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From the Arabian Guif
to the Lands of
the Bulgars-an Important Dimension

in Medieval Muslim Trade

W. A. Douglas Jackson
Department of Geography
University of Washington, Seattle:

1
BAGHDAD AND ITS SETTING

By the tenth century of our era, the once unitary Islamic empier was
torn by diverse forces from within and subject to external threats and
pressures from without. The broad dimensions of Islamic Influence,
described about 975 A. D). by the geographer, Ibn Hauqal, could not
conceal the fact that this was a time of great t:ibulation for the peOples
of the Afro-Asian dry world culture realm:.

It was, according to Ibn Haugal, a journey of four months from Fer-
gana in the east to Yemen in the southwest, passing through the lands of
Khorasan, Iraq and Arabia. Four months also separated the northern
boundary of the Islamic world with Byzantium and the Indus Valley in the
south. In Africa to the west Islam stretched, to use Ibn Hauqal’s phrase,
like the sleeve of a garment through the Maghreb to Andalusia in Spain.
What 1s more Islam had been carried along the trade routes to the coasts
of India, Malacca and even China. And, by the early 10th century, Islamic
influence achieved its greatest penstration of Eastern Europe by means of
the Volga to the forests at its confluence with the Kama.

Still the armies of Allah had been met at Poitiers and driven out of
France and subsequently pushed southward from the Pyrenees. There
had been losses, too, in the Sea of Rum, the Mediterranean. Turkic no-
mads had begun pressing in from the northeast, while a new phenomenon
the Northmen, Varangians2 or Ruses, had appeared out of the Baltic to
strike terror into the hearts of Arabs as well as of Europeans. Finally,
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within the caliphate, its strangth and vitailty drained, the ascendancy on both
the cultural as well as on the political plane was passing to the Iranians,

The ninth century - the previous 3 century - had seen Islamic navigation
and commerce reach its greatest extenf. The establishment of the political
capital in Iraq under the Abbasids in the middle of the eigthh century had
afforded many advantages. Despite periodic floding of the rivers, Mansur’s
city on the Tigris, Baghdad or The City of Peace, lay in the midst of a
fruitful country, its lands cultivatad 4 from the desert in the west to the
mountains of Kurdistan in the northeast. A system of canals extending
from the Euphrates eastward brought water to what would be otherwise
parched fields. Clearly this was a more bountiful location than Kufah on
the edge of the desert to the south,

Baghdad, more importantly, could ommand the caravan routes that
led to the west and to the east and northeast. Moreover, by reason of the
canals and rivers, it had water connections with Syria and Byzantium to
the north and with Basra and the Arabian or Persian Gulf to the south.
Under these conditions a flourishing trade developed between Baghdad
and countries and ports both near and far. Basra, together with Siraf
to the east, had been important centers of trade even before Islamic times,
but the establishment of the caliphate 3 in Iraq and especially in Baghdad
gave a substantial boost to maritime trade.

In the building of Baghdad, Al-Mukaddisi, the geographer, states
that the caliph took the advice of those who had long experience in the
area. His account is prophetic, ,,Also the city being on the Sarat Canal,
provisions will be brought thithar by the boats of the Euphrates, and by
the caravans through the plains, even from Egypt and Syria. Hither, up
from the sea will come the wares of China, while 6 down the Tigris from
Mosul will be brought goods from the Byzantine lands...

As a whole she caliphate was situated at the crossroads of the commerce
of the world, Merchants and buyers were attracted by the populous bazaars,
while the depots were full of merchandise, produced both locally and
abroad : Egyptian flaxen fabrics could be procured in city marketsn ot
only in Africa but also in Asia and even in Europe ; Syrian silks and glass-
ware, weapons and metal vessels were in demand everywhere ; western Iran
provided rugs and artistic embroideries ; Khuzistan exported sugar, and
here as well as in the Kufah district, cotton was grown,. Copper was
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mined in Iran, Central Asia, Armenia, Ifrigiya (Tunisia), and Andalusis :
northern and western Iran were rich in tin and lead, and mercury was
mined near Istakhr ; southwestern Iran and northern Iraq were known
for their abundance of mineral 7 oil and bitumen, and southern Iran provi-
ded valuable goods such as opium and indigo.

Through Basra and its suburb Al-Ubulla, came the silks of China, the
tin of Kala or Malacca, the spices and aroumatics of India, woods of differ-
ent varieties and other items - these and manyy more to delight the eye,
the taste, the smell, the touch - flowed into the emporium at Baghdad.
And there they were exchanged for the merchandise originating in northern

lands 8 - furs, skins, wax, honey, nuts, swords, falcons, cattle and fair-
haired slaves.

the extension of Islamic trade and influence to the northern peoples who
produced these last commodities would have had little documentation were
it not for the accounts of Arab travellers, missions, and geographers that
have come down to us. They are, moreover, substantiated by the uncover-
ing of vast quantities of Muslim coins and other silver items, dating from
the seventh to the cleventh centuries, in the basin of the Volga, across
north-central Russia to Poland and Germany, on the Baltic coasts of Fin-

land, Sweden 9 and Norway, not to mention theisolated finds in the
ABritish Isles and Iceland.

It seems unlikely that Islamic merchants ventured overland as far as
the Baltic (or even for that matter into Western Siberia), for the goal of
their travels was not the outer reaches of the earth but the great market,
at Bulgar pear the junction of the Kama and the Volga rivers. From this
vast forested territory we know from Al-Maqdisi, sable, ermine, fox, beaver,
spotted hares and goat fur, together with wax, arrows, birch bark, high fur
caps, fish glue, fish teethe, castoreum, amber, prepared horse hides, honey
hazel nuts, falcons, swords, armour, maple wood, cattle both large and
small, as well as slaves, were accumulated 10 for transport to Khazaria,
the Caucasus, Kharizim, Iraq and the gulf ports,

The presence of Islam along the Volga in these early times has been
fully substantiated by the archeological research carried out in Russia both
before and after the 1917 Revolution. Clearly the relations between
Baghdad and Bulgar were important in the economic and geo-political
structure of the world a thousand years ago.
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THE ARABS AND THE KHAZARS

The first contact between Islam and the inhabitants of modern day
Russia occurred not long after the Hegira. About 642 A.D. Arab armies
broke through the Caucasus Mountains along the route of the Georgian
Military Highway in a drive that was aimed at Constantinople. In the
lowlands along the Caspian Sea they came in contact with a people known.
as the Khazars. A nomadic or semi-nomadic Turkic pcople, the Khazars
were the strongest force in the North Caucasus, II gaining preominence
with the demise of the West Turkic Empire (c. 550-650).

In 643 Bab al-Abwab, the Gate of Gates, a former Sassanid fortress
{now known as Derient), was occupied by Arab armies. The latter may
have pushed porthward to balangar but they were unable to take it. In
any case, the Arabs returned in 652 and reached Balanger, but lacking
again the strength to go further they fell back to the muntains. The
Khazars, whose capital lay ot Samandar on the coast to the north of
Dalangar, transferted the seat of their power to the north, to 1til or Atia
near the mouth of the Volga.  There they erected a state organization that
was to play a major role in Eastern European affatrs until the [0th century.

Between 722 and 727. Arab forces again tried to penetrate Khazaria
A thrust northward through Derbent reached Samandar and even Ttil itself.
The Kagan of the Khazars agreed to accept Islam and the Arab commander,
the future Marwan II, returned to Damascus. Despite this penetration
of Khazaria, the Aerabs - in part because of difficulties within the caliph-
ate in Syria - were stopped in their attempt to reach the ultimate prize,
Constantinople At about the same time, on the opposite side of Europe,
Charles Mantel in 732 the Battle of poitiers, delivered a hlow that turned
the invading Arabs back to the Pyrenees.

Khazaria, despite its humiliation, proved an eftective barrier to the
Penetration of Byzantium from the east. Because of its wide extent in the
South Russian steppe, it served as a buffer protecting the empire’s eastern
flank against incursions of nomadic peoples from Central Asia and of Arab
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armies from the south. The Khazar-Byzantine alliance was cemented
by the marriage of the Khazar princess Irene to the future emperor, Con--
stantine V, a union that produced a Khazar emperor, Leo IV, who ruled
m Constantinople in 775-750. As the strength of the Khazar state grew,
it came to impose tribute on some of the Slavic 12 tribes to the north--
west, namely the Polane, Severiane, sand the Viatichi, as well as on the
nomadic tribes to the east, the Pechenags between the Volga and Ural
Rivers and the Oghuz Turks to the southeast of them,

While the ending of the Arab wars in the north paved the way for the
rise of Baghdad under Harun al Rashid,13 the ruling class of the Khazars,
left to their own, promptly converted to Judaism. The latter move was.
motivated most likely by political factors since the adoption of Judaism
does not seem to have been accompanied by any great fervor, In any
evenf, with a Christian empirce to the west and a Muslim realm to the south,.
the adoption of Judaism suggests both a position of independence and an
understanding of political strategy. Khazaria became a haven for all
types. Under its Jewish elite, the stale harkored Slavs, Turks, Muslims
and Christians. The Muslim lived for the most part on the east bank of
the Volga in Khazaran : the Jews occupied the capital proper on the west
bank with their auxiliary troovs who were Muslim.

Itil also gained from trade, channelling the 14 goods from as far away-
as Arab Spain and Byzantium to Central Asia and China, On the Volga
traffic, the Khazars levied a 10 percent tax. Travel upstream was slow,
the journey from Ttil to Bulgar requiring about 2 months. Moving down-
stream. the flow of the curren* shortaned the trip to 20 days. Al-Tstakhri
tells of caravans passing between Khwarizm south of the Aral Sea and
Khazaria, bearing Slavic, Khazar and Turkic slaves, as well as furs. Most
likely this route is the 15 ,,royal road’ of which the Russians found traces
in recent times from the air.

In the century that followed The conversion to judaism, relations
between the Khavars and Arabs were not atways friendly, although they
were not openly hostile. The Arabs certainly lacked the will to mount
anothes campaign north of the Caucasus.  Stil] K hazaria may not always
have been openly tolerant of its diverse population. The Arab historian
Al-Baladhuri reports that in 854-555 A.D., 300 families g9y left itile'because
of their Muslim inclination and resettled in Armenia. The faci that the:
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special mission sent from Baghdad to Bulgar deliberately avoided Itil some
seventy years later suggests that such a delegation would not have welcome
in Khazaria, Hence, the travellers preferred to take their chances with
the nomadic tribes in the steppe far to the east.

I

THE BULGARS

The pressure of the Arabs on the Khazars from the mid-seventh to the
early eighth centuries contributed to the splintering of the Bulgar peoples
who had located somewhat earlier on the west side of the North Caucasus,
particularly in the Kuban Lowland.18 The Bulgars, like the Khazars,
were of Turkic origin and possibly, as Al-Istakhri suggested in the first half
of the tenth century, shared a commonality of language. 19 In any case
they were subservient to the Khazars.

‘The internal cohesion of the Bulgars camc to an end in 642 A.D. the
year of the first Arab-Khazar Was. Subsequently, the main body of the
Bulgars migrated in 678-680 along the Azov and Black Sea Coasts to thy
lower Danube where they were subsequently absorbed by Slavs. Another
group remained in the Kuban only to lose its identity in waves of nomadic
tribes. A third group, and by far the smallest in number, retreated to the

Volga, settling near the mouth of the Kama where they subjugated the
native Finnic peoples.

Cattle breeding remained the chief occupation of the Bulgars and the
ntial foundation of their economy. Al-Istakhri (932 A.D.) mentions that
the inhabitants of the Bulgar state practiced a form of transhumance,
spending the winters in wooden houses and the summers in tents. 20 By
the tenth century, however, the society most likely was in transition to a
sedentary way of life. Because of its location, Bulgar had quickly emerged
as a trading center and depot of considerable importance.

The first official and non-military contact between the Arabs and the
Turkic peoples of the Volga basin occurred n 844 A.D. Ahen the Caliph
al-Wathiq (842-847) despatched Sallam to survey the coast of the Caspian
Sea then known as the Sea of Tabaristan, which Sallam called the Sea of
the Khazars.21 Arab traders, however, may have found their way at an
carlier date into the Dnieper basin and the Black Sea littoral. The large
horde of Arab coins from this date found at Kiev would suggest this.
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Certainly Arab contacts with the Volga basin increased and in 868
A.D., according to Ibn al-Atir, Arabs reached Bulgar.22 It is possible
that at this time, if not earlier, the Bulgars were introduced to Islam, because
the Kagan of the Bulgars, Alms or Almua, subsequently adopted the title
of emir.23 The first reliable report of the emergence of Islam in Bulgar
follows the invitation of Almus to the Caliph al-Mugqtadir in Baghdad to
send an embassy consisting of teachers, architects and technicians exper-
ienced in the construction of fortifications. Tt has been assume:]

that the concern for defence was aimed at the Khazar overlords to
the south, but in view of the raids of Norsemen down the Volga from the
middle of the Sth century onward the Bulgar need for fortifications may
have been directed at the barbarians from Scandinavia.

In 922 A.D. a mission led by Susan-al-Rassi set out from Baghdad
for Bulgar.24 Eleven months later it reached the Bulgers, taking the
caravan- but very indirect routes through Central Asia rather then crossing
the Caucasus. Accompanying the mission was an observant diarist, Ibn
Fadlan, whose account of the events of the journey and its destination
affords the ffrst authentic literal evidence of the importance of Islam among,
the Bulgar peoples.

First of all the embassy followed a northeasterly direction, in part
along the so-called Khorasan Road, to Rayy. From there the party pro-
ceeded to Merv, crossing the desert to Amul on the Oxus. From Amul
visited they Bukhara and the Samanid Prince Nasr-Ibn-Ahmad. From
Bukhara they returned to the Oxus where they took a ship to al-Kath.

There the Khwarizm-shah tried to persuade them to go no further.
Escaping from his hospitality, the missiun reached Gurganj in the estuary
of the Oxus where it joined a caravan, reportedly consisting of 5,000 men
and 3,000pack animals. Theroute to Bulgar lay through the arid Ust-Urt.
Plateau after which it crossed the parched grassilands of the Oghuz Turks
Reaching the Yaik or Ural River to the north, the mission forded the
Yaik or Ural River near present-day Uralsk in the territory of the

Pechenegs. From there they struck off overland through the forest steppe
and forest to Bulgar,

Apparently of Greek origin, Ahmad-ibn-Fadlan nevertheless was
kncowledgeable in the ways of Islam and his account is remarkable for its
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detail. Ibn-Rusta in a report dated about 9212 A.D. mentions wooden
mosques; Ibn-Fadlan describes the mosques schools, imams and cemeteries
as similar to thosc in Arabia.25

The sending of a mission to the Bulgars 26 suggests that the Arabs und-
esstood perfectly well the role that Greater Bulgara was to play. The
Bulgars first of all were astride the middle reaches of the major trading
route in Eastern Europe. By the middle of the 9th century Baghdad knew
of the importance of the Volga. Ibn-Kurdadhbeh in his Book of Roads
and Kingdoms, dated 847, refers to the Volga trade27. Moreover, he
mentions also the presence of Scandinavian traders, clatiming to be Christian,
in Byzantium and Baghdad.28 Norse traders may have been reaching
Baghdad via the Russian rivers as weli as by sea around Europe. Bulgar
not only was in a position to dominate the traffic between thc Baltic and
the lower Volga, but it lay also on an overland route that led from Western
Europe to Kiev and via the Oka River to the Volga.29 Like Baghdad far
to the south Bulgar was the focus of trade between cast and west, north
and south.

Baghdad undoubtedly saw Bulgar as an advance post of Muslim
culture and influence in the north beyond Khazaria. For the Bulgars,
the Arabs posed no threat, their trading activity was welcome, and their
presence offered a counterpoise to the Khazar overlords in It After 922
the growth of commerc and the increase in the number of Arab, Khwarizm
and Persion merchants in Bulgar must have borne out all hopes and expec-
jations.  Al-Masudi in a text dating from 943 notes that “Big ships travel
on this river (the Volga) with merchandise from Kharezm. Other ships
from the jand on the right side of the Volga bring black fox pelts and these
are the most highly valued and precious furs... The black kind is found only
in the region and in districts bordering on it. The Kings of the barbarians
{the Northmen) live luxuriously in that they clothe themselves in these
skins and wear caps and coats madc of fur.”’30

In his diary Ibn-Fadlan refers to the Arctic ocaen and to the Tobol
which lies to the east of the Urals. Al-Masudi also mentions Western
Siberia and the Ob and Irtysh Rivers. A metal mirror with Arabic inscrip-
tion found near Samarovo. near the codfluence of the Ob and Irtysh, sug-
gests that Tobalsk on the Tobel was already by the tenth century a trading
centre. 31
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In 931, a son of the Emir Almus, having made a pilgarimage to Mecca
stopped on his return at the court of Baghdad. There according to al-
Masudi he offered the caliph gifts.32

Buigar was not the only town in Bulgar territory. Nearby lay Souvar,
mentioned by al-Istakhri, the ruins of which have been uncovered near the
present village of Kouznetchka. Together Buglar and Souvar had a male
population of 10.000 and each town possessed a mosque at the market place.
‘The Persian work, Hudud al-Alam, of an unknown author asserts that the
inhabitants of Bulgar 4nd Souvar were zealous fighters for their faith.

The Arabs in their relations with the Bulgars transmitted not only the
Koran but also the rudiments of their intellectual culture and civilization,
only remnants of which have come to light. Throughout the period of Arab
-contact and certainly until the twelfth century, the unit of currency was
fuors. Silver money from Baghdad and other Muslim states was also in use,
From the beginning of the tenth century, the Bulgar’s imitated the Samanid
dirhans and later struck coins with the names of the Abbasid caliphs inscri-
bed on them.34

Russian excavations at the site reveal that Bulgar served as the capital
only in the 10th and 11th dcenturies, the capital then being transferred to
Bilyar or Bilir some distance away from the river, probably to ensure
greater protection in the forests. By the 13th and 14th centuries, Bulgar’s
major structures, palaces, mosques and baths, as well as its walls, were of
stone, but these most likely were built after the Mongol attack in 1237 left
the city in ruins.

v

THE VARANGIANS OR THE RUS

Ibn-Fadlan’s account also affords the oldest accurate description of
the people known as the Rus. Coming out of Scandinavia, this group of
Northmen or Varangians were established in Kiev in 856 A.DD. We have
seen that Northmen had already reached Byzantium earlier in the century
and in response to what was regarded as a threat, the Khazars, with Byzan-
ting assistance had built the fortress of Sarkal on the lower reaches of the
Don tn 833. By 854 the Northmen had begun to levy tribute on the nor-
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thern Slavic peoples while in 864 and in 884 they had sent
exp editions down the Volga to the Caspian. In the meantime, some of
the Kievan Rus had apparently converted to Christianity following an
unsuccessful expedittion against Constantinople in 860. Ibn-Fadlan in 922
saw these northern peoples personally and was careful to make a distin-
ction between the Rus stablished in Novgorod and Kiev on the Varangian
route and those who reached Bulgar. The primitive culture and rude
behavior for the latter group revolted him.

The Volga traffic was of major concern to the Bulgars. Scandinavian
raids in the Volga basin at first were not too disruptive. In any case
throughout the early half of the 10th century, trade lay entirely in the hands
of Rus and Arab merchants. Stile, the Bulgars seem to have taken steps
to win friends. Tt is reported that they exercised a decisive influence on
the Pechenegs and the Polovisy to the east to convert to Islam. 35
Their relations with the Slavic peoples and the Duieper Rus were seemingl
good - it being only 10 days journey to the borders of the Rus and 20 days.
to Kiev. Moreover, the raids down the Volga in 913 and 943 were directed
far to the south and Bulgar seems to have been bypassed. However, the
balance of power was gradually changing. In 963 the Kievan Prince
Sviatoslav siezed the Khazar fortress of Sarkel while in 965 he plundered
Volga lands on his way to attack Itil, the Khazar capital. No great damage-
was done to Bulgar, but the decline of Khazaria was ultimately to have
severe repercussions on all of Eastern Europc - and the Arab trade as well.
1t was at this time that the Khazar Kagan sought aid from Muslim states.
by abandoning Judaism for Islam.

For their part the Bulgars attempted to convert Kiev to Islam by send--
ing an embassy in 986, while Prince Vladimir invited the Bulgars to explain
the participles of their faith.36 The effort failed for in 988 the Kievan
state officially adopted Christianity, thus cementing its tics to Lyzantium.

With Khazaria reeling under the attacks of the Northmen, Bulgar
trade for a time gained momentum. The exchange of goods may have
avoided the lower Volga and followed the caravan route across the eastern
steppe. In any case this route increased in importance during the 12th and
at the begining of the 13th centuries. Abu Hamid al-Garnati is the single
best known Arab trader of the Pre-Mongol period. On a journey into the:
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Ukraine he met merchants from Baghdad at a Slavic center hcacalled
‘Guekuman, which is thought to be either Kiev or another city of the
Nothern Rus.37

The weakening of the steppe empire, however, paved the way for the
migrations of nomadis peoples who not only overran Khazaria but con-
tributed subsequently to the destruction of both the Kievan and Bulgar
states. But this came in the 13th century. 1In 1223 the Mongols swep
out of Asia to impose a crushing defeat on Kiev while in 1237-38 they
descended on Bulgar and destroyed the old town. Bulgar rose to a ygiqg
culture later in the 13th century, but its future was doomed. Slavic princi-
palitics had survived in the north-Russian forests, though they were re-
quired to pay tribute to the masters of the Golden Horde. At the junction
of the Oka and the Volga, the prince of Vladimir-Suzdal had already begun
in 1221 the construction of a fortress, As Mongol power wanted in the
centuries that followed, Nizhni Novgorod replaced both Bulgar and the
Mongol capital of Kazan as the principal trade center on the Volga. By
then the prominent role played by Arab merchants in the trade of the Volga
had long passed into history, with only the ruins of Islamie culture, coins,
and the records of Arab travellers, geographers and historians - though
long unknown in the Western World - to bear witness.
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