive the
remaining ninety- five strokes.
After the flogging,
Shamil told the Chechen delegation, aghast at what they
had just seen, to go back home and tell their people that
there was to be no surrender.
(Blanch, pp. 130-33)
By
the end of the 1840's Shamil's rule was pure despotism.
(Baddeley, p. 438)
It took the Russians another eighteen years to
suppress Shamil's rule. Part of the problem was the Tsar
himself,
sitting
in
faraway
St.
Petersburg
and
exasperated at the damaging attacks carried out by this
impudent Avar.
Nicholas wanted him smashed, like a fly
on the wall. All the Tsar had to do was give the order
and it would be done.
Nicholas had a military cast of
mind. He believed that the ideal way to rule Russia was
as a commanding general whose subordinates would not dare
challenge the Tsar's judgment.
In 1843, he instructed
his commander in the Caucasus, General Neidhardt, to
undertake a major campaign to destroy Shamil's power by
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no later than December of the next year. Nicholas set u p
a special budget and sent reinforcements to assure the
success of the campaign. These expectations were totall y
unrealistic and were made more so by Nicholas' insistenc e
that he closely supervise the entire operation from St .
Petersburg.
General Neidhardt was no fool.
He knew this one blow strategy had no chance of success but he could no t
oppose the will of the Tsar . Nicholas could not be made
to comprehend, however hard Neidhardt tried, that victory
in the Caucasus could only be won through a p r olonged wa r
o f attrition. That required a n understanding of Shamil' s
strength among the mountain people and above all,
patience. Nicholas had neither. When Neidhardt faile d
to meet the impossible deadline of December 1844 ,
Ni cholas fired him and in January 1845 appointed a new
general,
Count
Mikhail
Semenovich
Vorontsov,
as
commander-in-chief of all Russian forces in the Caucasus.
To no avail, Voronts6v had distinguished himself in the
war against Napoleon thirty years earlier but he wa s
totally ignorant of warfare in the Caucasus.
Shamil
completely outmaneuvered h i m in 1845, although he wa s
unable to gain a major strategic victory because the
Russian forces were so much more numerous than his own .
It didn't take Voronts6v long to conclude that the
Tsar's "one big blow" strategy was a disaster.
In
September 1845 he met with Nicholas in the Crimea and
persuaded him to adopt a siege strategy.
The goal wa s
now to encircle all areas under Shamil's rule and the
steadily tighten the ring. This meant clearing forests ,
building r oads, constructing new fortifications, and
protecting the Georgian Military Highway by strengtheni ng
existing forts .
The key tactic was cutting down the
forests because it deprived the Chechens of places to
hide. Vorontsov's immediate aim was to gain control of
Chechnya because he knew the area provided Shamil with a
large proportion of his food and a great number of h is
best warriors. Shamil well understood the significanc e
of the new Russian strategy but there was no way he coul d
prevent the clearing operations. He knew that in the end
t h e Russians would win out in Chechnya.
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For seven years the Russians steadily advanced in
Chechnya, clearing forests, burning fields and destroying
villages. They did this at the cost of heavy casualties
in killed and wounded but by January 1853 they controlled
the entire lowland area of Chechnya. The plan now was to
unleash an extensive summer campaign and finish off
Shamil, who was entrenched in the mountains of Dagestan.
Voronts6v never got to launch his campaign because the
Crimean War broke out in October 1853. The Russians had
to divert their main forces to the Crimea, leaving Shamil
free to carry out devastating raids in the Caucasus. He
gained a good deal of booty and hundreds of captives.
Among them were two granddaughters of the last king of
Georgia. For Shamil that seemed a special stroke of good
fortune.
He now used these two princesses to negotiate
with the Russians in March 1855 for the return of his
hostage son whom he had not seen in sixteen years.
The
reunion was tragic for both. After being raised at the
imperial court and serving in the elite Imperial Escort,
the young man had become thoroughly Russified.
He no
longer remembered the Caucasus, his father, his family,
or even the language they spoke. He firmly believed that
the Caucasus must come under Russian rule.
Perhaps the
cruelest blow of all to Shamil was that his son was
unshakably devoted to the Tsar.
For the son himself,
life was no more than dismal existence.
Living in his
father's household but barely able to communicate with
him, isolated from the world of St. Petersburg which was
the only one that meant anything to him, and desolated by
the thought that he could never return, he was forlorn
and lonely.
Two years later, in 1857, he died of
consumption.
The Crimean War ended in March 1856 with the signing
of a peace treaty in Paris. Nicholas didn't live to see
Russia's humiliating defeat.
He died in 1855 and was
succeeded by his son, Alexander II.
For the Russians,
the war had clearly demonstrated how precarious their
hold on the Caucasus was, so long as pockets of
resistance remained . They resolved to give the problem
first priority.
In the summer of 1856 they decided to
use a 200,OOO-man army to crush Shamil once and for all.
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Alexander appointed Prince Alexandr Ivanovic h
Bariatinsky to be in charge of all operations in the
Caucasus. The Prince was a childhood friend of the Tsa r
and had more than ten years of experience in the
Caucasus.
Alexander had great confidence in hi s
abilities.
The
confidence
was
not
misplaced .
Bariatinsky laid careful plans and began his campaign i _
the summer of 1857. In the next two years the Russian s
cut through more forests, built more roads, destroyed
more
villages
and
forcibly
transferred
native
populations. Shamil and the mountaineers fought fierce l y
but they could not stop the Russians. By the summer o f
1859, shamiJ'~ situation was hopeless.
All of the area
under his control had submitted to the Russians.
The
village in which he had decided to make his last stano
was completely surrounded.
Unwilling to sacrifice t he
lives of the women and children, he surrendered to t he
Russians on September 6, 1859. It signified the collapse
of the mountaineers' resistance allover the Caucasus .
After thirty years of war they had lost 70,000 people ,
more than one - third their population.
(Gall & De Waa l ,
p. 50) A young Leo Tolstoy, who served in Chechnya fro
1851 to 1853, was horrified by this vast colonial war.
After his surrender, Shamil was taken north acros s
Russia to St. Petersburg. There, in the Winter Palace ,
after decades of bloody fighting, the Tsar and the Ava r
finally met face to face. Though one was the victor a nd
the other the vanquished, each respected the other as a
worthy opponent. Alexander allocated a house to Shami:
and his family in the town of Kaluga, about ninety mile s
southwest of Moscow, where Shamil lived "in honorab l e
confinement."
(Baddeley, p. 482)
In 1866 Shamil wa s
moved. to Kiev and two years later " in 1868
he wa s
perml tted to make a pilgrimage to Mecca.
He neve r
returned to Russia.
He died in 1871 at the age of
seventy - five and was buried in Medina.
By the time of his capture, Shamil had reache d
~~most. legendary st~tus even in Western Europe as t he
J.ndomJ.table
champJ.on
of
Caucasian
independence. "
Alexan<;lre "Dumas referred to him as "King of the
MountaJ.ns.
Karl Marx wrote about Shamil's hero ic
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exploits for the The New York Daily Tribune. I~ the ~ix
year period between 1854 and 1860, some thlrty-elght
books were published in the West about Shamil, all the
way from Berlin and Florence to New York and Boston.
(Barrett,
pp.
358 -3 59)
Western
imagination was
captivated by the image of this Caucasian David standing
up to the Russian Goliath, especially during the Crimean
War when Russia was seen in the West as an aggressive,
expansionist bully. But hardly anyone in the West truly
understood Shamil's aims or the Murid movement that he
led. After the Crimean War interest faded quickly and by
the 1870's almost no one in the West remembered Shamil.
In the Caucasus, however, the memory of Shamil lived
on.
Historically, his twenty-five years as imam and
struggle against the Russians played a crucial role in
consolidating the self - consciousness of the Chechens as
a unique people.
Although they were forced to submit,
they were never resigned to Russian rule.
Uprisings
broke out whenever there seemed to be a chance to
overthrow Russian control. That happened four times in
the final six decades of the Romanov dynasty, right up to
the collapse in 1917.
During these decades the
disconte~t of the Chechens led to widespread banditry,
always almed at "unbelievers," principally the Russians.
As a result, the Caucasus became the most insecure area
of the Russian Empire. In World War II when the Germans
reached the North Caucasus, they found some people who
were willing to cooperate.
Stalin accused the North
Caucasians of mass collaboration and was determined to
punish them. In 1944, as soon as the Germans were driven
out of the Caucasus but while the war was still going on,
all Chechens, one - half mill ion of them, were crammed into
boxcars and deported to northern Kazakhstan in central
Asia where there was almost nothing to eat and where
temperatures sank to thirty below zero in winter.
At
least 100,000 Chechens died of hunger and disease in the
first two years.
(Gall & De Waal, p. 57)
Those who
survived were not permitted to return to the Caucasus
until 1957.
Forty years later, bitterness still seethed among
the Chechens and Shamil the Avar was sLlll L-evered as a
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hero.
(Powell, p. 52)
In December 1994, three year s
aft e r the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Chechens
again saw an opportunity to break away from a weakene d
Russia.
That was intolerable to Russia's president ,
Boris Yeltsin .
Acting on bad auvlce from hio defen se
minister who assured him the Chechens could be humbl e d
with one quick strike, Yeltsin launched a hasty, il lprepare d invasion using raw recruits and poorly traine d
t r oops
to
conduct
a
campaign
of
indiscrimina t e
destruction.
Many Russian generals were appalled a nd
object e d to the lack of preparation.
The quick stri ke
turned into a twenty-one-month bloody war which claime d
80,000 lives by the autumn of 1996.
(Remnick, p . 28 5 )
One of the more outspoken critics of the sensele s s
slaught er was Aleksandr Lebed, a former paratrooper a na
general who briefly served as Boris Yeltsin's securit y
adviser in 1996 and managed to negotiate a fragile ceasef ire with the Chechens.
In a poignant aphorism, Lebe c
epitomized the tragic fut i lity of the conflict:
" We
ignored our history and we ignored their history . Wha
can anyone say we died for?"
(Specter, p. 72)
Mo s
Russians knew the agonizing answer was "nothing." Thre e
months lat e r, in January 1997, with Lebed no longer a
member of his government, Boris Yeltsin withdre w the la s
of Russia's mi litary forces and in May he signed a peace
treaty with a devastated but still defiant Chechnya.
One hundred years ago Leo Tolstoy, by then sevent y ,
predicted that in the battle for the Caucasus, Russ i a
could never win.
(Martin)
'r ime has borne o ut h is
prescience.
REFERENCES

J.F. Baddeley, The Russian Conquest of the Caucasus
(London, 1908).
Thomas Barrett, "Shamil in Captivity," Russian Re view
(July 1994), pp. 353 - 366.
Alexandre Bennigsen and Enders Wi mbush, Muslims of the
Soviet Empire (London, 1985).

349

Lesley Blanch, The Sabres of Paradise (N.Y., 1960).
Marie B. Broxup, ed., The North Caucasus Barrier: The
Russian Advance towards the Muslim World (N.Y., 1992).
Carlotta Gall & Thomas De Waal, Chechnya:
Victorious War (London, 1997).

A Small

Moshe, Gammer, Muslim Resistance to the Tsar:
Shamil
and the Conquest of Chechnia and Daghestan (Portland,
OR 1994) .
Paul B. Henze, "Marx on Russians and Muslims," Central
Asian Survey, vol. 6, no. 4 (1987), pp. 33-45.
, liThe Shamil Problem,lI in The Middle East in
ed. Walter Z. Laquer, 1958.
Pp. 415-443.

=
--Transition,

Ross Marlay, IIChechen," in An Ethnohistorical
Dictionary of the Russian and Soviet Empires, ed. James
S. Olsen, (London, 1994).
Phillip W.D. Martin, "Shaking Up the World, or Shaped
by It?" The New York Times Film Section, February 2,
1997, p. 15.
John F. Matlock, Jr., Autopsy on an Empire (N .Y. ,
1995) .

N. Ia. Merpert, II Avars, " Great Soviet Encyclopedia,
Vol. I, Macmillan, 1973, p. 520.
Bill Powell,
1996.

"A Religious War?" Newsweek, October 14,

David Remnick, Resurrection:
The Struggle for a New
Russia (N.Y., Random House, 1997).
Hugh Seton-Watson, The Russian Empire 1801-1917
(Oxford, 1967).

350

Michael Specter, "The Wars of Aleksandr Ivanovich
Lebed," The New York Times Magazine, October 13, 1996,
pp. 42+.
Lowell R. Tillet, The Great Friendship;
Soviet
Historians on the Non-Russian Nationalities (Chapel
Hill, NC, 1969).

THE DOOR THAT NEVER OPENED
February 9, 1998

Frank H. Mayfield, Jr.

This past September much of the world was
following the events of Princess Diana's untimely
death.
During the funeral service, thoughts ventured
to my last visit to Westminster Abbey.
The T.V. view
within that pantheon didn't share the section on the
east side of the south transept known as Poets Corner.
With the first buried in the Corner, I enjoy an
unbannered bond. Geoffrey Chaucer is the leaven of t he
light, a ligature to the words, a condition not unusua :
between a poet and his audience. With me, modestly,
the relationship has brought a mite more.
I should
simply describe i t .
. fullness, favors, and flower .
Wanting to share specifics is indicative of the
affections furnished within your company.
This stage ,
the Club's call, ever protected by Lawrence Carr's
perpetual words . . . "a sacred confidence." An
opportunity tonight, the reader liberating himself, a n
essay if you will, which otherwise might never be
presented, if not for those endearing comforts.
~Y

association with Geoffrey began in Miss
class at Walnut Hills High School. Tape d
on the blackboard was a large calendar poster for the
Hutch~nson's

