
TH E ;\~JU DAR I A BR IDG E 

THE NORTHERN BORDER A'.\lD THE OXUS 

RIVER: ITS CHARACTER, TRIBUTARIES 

AND FORDS 

THE Amu Dar ia the more modern rendering of th e name 
of the cla ·sic Oxus serves, along the no rth and north-ea ·t 
of Afghanistan for a di tance·'of 330 mil es, as the fronti er 
bet"'een Afghan te rritory and_ th e dominion ·of th e Amir of 
Bokhara. Rising in the region of th e Pamirs ihi s river, 
which is among the mos t histori ca l in A ·ia , falls into the 
Aral sea after traversing ~1ore than '1400 mil ~ . · The area 
of its basin is estimated at 308 ,804 sq uare kilonie tres, while 
for a space of 200 miles it ftows through Bokharan te rrit o ry 
after which, for a furth er 200 mile·, · it acts a th e frontier 
between the Syr Daria provirice and th e Khanate of Khiva . 

Contributing to th e volume of its upper waters are 
two principal s treams, the Pamir and the Panja. Th e 
latter is the n:1.me by which th e Upper Oxus is kn own. 
The word Panja, ,,·hich is somewhat gen eric, is belie,·ed 
to refer to five streams existing in this region. It is rela ted 
also to the names of the well-known Afcrhan forts of 
Kala Panja and Kala Bar Panja. lt denotes the five fingers. 
It will be admitted that the existe nce of a acre d edifice 
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2 AFGHANISTAN 
erected over a stone, bearing the imprint of the hand of 
Hazrat Ali, son-in-law of l\fahommed and situated in the 
vicinity of Kala Panja, is presumptive e\·idence of an affinity 
between the existence of the five streams and the shrine. 
Further down the river, in Shignan, at Kala Bar Panja 
which means "The fort over the Panja,'-' a fort has heen 
constructed above a similar mark to that defining the position 
of Kala Panja. There is, therefore, little doubt that some 
numerical quantity is expressed by the region. 

In this wilderness, which in winter is a world of snow and 
ice, there is another river, the Ak-su, so that there are three 
streams, the Pamir, Panja, and the Ak-su. This trio drains 
the Pamirs, the Ak-su passing to the east an<l north, the 
others flowing into the Oxus at Kala Panja. The Pamir and 
the Ak~su rise amid the Nicholas glaciers which drain into 
Lake Victoria and Lake Chakmaktin ; and, while neither of 
these lakes can be identified positively as the sole source of 
the Oxus nor the Pamir river be said to represent its origin, 
rivers, glaciers and lakes are associated very closely with its 
head-waters. The larger lake, known as Lake Victoria, and 
discovered in 1838 by Wood, is situated on the Pamir river ; 
the ·smaller lake, Lake Chakmaktin, is on the Ak-su. The 
Pamir Daria flows through the Great Pamir. It posses~es 
direct connection with the Oxus at Langar Ki~ht. The 
Ak-su flows through the Little Pamir. Lake Chakmaktin, 
lying on the Lit 1le Pamir and situated 400 feet lower than 
Lake Victoria, is 13,000 feet above sea-level. Panja, the 
third stream, rises in the congeriesof glaciers which lie 
immediately below the \Vakh-jir Pass-indisputably separate 
from the Nicholas glacier and without any conne.ction with 
the two lakes. The fi\-e rivers which make up the waters of 
the Panja or Oxus are the Pamir, Panja, Ak-su or Murghab, 
Shakh Daria and the Ghund. Many of these streams bear 
two or even three names, this engaging variety of description 
springing from the fact that the s~veral parts of the same 
~tream are differently described by., the various natives
Afghans, Chinese, Tajiks and Kirghiz-who frequent the 
Pamir region. In some cases, too, explorers have added 
names derived from imperfect interpretation of local in
formation, until it may be said that few rivers in the 
world bear so many names as does the Oxus in its higher 
reaches. 

If ..;_e take the upper stream and follow it from its source 
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THE NORTHERN BORDER s 
in the glaciers which lie below the Wakh-jiI" Pass, it will be 
found that in its immediate descent from this field, but with
out taking its name from the adjacent pass the waters of the 
Amu Daria in their higher reaches are styled the Panja. 
This title extends along the Upper Oxus until, at Bozai 
Gumbaz, it is joined by the first contribution from the 
Nicholas -glaciers. This affluent is described indifferently 
by the name Burgutai, Little PamiI" Daria and Kuntei-su ; a 
little before the meeting of the Burgutai with the Panja this 
stn:·am divides east and west, the eastern arm passing into 
the channel of the Ak-su above Lake Chakmaktin so that 
the Burgutai stream feeds equally the Ak-su and Ab-i-Panja 
rivers. The Burgutai is narrow, shallow and inconstant ; 
from its start to its junction with the Panja it possesses a 
course of only ten miles and is solely of interest as 
indicating one of the tributaries which go to swell the 
volume of the Oxus. Below Bozai Gumbaz the stream 
which rises in the Wak-jir glaciers bears the five names 
Ab-i-Wakhan, Wakh-jir, Sarhad, Wakh-su and Ab-i-Panja, 
the several variations of the name Panja. 

The fall of the Panja from its source to its junction with 
the Sarhad has been estimated at 1247 metres in 75 
kilometres. It will be gathered, accordingly, that it is a 
very rapid stream until it reaches the Sarhad. At Bozai 
Gumbaz and for a short distance along the Wakhan valley, 
the river slackens until, turning northwards beyond 
Ishkashim, it'fecovers and tumbles swiftly forward. Before 
leaving the Wakhan valley it 'receives, on the right 
bank, the stream which rises in Lake Victoria and is 
known incorrectly as Ab-i-Panja and correctly as Pamir 
Daria. At one time, in consequence of \Vood's error, it 
was confounded with the head-waters of the Oxus. Neither 
in volume, length nor through the possession of any 
requisite characteristic can the Pamir Daria be accounted 
the parent stream. This river describes from its source 
in the glacid fields of Mount Nicholas a fall of 153 
metres over the first 20 kilometres of its course. From 
Lake Victoria proper to Mazar-tepe, where the Khargosh 
river flows into it, the Pamir Daria falls 285 metres in 
40 kilometres. From M azar-tepe to Langar Kisht, where 
it unites with the ,vaters of the Panja, Ab-i-P.rnja or 
Ab-i-Wakhan, there is a further fall of 831 metres in 
60 kilometres. From Langar Kisht to Rang the fall is 
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327 metres in 100 kilometres, the pace of the river in this 
stretch of the Wakhan valley being comparatively sluggish. 
From Rang, which is a little east of Ishkashim, to Khorok 
in Shignan there is a perceptible increase in the current of 
the river, its mean fall being 702 metres in 100 kilometres. 
· The main river in its passage through the Wakhan valley 
presents a nurnber· of interesting contrasts. In its higher 
reaches at first a tumbling mountain torrent, it becomes be
tween Semut which is below Langar Kisht and Shirtar, a 
slow, lifeless stream, so nerveless and placid that it ceases to 
carry in its current the masses of suspended matter which 
hitherto have been swept along with it. At Langar Kisht, 
the junction of the Pamir Daria with the Panja, there is a 
deposit of broken rocks and smooth water-borne stones 
which ha\·e been brought down from the glaciers. The 
wide area, co\·ered by these quantities of debris and 
detritus from the upper valleys, makes the banks and bed 
of the river resemble a deserted beach, where human life 
seldom enters and vegetation does not flourish. In places 
where deposits of sand have been made by the stream, the 
wind has whipped the loose surfaces into small dunes; in 
other directions large tracts of this drift sand have been 
covered by tamarisk; ebewhere there is no vegetation and 
the tamarisk has not appeared. ln mid-summer, when 
the river diminishes and high winds blow through the 
gorge, the scattered patches of sand left by the stream are 
caught up by the gales and swept in clouds of fine dust 
across the fields beyond. 

In the wider valleys, such as those at Langer Kisht 
and the Zung, the Panja divides into a number of arms. 
The;;e small channels contain dangerous quicksands. The 
stream itself is black with mud ; the river at this point being 
charged with a fertilising matter which, where deposited, 
is followed usually by a growth of luxuriant vegetation. 
The Pamir Daria similarly breaks up, but its channels are 
free from quicksand and the water carries little mud in 
suspension. Between Langar I.fisht and Ptuk there is a 
belt of vegetation. The banks are covered with grass; 
there are many willows, white poplars and here and 
there impenetrable copses of camelthorn. Beyond Ptuk, 
the beneficent character of the river changes and in the 
valley between Semut and Shirtar the banks reflect a waste 
of. sand dunes and patches of drift sand. The mud deposits 
of the main stream, too, appear to be exhausted at Ptuk, 
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THE NORTHERN BORDER 9 
where there is a la rge intake of glacial w,iter fro m a number 
of rapid streams which come clown from the Hindu Ku sh. 
As if the moraines discharged their stones and gravel 
into these snow-fed 
torr en ts there ex ists 
at this point a stretch 
of river~bed, desolate 
and barren. 

The mountains at 
L a n ga r Ki sht and 
Zung rec ed e co n
siderably on either 
side from the river 
and thus give roo m 
for a broad valley. 
But th ey come to
geth er immediately 
west of Kala Panja 
forming a narrow 
ravine through which 
the Panj a can just 
pass. Beyond thi 
gorge the va ll ey ex
pand,; to a breadth 
of several kilometres 
and th e I iver divides 

TYPE FROM WAKH AN 

into arms dotted with little islands which are cove red with 
thorny cop es. After this bke-like extension th e ri ver, 
from the village of Shirta r cl own s tream, consist · o f one 
channel which, here and there, widens out, makin g space fo r 
further inl ets. 

From Dersai to Nut the stream contract , to ,iln ave rage 
breadth of 25. metres and dashes with such suppressed 
energy bet ween the s teep banks of its rocky bed that 
the boom of the tumbling waters echoes throughout th e 
valley. From Dersai to Si Kh anah the mountains run so 
close together, north and south, th at in most places there is 
only ro m for the actual bed of the river, and it is only near 
the mouths of th e small hill-side streams th at a few hundred 
square yards of arable soi l may be found. About 3 
kilometres west of Si Khanah there are a number of cata
racts, and immediately south of Rang th e sands, brought 
down by th e stream, begin again to form into clunP.S , From. 
Nu t to Samchan, in the province of lshkashim, the river 
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valley becomes lir oacler, th P. Panja dividing in to several arms. 
The banks here are covered with thi ck -copses, the haun t of 
the wi ld boar and the home o f many bird s ; but in th e pro
vi nce of Ghara n, a few kil ometres to th e north o f Samch an, 

BRIDGE OVER UPPER OXUS 

th e valley of the Panja beco mes a mere cl eft in the moun
tain s, th e ri\· er reta inin g th is form until it r eceives the waters 
of th e Gh.und at Khorok. At Darband, on the boundary 
betwee n Gharan and lshkashim a nd before the m eetin g of 
the C.ihund Daria with the Panja, the stream 6reaki1?g clown 
a number of ca taracts tears thro ugh its uarrow mountain 
passage and beco me · a m ost im :1osing wate rfa ll ; indeed, 
from Darband almost to Khorok che s tream of the P anja 
rushin g along its rocky bed is one vast foa ming cataract 
which, da::,hing again:;t th e mountains crushes everythin g 
that fall · into it:; whirling edd ies. 

The bu lk of the tributary s trea m s of th e P anja river is 
fo und between Langar Kisht and Namagut, the prese nce of 
the Hindu Ku sh g laciers being the so urce of an extensive 
water-supply drai ning into the ri ve r. The leng th of th ese 
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streams seldom exceeds 15 kilometres and the more 
general course is one of 10 kilometres. Their period of 
greatest activity is at the time of the summer floods, when 
the ice melts and the heavy snows are broken up. At such 
a moment a large volume of water sweeps through their 
shallow channels carrying with it huge boulde·rs, masses of 
ice, many tons of snow and runnin~ with too great force 
to present facilities for fording. North from Ishkashim the 
tributaries of the Panja dimin ish both in number and size. 
The rivers flowing from the Badakshan mountains and 
the streams from the southern valleys of the Pamirs are, save 
in one or two important instances, flood-water and dependent 
upon the break-up of the snows and ice. The most im
portant exception is the Bartang, which is known as the 
M urghab and the Ak-su. This river is certainly the longest 
tributary of the Panja in Wakhan a_nd Gharan. In the 
course of its descent from Lake Chakmaktin it receives no 
less than eight tributaries, three of which approach it from 
the north-the remaining five rising in small, separate 
streams in the hilly ground to the south. The Bartang is not 
the only river of importance which unites with the Panja 
after the main stream has swung out from the Wakhan 
valley towards the north. Two others, respectively the 
Ghund Daria and the Shakh Daria, join their waters at Sazan 
.Bulak, flowing from that point under the name of Suchan 
Da,.ia to a junction with the Panja. The waters of the 
Suchan Dar-ia and the Panja meet at Charog, which lies on 
the right bank of the Panja somewhat south and east of 
Kala Bir Panja. This place, situated on the left bank, is the 
capital of Shignan. 

Communications through \Vakhan and Gharan still pre
serve their primitive character; but between Kala Panja and 
Kala Bar Panja, on the Afghan side of the ri\·er, there is a 
serviceable track which, if more a bridle path than suited 
for the requirements of wheeled traffic, is none the less 
superior to anything existing between these points on the 
Russian bank. The Russians have not troubled to make a 
clearance along the banks of . the river, their principal 
objective having been to connect their military depots in 
the Pamirs with the principal fords of the Upper Oxus 
and to provide first-cla<,s communications between their 
Pamir posts and their bases in Turkestan. The system of 
Afghan communications on the river-bank arises from the 
en_ergy and precautions ta\.:en by the Ainir Ahdur Rahman. 
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Although no longer preserved with th e same care, they 
neverthel ess offer to the Afghan patrols a convenient line 
by which th e fronti er nuy be inspected. At many points 
al ong this riverside paths ha\'e been cleared of boulders, 
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streams have been 
brid ge d and 
ramps ha\·e been 
co n s tructed to 
facilitate the pas
"age of th e more 
troublesome spurs. 
Di ffi c ulti es of 
movement must 
be ·et th e trav t> ller 
in W akhan at al l 
times, as progress 
through thevalleys 
is dependent o n 
th e season. Dur
in g th e melting o f 
th e snows, \vhich 
begin in May, the 
ri vers which draw 
th eir waters from 
the mounta in sys
tem of the Hindu 
Ku s h or from 
th e Pamirs are 
in flood, tl1e period 
of fl oo d-w a ter ' 
prevail in g until 
the end of August. 
From Sep tember 

to March it is usua lly possibl e to proceed along the banks; 
bu t so soon as the snow begin to brea k up the Panja in 
its higher no less th an in its n icld le reaches becomes 
so s wollen that th e g reat volume or wa ter passing through 
th e channel breaks it s bounds and inundat es the \'alley. At 
such a time wide detours over the mountains have to be 
made ; f_ro m th e end of October the s trea ms freeze and 
it becomes possibl e to use th ei r frozen surfac~s. Certain 
difficu lties attend this practi ce, as th e rapidity of the curren t 
int erferes with th e formation of th e ice. 

The passage through the rive r valleys, particularly jn the 
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higher reaches along the Russian border, is always arduous. 
It is better to secure permission to go round tha11 to 
endure the labour of clambering up the many steep: moun
tain slopes where there is no p:ith to gmde one and very little 
foothold. It is practically useless to take animal transport 
and co.olie? lightly laden are more reliable a means of 
effecting the journey. Beyond lshkashim, as far as the 
junction of the Suchan Daria with the Panja, a distance 
of 50 miles, the river valley is so broken and complex that 
the road, where it exists at all, becomes a mere zigzag, 
half a dozen inches in breadth. Rugged and lofty, it is 
barely perceptible on the granite face of the mountain 
Frequently, no better footing than the surface roughness 
of the rocks presents itself, Nature appearing to have gone 
out of her way in order to raise obstacles against the passing 
of the wayfarer. 

At the junction of the Suclun Daria with the Panja, where 
the valley widens, there is no longer confusion about the name 
of the stream. Indisputably it is now the Panja or Ab-i-Panja, 
and until · meeting with the Bartang-Murghab-Ak-su the 
valley continues to preserve its open character. Beyond 
the Bartang its dimensions contract once more and the 
river tears a way for itself through mountain gorges. At 
Kala Khum it bends·· 10 the west and, striking a little south 
and then a little north-west, runs at right angles to the 
general tre1~9of the mountains towards the more open valleys 
about Kubb. Kala Khum may be said to mark the most 
northerly point of the river. · The district surrounding it is 
in distinct contrast with the desolation of the valleys along 
the Upper Oxus. The cliffs are no less bold and the preci
pices no less sheer than in Gharan and Wakhan ; but owing 
to the mildness of the climate of Darwaz a genial warmth 
permeates the region, encouraging a generous growth of 
vegetation. The wild vine, the red p·omegranate, the apple, 
pear and mulberry flourish and many varieties of vegetables 
are freely cultivated. 

From the point where the Bokharan province of Kulab 
becomes separated by the Oxus river from the Afghan 
districts of Hustak and Kataghan the channel of the stream 
is contained no longer by the walls of the mountai1i.s. 
Broad streams, from the Tr:ms Ali range in one direction 
and the highlands of Karategin in another, join the Oxus 
the main river at once beginning to adopt an uncertai~ 
channel. Numerous feeders appear on both · banks at this 
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part of its course. The Kulab and Surkhab-Waksh-Kizil-su 
join it in broad muddy streams from the Karategin 
·uplands, until the river, changing its character altogether, 
divides itself into many channels where the hills fail to con
fine it. In addition to the t\\"o tributaries just mentioned 
as appearing on the right bank, there are three others, the 
Kafirnahan, the Surkhan, and the Darban. These are con
tributed from Bokhara ; while, on the left bank, Badakshan 
dismisses the Kokcha and the Kunduz-Ghori-Khanabad
Aksarai to a meeting with the main stream. In earlier 
times, when there were fewer settlements and the 
demand for purposes of irrigation was not so great, the 
Amu Daria possessed, both on the north and on the south, 
other tributaries, the waters of which are now entirely 
diverted to the fields. In these middle as aim in the 
upper reaches of the river but little of the main stream is 
utilised by villagers, the inhabitants of the settlements 
in the valleys threaded by the Oxus supplying their 
agricultural necessities from the smaller streams. West of 
Kunduz, for a distance of nearly 700 miles, the drainage 
of the hills to the south of the ri\'er is lost in the plains of 
Afghan Turkestan ; but on the Bokharan side the extensive 
canalisation, which _ is such a prominent feature, causes 
many of the streams to be exhausted before they have had 
opportunity to effect a junction with the Amu D,1ria. It is 
not until near Pitniak that any important diversion of the 
waters of the Oxus for cultivation i!: made. At that point 
the great division of the stream for the requirements of the 
Khivan oasis occurs, a general discharge of u5,ooo cubic 
feet per second being deflected in order to supply a system 
of canals by which over 4000 square miles of fertile alluvial 
land are kept in tillage. 

The bed of the Oxus in its lower reaches is muddy. 
Taking the course of the river as a whole measurement~, 
which have been made at a series of points, demonstrate 
that there are no less than 16,ooo,ot110 tons of sedimentary 
matter constantly passing down tu form the yast delta that 
distingui£hes its mouth as well as to fertilise its banks or 
any areas which, from _time to time, may be submerged. 
It 1s unnecessary to men hon all the various channels through 
which, below the fortress of Nukus, the stream flows. 
The principal arc the Ulkan Daria, the Taldik and the 
Yani Su. These present the usual features of a delta; but 
the triangular space contained within the Yani Su and the 
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Taldik its extreme eastern and western channels, is not_ a 
true cl; lta, since it consists of an origi nal formation thro~gh 
·which the riYe r has cut its way to the Aral and upon which 
other matter has b een deposited. Actual deltas, however, 

VILLAGE 0)1 THE LOWER OXUS 

h;l\·e been cle \·elopecl abotit th e mout hs o f th e Taldik and 
Yani Su, th eir ex istence constituting a bar lo \'esse ls drawi ng 
over 4 fe et of w;t!er. 

The tend ency uf th e Oxus, like that of th e g reat Siberian 
ri\·ers, is to press continually o n it right o r east bank. 
The conseq uence of thi s deflection, which is clue to th e 
rotation of th e earth round its axis from west to cas t, is 
that th e stream has turn ed from the Kung rad clun1~el east
wards to the T aldik channel and thence to the Y ani Su 
which, at presen t, is receiving th e main discharge. In former 
times a far greater devia tion took place. No less than 
twice during its history has the Oxus osci llated between the 
Caspian and the Aral seas . In ·the time of Strabo it was a 
sort of eastern continuation of th e Kura route from Geo rgia 
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across the Caspian and the Kara Kum to Charjui. Its 
course across the desert is indicated by the Igdy and 
other wells dotted over the plains in a line with its former 
bed, which reached the Caspian in the depression between 
the Great and Little Balkan hills. Later on Edrisi 
found the Oxus flowing into the Aral. But in the 
fourteenth century it was flowing i11to the Caspian-this 
time along the Uzboi channel. The bed ran from 
near Nukus westwards to the Sara !famish steppe and 
thence southwards to the Igdy wells, along the original 
course between the Balkans to the Caspian, close to 
Mikhailovsk. 

The nav,gati )n of the Oxus has been the subject of con
stant inquiry from the time when, in 1875, the steamer 
Pctrovski, drawing 3½ feet of water, picked a passage for 
itself as far as Nukus. Three years later another steamer, 
the Samarkand, with a draught of 3 feet and of 24 horse
power, made the journey from Petro Alexandrovsk to Keli£. 
Between 1878 and 1880 further attempts were made to 
demonstrate the navigability of this waterway; but between 
1880 and 1887 there was so much conflict of opinion that 
matters scarcely advanced beyond the experimental stage. 
At that date the increa~ing importance of the interests of 
Russia along the Afghan border made evident the advisa
hility of improving all possible lines of communication 
to it. With this end in view, the Russian Government 
equipped a small fleet of steamers for river service and 
the navigation of the Oxus tu-day is controlled by these 
vessels, which are described as the Government Amu Daria ·: 
Flotilla. Between Patta Hissar on the iniddle reaches and 
Khiva, Petro Alexandrovsk and Kungrad on the lower 
reaches, these craft conduct a regular shipping busi
ness, Farah and Charjui acting as the central depot to the 
service-Farah holding the headquarters of the company 
and Chajui being the principal anchorage. 

From Patta Hissar to Charjui, the journey occupies 
between seven and ten days, dependent upon the size of 
the steamer and the character of the voyage. Sand banks 
are '.1 perpe~ual menac_e to rapid n_avigation, and the length 
of time vanes c\CCordmg to the immunity of the under
taking from mishap. From Charjui to Kungrad the same 
amount of time is usually required. 

The ports of call between Patta Hissar and Charjui 
are: 
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Patta Hissar Kundalem 
Shur Ob Jishak 
Kuyu-Shur Ob Karki 
Chushka Gisar Bashir 
Kuyu Kara-Mazar Polvart 
Keli£ Burdalik 
Char~J.iangu Narazim 
Ak Kum Sakar Bazar 
Makri Charjui 

Below Charjui the stations to Petro Alexandrovsk are : 

Kavakli 
Gugerdjeili 
Ak Rabat 
Sartarask 

Uch Uchak 
Itchkeyar 
Meshekli 
Pitniak 

and Petro Alexandrovsk. 
The boats are of old construction and only number 

five in all. They are supplemented by a fleet of barges 
of large and small capacity, the larger class carrying ·12,ooo 
poods, the smaller, of which there are two divisions, 
carrying 5000 poods and 3000 poods each. 

The two principal steamers, respectively the Tsar and 
Tsaritsa, were the first to be launched and date back 
to 1887. The three others, which are slower, smaller 
and more akin to river tugs than passenger craft, are the 
Samarkand, Bokliara and Kabul. Their costs was borne 
by the- Government and ran into several thousand pounds 
apiece. All the vessels are paddle-boats and flat-bottomed. 
The two large'r ships are supposed to be able to make 
sixteen knots per hour ; their length is 150 feet, with 23 
feet beam and engines of 500 horse-power. 

Their draught, when laden, is rather les'i than 3 feet; while 
they carry a crew of thirty hands.and possess accommoda
tion for 300 men and 20 officers. They take auy class of 
cargo and passengers and are also utilised for towing 
the freight barges of the military authorities up-stream to 
the frontier stations at Karki, Kelif; Patta Hissar and 
Termes. Navigation between Patta Hissar and Charjui 
continues throughout the year unless prevented by the 
freezing of the river; between -Charjui and Kungrad 
the continuity of the down river service is dependent 
upon the sand banks, their sudden appearance and con
stant change of position quite upsetting the ordinary 
schedule. 

From April r to October r, the steamers leave Charjui 
twice a week-on Wednesdays for Karki and oh Sundays 
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for Patta Hissar. During the remainder of the year they 
leave once a week, on Sundays, for Patta Hissar. On the 
journey from _Patta Hissar to Karki, during _the summer, 
steamers leave 011 Saturdays and in the wmter months 
on Thursdays; for the journey from Karki to Patta 
Hissar steamers leave in the summer months on \.Vednesdays 
and in the winter months on Fridays. From Patta Hissar 
to Charjui steamers run every Friday and Sunday in 
summer and :during the winter on Sundays. 

In general navigation on the lower Oxus is difficult. 
The swiftness of the current above Charjui, which averages 
5 miles aµd, in some places, even 6 miles an hour, 
impedes the . up-stream progress of any but the more 
powerful boats. Unfortunately, the narrowness of the 

·chaimel above ·charjui and its extreme tortuousness makes 
the employment of steamers of a class that would be really 
serviceable against so strong a current quite unsuitable. 
Again, the constant shifting of the proper channel in the 
lower reaches, the liability of the river to sudden rises 
between April and August and the irregular falls between 
August and October-sometimes making within a few hours 
a difference of 8 feet in the level of the stream-create 
a further obstacle against the successful organisation of a 
purely commercial service. The difficulty is much greater 
down-stream where obstructions to navigation, owing to 
the diminution of the current as the surface of the stream 
increases, are more frequent. 

In this respect it is interesting to study the fall of the river 
from Keli£ to Charjui, and from that point to the moutli. 
According to the Russian reckoning between these two 
points, a distance of 200 miles, there is a fall of 220 feet, the 
altitude of the several stations along the hank being : 

Keli£, 7 30 feet. Burdalik, 580 feet. 
Karlci, 640 fcPt. Narazim, 545 feet. 

Charjui, 510 feet. 

From Charjui to the mouth or"the river there is a fall of 
o_nly 167 feet in a distance of 500 miles. If the fall in the 
nver ?etween Patta Hissar and Charjui be compared with 

-t~~ width of the stream, the difficulty presented to na,·iga
llon through _the current will be understood. There is a 
brea~tl~ at I~elif of 540 yards which increases to 650 yards at 
Chaqm dunng the normal flow of the river· but for a con
siderable distance from the bank the str;am is shallow 

' 
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po_ssessing a bare dep th of 3 feet with an averacre of ro feet 
in the centre. At th e time of flood th ese din~ensio ns be
come g reatly increased and th e Oxus from Farah to its mouth. 
is an imposing spectacle. In places it is fully a mil e in width 

NATIVE CHURCH AT Kl·IIVA 

and a very general meas urement is 1000 metres. The flood 
cl 1annel is us ually three- fourth s wider th an the ordinary 
stream ; in the extremely broad places the average 
strength of th e current per hour is 4 mil es, fallin_g ::is 
low as 2} miles per hour when th e Hood has subsided. 
The water pa sing down is in the de ·er t stretches of a 
yellow hue. In those portions where rocks 1ake th e 
place of sa nd it shows a grey ton e, imparted by the 
masses of granite, sand and mica ,vhich are held 
in suspension. In spite of its curious colouring the 
water is used extensive ly for drinking pui:poses without 
apparent ill-effect. In tast e it is s lightly saline, but it d oes 
not possess a sufficient qu:rntity of salt to prevent freezing. 
The temperature of the river in mid-summer is 73°. In 
winter the stream above Kuncluz freezes regularly, the 
frozen surface becoming a passage-way between the 
b:1nks. Below Khiva a si milar p · - c/j;,.1- - 1-17 . ·evail s, 

\)\ Ut V,4,f. ' . ':!.:,,,,,,....,,....-,.. .-. Ctb·· 
"r'~· I b )l'?"'- dJ 
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caravans crossing the ice without risk. .At Charjui the river 
freezes over from bank to bank, but it is only at rare seasons 
that the ice is of sufficient solidarity to support general 
traffic. At Karki the surface of the river coats over, but 
the ice itself is unsubstantial ; at Kelif, where numerous 
floes appear in the stream, the force of the current is 
sufficient to prevent any general formation of ice. 

The banks of the river about Keli£, for a distance of 
50 miles above the ferry and particularly on the right 
bank, reveal considerable agricultural activity. Further 
along the left bank of the lower Oxus there is a zone, 
5 miles in width, in which cultivation has been exten
sively practised. Wheat and barley, the spreading willow 
and the luscious mulberry-tree grow in profusion, im
parting to the scene an appearance of prosperity in odd 
contrast with the dreary expanses distinguishing so much 
of the country through which the river courses. Irriga
tion is widely employed ; water is drawn from the Oxus 
in long canals, the heads of which are constantly being 
destroyed by flood and renewed again as rapidly. The 
scene in these attenuated strips of cultivation is bright 
and there is a happy note of industry and peace. Small 
villages, the houses neatly built of stone, stand scattered 
about the landscape ; single, substantial and very com
fortable-looking homesteads are numerous. Where culti
vation ceases, too, there is usually a narrow tract of jungle 
between the reeds of the river-bed and the edge of the desert, 
where admirable cover exists for wild animals and birds. 

The passage of the stream by the steamers of the Oxus. 
flotilla is made only during daylight. From Charjui, where 
there are excellent facilities, the hour of departure is eight 
o'clock. If overtaken by darkness between the stages 
the vessels tie up to the bank, resuming the journey 
at dawn. In calm weather an average daily passage is 50 
miles, although down stream a better run is generally 
recorded. In the event of arriv,ing in advance of the 
scheduled time, the hour of departure is left to the discretion 
of the captain. Regular halts are arranged at Patta Hissar, 
where the steamers stay four hours, and at Karki where, on 
the voyage to Patta Hissar, four hours are also spent. This 
interval is reduced to two hours on the return journey and 
also at Charjui ; but elsewhere it is a matter of uncertainty, 
the duration of the stop merely being governed by the time 
occupied in loading and unloading the barges. Steamers, as 
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a rul e, start punctually, particularly at Charjui, the ve sels. 
leaving their moorings ace rcling to Askh abacl lime. This 
is the standard on th e Central Asia n railway. 

The custom of gra nting passages at reduced rates to all 
and sundry asso
ciated with the 
Governn)ent, ob
served throug b
out the railway 
_systems of Ru ss ia, 
is adopted on th e 
steamers of th e 
0 x u s fl o t i 1 1 a. 
There are thr ee 
classes of tariffs 
and two s tand a rds 
of accommodation. 

r. Officers and 
doctors travelling 
on duty; 

2 . Children be
tween the ages of 
five and ten years; 

3. Non-commi -
sioned officer s 
soldiers, emigra nts 
with families and 
prisoners. . 

T 8MPLE ON BANK OF THE OX S 

These are all carried at a reduction of 50 per cent. 
Soldiers are compelled to show a warrant attested by th e 
authority for the transport of troops by water; emigrants a 
permit signed by th e local civil authority and th e guard in 
charge of prisoners an order from th e local police bureau, 
before being supplied with tickets. All passe ngers are 
en titled to one poocl of baggage, free of charge; but for the 
unloadin g and reloading of baggage or of cargo, passe ngers 
must pay at the rate of one and a half kopecks per poocl; 
fo r the hire of boats for the transportation of such baggage 
to the steamer or from the steamer to the shore at the rate 
of one kopeck per pood. Animals of a domestic description, 
such as sheep, camels, horses, cattle and dogs, bales of 
merchandise and timber are carried by special arrangement. 
and under a special tariff. This can be supplied on demand 
at the chi ef bureau of th e floti Ila at Chariui and Farab at the 

" ' 
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princip~l goods office of the company at Karki, by the 
captains of steamers and the mates of barges. Ste~m~rs 
are permitted _to tow private vessels of any des<:nptt~m 
at tht! rate of half a kopeck per ton of theu- d1s
placeme.nt in addition to whatever other charges may be 
contracted. 

The accommodation is divided between the first and third 
classes, the cabins being at the di!-posal of the first-class 
passengers. Restrictions are not placed on the movements 
of native passengers who, if they dared to pay for a 
cabin, would be permitted to berth in the first saloon. 
Meals are supplied on board by arrangement with the 

. purser; but, while there is no material difficulty attaching 
to the journey up and down the river, permission to 
travel by these steamers is very rarely accorded to 
foreigners. . 

For the better comprehension of . the terms which have 
been mentioned the following table is given. 

1 ton 
1 pood 
1 rouble 

100 kopecks 

62 poods 
36 lbs. 
2 shillings 
1 rouble 

In addition to the steamers of the ·flotilla there are 380 
native-owned craft engaged in trading along the lower 
and middle reaches of the stream. These \·essels conduct 
a very flourishmg trade in· various native commodities 
-fruit, vegetables, wood, live stock, cotton goods and 
such minor manufactures as may be required · among 
the native villages. The boats used in this traffic are of 
rough native workmanship, capacious and damp, but in 
their way serviceable enough. 

Their dimensions are : 

Length. Beam. Depth. 
50 feet 18 fee t 4 feet 

Each boat can accommodate 150 pa~~engers, twenty mounted 
men and stow twenty tons of cargo-an estimate which 
may be taken as testing their capacity to its utmost limit. 
They .are flat-bottomed, with a draught of 18 inches and 
2½ feet of gunv.,ale above the water ; are constructed of 
square I~gs of willow or mulberry, 6 feet in length, peeled, 
clipped mto shape and clamped together with iron pins. 
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These craft trade principally o n th e lower reaches of th e rive r 
alth ough th ere is nothing to prevent them, save the difficulty 
of the task, from venturing further up-stream. In this re
spect a few of th e better class do manage to reach Pat ta 

VILLAGE ON TH E MIDDLE OX S 

Hi ssar, whence la rge floats o f timber are despatched to 
Charjui. The" ex isten ce of this trade at Palla Hissar is· 
characterist ic of th e midd le reaches of the stream, where 
white poplar, willows and mulberry trees grow in profusion. 
'~he prese nce o f the timber encourages native shipping to 
tie up to th e trees, th e several little coloni es of vessels 
thus laid up imparting to the appeara nce of the river a 11 
amou n t of life and animation not al\\ ays borne out by 
actual traffi c. 

Th e contrivances used by ferries on the Oxus are in a 
measure identical with those which may be noti ced o n the 
Murghab a nd a long the H elmund. Neither ra ft s nor inflated . . 
ski ns are in any favour on th e lower reaches, although 
skins are empl oyed by natives in the region o f the U pper 
Oxus, this method constitutin g th e sole mea ns by which 
a passage of the river is effected. On th e middle and 
iower reaches there are rough boats, similar in design to th e 
t radi ng craft but somewhat smaller in dimen sion. Raft s 
are requisitioned on ly for the transportatio n o · firewood. 



.. . AFGHANISTAN 

Above Gharjui, as far as a little east of the _mouth of the 
Kunduz ri\·er, a distance ,of nearly 300 . miles, there are 
fifteen ferries four of which ha\·e been abandoned. Below 
~harjui, fro1-d that point as far as Petr<;> AlexandroY~k, there 
are nine. The following are the stations between Kunduz 
and Charjui : 

Shanvani 

Karawal Tepe 
Kakul Gusar 
Kanda Gusar 
Khisht Tepe 

Fords. 

Ferries. 

Mouth of Surkhab river 
Mouth of Kafirnahan river 
Kara Kaldar 

Charjui. 

Takhb-i-Kuva 

Patta Hissar 
Chushka Gisar 
Keli£ 
Khwaja Sala 
Karki 
Burdalik 
Narazim 

Bel\\"een Charjui and Petro Alexandrovsk they are: 

Charjui 
Ustik 
Ili-jik 
Kavakli 

Petro Alexandrovsk. 

Guzhari Tozakar 
Khandek-li 
Sumpana Bi Baba 
I{heradj 

Tl~ese fe_rrie-; are provided with two b?ats, statio_ned one 
on e!ther side of the river. The passage 1s accomplished by 
p:mt111g or through the services of small horses trained to 
tow _the boat while swimming and at!ached by means of a 
snrcmgle to an outrigger which proJects beyond the gun
wale. Native shipping relies principally_ on man-haulage up 
stream, supplemented by constant polmg; down stream 
the boats drift with the current. 

It i~_ cha~aderistic of ·a large portion of !he river that the 
stream flows within double banks. The mner one is the 
line <?f ~he water at ordinary seasons, ,~hile the outer one is 
the hm1t of the river in flood. The distance between the 
banks is as much as tw_o miles in many places and the zone 
thus forp-ied is laid out in fieh.ls and gardens. Moreover, it 
rarely ·happens tl)at this intei-ior space is altogether inun
dated and a portion, t~e.re.fore, is cultivate~ permanently. 
Elsewhere the area-av•ailable for development 1s measured by 
the flood season. Where these intra-spaces occur consider
able . length is added to the ferry passage. Sometimes 
the n,·er forms a series of separate channels until its waters 
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have united beyond the interruption. Such a point is met 
with at Khwaja Sala, where in certain seasons the stream is 
divided into three branches, the width of each channel being 
295 yards, II3 yards and 415 yards. The a\'erage depth 
there is 9 feet. At Kelif 33 miles up stream, on the other 
hand, these_double banks do not appear, and the ri\·er, 
flowing in a single and very narrow bed, contracts sufficiently 
to enable a bridge to be thrown across the stream, a project 
which is to be pushed at ance to completion. The Keli£ 
ferry is of interest as a · I ink in the affairs of Central Asia. 
It was the point where Alexander crossed the Oxus in 
B.C. 330 ; while, to-day, it is one of the most important 
Customs stations on the Russo-Afghan border. At every 
ferry station small posts of observation, formed of Bok
haran levies, have been e~tablished. During the prevalence 
of plague in India and -cholera in Afghanistan and Persia 
orders were issued which closed all ferries against the 
passage of caravans and travellers. Only at Charjui and 
Karki was traffic permitted. Lately there has been some 
relaxation in the execution of these regulations; but a number 
of the minor ferries are still barred against any description of 
communication from Afghanistah, India and Persia. 

The river does not continue for many miles in the turbulent 
spirit that distinguishes its appearance at Kelif ; at Karki, 
a few miles to the west, on account of a second channel 
there is great½r width. At Charjui the ferry is nearly 
700 yards across at low water, with several branches formed 
by sand banks. At the time of flood this distance becomes 
double with a depth of 30 feet in mid-stream; the further 
dimensions of the river down stream corresponding in pro
portion with the level of the banks. 
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