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Yak and owner in the Aqbelis Pass, Little Pamir
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Preface
 
In a country whose rich social history and built heritage remains relatively 
undocumented, the remote Wakhan region, whose topography and climate render it 
inaccessible and deter settlement, remains largely ‘off the map’. This modest booklet 
aims to address this invisibility, by putting into print, in the first section, several folk 
tales recounted by members of the pastoral Wakhi and nomadic Kyrgyz communities 
who inhabit the region where Afghanistan meets China, Pakistan and Tajikistan. It 
is the soaring Pamir mountain range, rather than the modern frontiers, that defines 
a region which remains a melting-pot of cultures and beliefs. Since the first known 
written account some thirteen centuries ago, the environment in the Pamirs has 
impressed - and frightened – travellers, and several of these folk tales clearly have a 
moral function. From the manner in which Tashbek exacts revenge on Gul Qurban 
for what he sees as a betrayal, to the danger posed to the innocent by the mysterious 
carnivore, the Dewi Sarma, the familiar themes of love, loss and evil pervade these 
stories. While this oral tradition remains widespread in rural parts of Afghanistan, 
where low levels of literacy often preclude written accounts, folk tales of this sort have 
rarely been collected in the Wakhan, let alone transcribed and translated. As important 
as making this material accessible to English readers, however, is ensuring that a wider 
Afghan public is aware of the richness of the oral culture of the Wakhan. This booklet 
of folk tales therefore represents but the first step in a process to collect oral testimony 
from individuals and families of this remote region.   
 
Another dimension of the ‘hidden’ culture of the Wakhan lies in the sites that have been 
or remain of religious and social significance to the communities in the region. Since 
the earliest settlement or passage, man has left his mark on the landscape, by means 
of rock drawings, grave markers and funerary structures, forts and humble dwellings. 
While some of these had been previously recorded, the sheer diversity of the surviving 
tangible heritage was confirmed during a survey undertaken in 2007, which led to the 
documentation of some 100 sites across the region. The second part of this booklet 
comprises brief descriptions of 13 key sites that lie close to the most popular trekking 
routes through the Wakhan, and are therefore relatively accessible. In addition to 
helping to raise awareness among visitors of the surviving tangible heritage, it is hoped 
that this ongoing process of documentation will encourage the safeguarding by resident 
communities of sites that might be at risk, due to wilful damage or neglect.   
 
While a great deal has been written in recent years about the ‘loss of Afghan culture’, 
this publication provides ample evidence of the richness and persistence of local 
cultural traditions in one of the most remote regions of the country.

 
Jolyon Leslie

Aga Khan Trust for Culture, Afghanistan



The Wakhan
 
Situated between the Hindu Kush, Karakoram and Pamir mountain ranges, on 
the northeast edge of Afghanistan, the area known as the Wakhan is divided into 
three distinct geographical areas – the Wakhan Corridor, the Big Pamir and the 
Little Pamir. With peaks ranging from 2500m to almost 7500m, the topography 
of the region has largely insulated it from the dramatic political events that have 
taken place in surrounding countries in modern times.
 
The principal residents of the region are Wakhi pastoralists and a few communities 
of Kyrgyz nomads. The Wakhis, mainly subsistence farmers living in the 
valleys, speak a dialect of Persian and are Shia Ismailis. The Kyrgyz nomads, 
who move through the Big and Little Pamirs in search of pasture for their herds 
of livestock, are Sunni Muslims and speak a Turkic dialect.
 
A wide variety of petroglyphs, or rock drawings, bear witness to the fact that 
the Wakhan has been an important crossing for humans since at least the Lower 
Palaeolithic era (2.5m - 100,000 years ago.). Situated on the ‘Silk Road’, it 
lay on the route between important trading centres in western China and the 
Mediterranean. This trade persisted for some 1700 years, from the 4th century 
BC to the end of the Mongol empire in the late 14th century. Early Chinese 
records from the 7th century attest to the importance of the Wakhan in trade 
conducted by the Tang dynasty. The Chinese pilgrim, Hsuan Tsan (Xuan Xang) 
who travelled here in the 7th century wrote:
 
‘The valley of the Pamir is about 6000 li from east to west, and 100 li 
from north to south. It is situated between two snowy mountains. The cold 
is glacial and the wind furious. Snow even falls in Spring and Summer, 
day and night the wind rages. Grain and fruit cannot grow there and 
trees are few and far between. In the middle of the valley is a large lake, 
situated in the centre of the world on a plateau of prodigious height’.* 

Subsequent descriptions of the region can be found in the accounts of Marco 
Polo in 1271, of Mirza Muhammad Haidar who crossed from India in 1545 and 
of Benedict de Goes, a Jesuit who travelled from China to India in the early 17th 
century.  
 
By the 19th century, the Wakhan took on a new strategic importance, given its 
location on the frontline between the Tsarist Russian and British empires. This



occasioned a range of surveys by Russian and British explorers, some of whom 
undertook the first serious academic research on the region. The Anglo-Russian 
Pamir Treaty of 1895 ended the status of the Wakhan as a local principality. It 
was at this time that Dunmore, Curzon, Olufsen, Stein and others conducted 
surveys and research in this and adjoining mountain regions. The Wakhan 
remained largely insulated from the revolutions in Russia and China in the 20th 

century, as it did from political upheavals in Afghanistan, of which it was by 
then a province. Among modern research undertaken among the Wakhi is work 
by Dupree, Ewans, Hopkirk and Shahrani. 

* Sykes, P.M. 1933, ‘A History of Exploration from the Earliest Times to the Present Day’, 
reproduced in Shahrani, M.N. p.24, 2002, ‘The Kirghiz and Wakhi of Afghanistan - Adaption to 
Closed Frontiers and War’.

View east along the Wakhan Valley near the village of Baba Tangi



Folk Tales
 
As in other parts of Afghanistan and the wider region, storytelling remains an 
important part of how identity and history is passed down within communities, 
as well as being an important aspect of informal education. While important 
academic work has been undertaken on myths and legends among Afghan 
communities, along with a number of oral testimony initiatives, work on the 
Wakhan region is rare. The collection and transcription of folk tales presented 
in this booklet forms part an initiative to highlight Wakhan culture and promote 
tourism in the region. A number of informants from Ishkashim in the west to 
Sarhad-e Broghil in the east recounted folk tales specific to the Wakhi and 
Kyrgyz communities who inhabit the region. The fieldwork was undertaken  

by Andy Miller, consultant to the Aga Khan Foundation, assisted by Niamatullah 
Akbari, a student in social anthropology from Kabul University. In all, some 
ninety people were approached during the course of the fieldwork, which 
took place over five weeks during the summer of 2008. Informants were not 
prompted to talk on specific themes, but certain similarities can be detected 
between stories. Twenty-five tales were eventually recorded in full from five 
informants. Thirteen of these have been translated for this booklet. Where 
possible, locations mentioned in the tales have been identified and explanatory 
notes have been included.

Storyteller Ghulam Ali, Qazideh



Cultural Heritage
 
With little research undertaken on its cultural heritage since the 1970s, much 
of the substantive information on the Wakhan comes from work done in the 
19th and early 20th centuries. It was in this context that the Aga Khan Trust for 
Culture (AKTC) embarked on fieldwork to identify the most important built 
heritage in the Wakhan. Building on earlier documentation, including the 
1982 Gazetteer of Archaeological Sites (Ball and Gardin) and references in 
earlier surveys, including those by the Délégation Archéologique Francaise en 
Afghanistan (DAFA) fieldwork was conducted in autumn 2007 to verify the 
survival of many of the previously documented sites. It soon became clear that 
‘built heritage’ was too narrow a definition, and that an inventory needed to 
include petroglyphs, burial sites and markers if it was to reflect the range of 
surviving tangible heritage. The one hundred or so sites finally included in the 
2007 AKTC inventory range from petroglyphs, mid-Palaeolithic enclosures of 
unknown function, remains of a 7th century, late Sassanian Buddhist stupa, and 
several types of funerary structures or sites, from domed buildings to simple 
grave-markers. Thirteen of the key sites in the Wakhan and Little Pamir have 
been included in the second part of this booklet as an indication of the diversity 
of the heritage of the region. The sites selected are in or near villages in the 
Wakhan, or close to the main trekking routes in the Little Pamir.

Since 2005, a Wakhan tourism promotion project has been implemented by the 
Aga Khan Foundation with funding from the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs. The aim is to develop forms of tourism that match the social and 
economic situation of local communities, while generating alternative sources 
of livelihood. Through the project, members of local communities have been 
trained as trekking and mountaineering guides and cooks, while investments 
have been made in rehabilitating guest houses. Although the scale of tourism 
in the region is still modest, there are signs that resident families are benefiting 
from income generated through tourism – a process which has been helped by 
the improvement of access to some areas.

Natural shrine in Qazideh: a glacial boulder adorned with stones and ibex horns



Glossary 

Persian (Dari) words  found in the text:

Chapan   A traditional long coat worn during the winter   
   throughout Central Asia 

Dewi Sarma  Yeti

Gumbaz  Mud brick burial tomb or house

Guraji   Spirit

Khana kalan  Big house

Lal-e Badakhshan Badakhshan ruby

Mazar   Mausoleum or shrine

Mir   King or local ruler

Mullah   Muslim cleric educated in Islamic theology and law

Oxus   Alternative name (in classical antiquity) for the Amu  
   Darya River

Pakhsa   Building technique employing compressed earth and  
   straw

Panj Tan  Islamic term referring to the ‘Five Purified of Allah’

Qala   Fort, castle or fortified home

Sayid   Descendant of the family of the Prophet  Muhammad

Shah   King (Persian title)

Siahpush Kafirs  ‘Black robed infidels,’ a name applied by Muslims to  
   the pagan people of northeast Afghanistan



Yaks and farmer in Sarhad-e Broghil



Storytellers of the Wakhan

COLLECTING THE FOLK TALES

During the course of the research undertaken in 2008 a total of ninety people 
were approached  throughout the Wakhan, from Ishkashim to the eastern village 
of Sarhad-e Broghil. Whilst a number of people provided anecdotes concerning 
modern village life and also social comment on the changes that had occurred in 
the region over the last forty years or so, twenty-five folk tales were distilled from 
these interviews. A total of fourteen have been translated. The six storytellers 
who provided the tales are shown above. (One preferred not to give his name.)

Daulat Joshan  
(Ishkashim)

Tarzagul Sazgar 
(Qazideh)

Ghulam Ali 
(Qazideh)

Shan Bey 
(Chehel Kand)

Anonymous storyteller 
(Chehel Kand)

Kach Bek 
(Sarhad)



PART ONE: 
Folk Tales from the Wakhan

View of mountains in Tajikistan from Khandud, Lower Wakhan
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The Dragon of Ishkashim
STORYTELLER: Daulat Joshan. 
LOCATION: The story is located in Ishkashim. Sarboz is a small hamlet to the 
west of Ishkashim (Map 1). 
 

Many years ago in the time of our ancestors a dragon with a name long 
forgotten lived in a deep, dark pool known as ‘Adjar’. The dragon with no name 
possessed a seemingly insatiable appetite for destruction and mayhem, rising 
from the lake at dawn on the same day every month to devour the villagers and 
their livestock, causing much fear throughout the valley. After living like this 
for years, the villagers were desperate to stop this continuous devastation, They 
agreed to appease the beast by providing forty fried sheep, forty katri  (a large 
pot filled to the brim with tasty breads) and one fourteen-year-old girl chosen 
by lottery from one of the families in the valley. For many years this continued. 
The dragon kept coming for the offerings and the villagers continued to be 
saddened by the loss of their young daughters. No one was ever brave enough 
to confront the dragon.

 
One month an extremely poor family was chosen to make the sacrifice for the 

dragon from amongst their young children. Their youngest daughter, Naheed, 
was very beautiful indeed and the family wept at the prospect of her loss. The 
villagers took the food and offerings, placed them in front of the pool at dusk 
and left them for the dragon who would appear at daybreak to devour them all. 
The young girl was bound hand and foot and placed with the sheep and other 
food. She was cold and frightened and wept as she awaited her fate at the jaws of 
the devourer. During this particular night, a young man appeared on the edge of 
the lake astride a white horse. An intricately carved sword with a double blade 
swung from his belt, the holy sword that God made for Ali, son of Abu Talib. 
He rode up to the tightly bound girl, who screamed at him to leave immediately 
as the dragon might come at any time to take the offerings from the lake. She 
said, ‘This is a very dangerous place. Please leave this area now for your own 
safety. I have been chosen fairly from all the families in the village and I have 
to await and accept my fate.’

The strong, quiet man, however, refused to leave. ‘I have come here to rescue 
you. I will wait here until morning to protect you, but I am very tired from my 
travels across mountain and plain, and I will lay my head on your knee to sleep. 
But remember, when the dragon appears, you must wake me.’ 

After many hours, just before daybreak, the water on the lake seemed to 
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bubble and move violently, smoke and mist rising from the surface.

The young woman was very afraid and tried to wake the man but she could 
not. She shook and shook him, but still he slept, and she began to cry and wail. 
Tears flowed down her cheeks. One small sweet drop fell onto the man’s face, 
reviving him from his deep slumber. As the dragon reared its huge body from 
the depths of the lake, the man untied the girl, no longer needed to attract the 
dragon. She ran back home to her astounded parents, who were overwhelmed 
with joy to see her and mystified as to how she had escaped the dragon’s clutches. 
As the young man waited fearlessly by the lake’s edge, the dragon twisted and 
turned as it rose from the lake, unfolding seven fearful heads, which steamed in 
the morning light and towered far above the man.

 
‘Who are you?’ sneered the dragon, ‘and where is my sacrifice?’ Without 

waiting for a reply the first head darted forward, jaws agape, towards the brave 
man, who deftly severed it with a blow from his double-bladed sword. 

 
‘Hah, that was not my real head!’ roared the dragon, and a second head lunged 

forward, dodging the glistening blade as it whirled above the man’s head. The 
young man severed all the dragon’s heads until there was only one left. When 
the dragon collapsed onto the lakeshore, the man split the remaining head in two 
with a heavy blow from his sword, spattering the dragon’s blood far and wide.

 
The young man, exhausted by his fight, wiped the blood from his sword on a prominent 

stone on the lake shore which still remains in the village to this day. It is said in the village 
that if the split and bloodied stone is ever joined together by man or beast, then the world 
will surely come to an end. 

The villagers never saw the young man again, but they were extremely grateful 
for his bravery in rescuing the girl and allowing the village to live without fear. 
But the mountains in the area are still stained red by the blood of the dragon as 
a reminder to all who live there or who pass by, of the region’s dark and bloody 
past.  
     
NOTES: It is said that an historical figure from Ishkashim once had seven brutal 
soldiers, or mercenaries, who used force and terror to collect heavy taxes and other 
payments from people in the area. It is believed the villagers rose up against him, 
murdered the man and drove his fighters from the region. The Dragon of Ishkashim is 
one of the more popular and significant local stories related to the village of Sarboz in 
the Bozgir Valley. A small lake or pool – the Pool of Bozgir – lay opposite the valley.  In 
2008, however it proved impossible to locate either the village or the lake. The valley 
contains bright red mountains and jagged outcrops which local people say represent the 
blood of the dragon.
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The Witch of Ners

One bright, cold winter’s afternoon, a young farmer from the hamlet of 
Ners was returning from a journey to trade and buy food in Khandud, two days’ 
ride from his home. Riding his horse along the rocky trail, across the many cold, 
deep streams that ran down from the mountains, he kept his head down, tucked 
deep into his cloak to protect his face from the harsh winter wind.

 
As twilight approached, the farmer was desperate to reach home before sunset 

because the area was known to be dangerous. As he rode along a narrow path 
below a patch of dark, rocky mountains, a figure suddenly sprang from an 
overhanging ledge on to the back of his horse. The poor horse began to sweat 
as the strange figure on its back seemed to be far heavier than its size would 
suggest. 

The farmer was surprised and frightened, but the figure, in a soft, female 
voice, whispered in his ear, ‘I will not harm you. Just keep riding on to your 
village. I will not kill you, but I will not speak to you either. Just keep riding, for 
the night is coming and it is getting cold.’ 

 
The man was so afraid that he did as the witch said and rode straight back to 

Ners, not daring to turn around to look into her face. As they approached the 
farmer’s home, the witch said, ‘I will stay with you and your family over the 
winter as it is too cold to be elsewhere. I will not harm you if you give me safe 
haven.’ 

The farmer was so fearful, he felt he had little choice and agreed to let the 
witch live with him and his large family. Again she promised, ‘I will not hurt 
you or your family.’ After a few weeks, however, the witch became increasingly 
angry with both the man and his family. When the farmer and his wife were out, 
or not looking, the young witch would tease, torment and sometimes beat the 
children for no reason. There were eight young children in the family, all afraid 
of their unwelcome visitor. The farmer and his wife both agreed they could not 
continue, but the witch refused to leave until the summer months came when it 
would be warm enough to travel. 

5

STORYTELLER: Tarzegul Sazgar from Qazideh village.
LOCATION: Village of Sarhad-e Broghil at the far eastern end of the Wakhan 
Corridor. Ners is a small hamlet southwest of Sarhad-e Broghil, located on the 
southern bank of the Oxus (Amu Darya). Khandud is a sizeable village located 
halfway along the Wakhan Corridor (Map 3).



The witch said, ‘I will stay. In the winter the house will be mine and in the 
summer it will be yours.’

 
The farmer and his wife could not tolerate this, so secretly, working at night, 

the man built a new house near the village. One still winter’s night, he left his 
old house with his family for his new home outside of Ners. No one ever saw 
the witch in the house again, but to this day it has never been used by anyone in 
the village. If you listen carefully in the wintertime, you can still hear scuttling 
and  mutterings coming from the ruined property. 
     
NOTES: All three villages mentioned in this story still exist today. Sarhad-e Broghil 
and Khandud are two of the larger settlements in the Wakhan. Khandud is one of the 
region’s more important trading centres. 
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Tashbek and Gul Qurban
   

A long time ago, well before modern times, a young man named Tashbek 
lived in the village of Khandud, halfway between Ishkashim and the mountains 
of the Little Pamir. Tashbek had often noticed a beautiful young woman named 
Gul Qurban in the village. Meeting in secret for many weeks, Tashbek and Gul 
Qurban fell in love, ignoring the advice of their closest friends. Although he 
knew it was an unpopular match, Tashbek eventually summoned the courage to 
ask Gul Qurban’s father for her hand in marriage.

 
Gul Qurban’s father addressed Tashbek sternly: ‘I will not let just any man 

marry my favourite daughter and I expect him who does to prove himself. I 
will give my daughter to you if you travel to the distant land of China and bring 
to me a selection of precious stones, a leaf of gold, one each of a perfectly cut 
diamond, sapphire and emerald, pearls and lal-e Badakhshan [a type of rare 
ruby found only in Badakhshan]. Bring these to me and I will give you my 
daughter’s hand in marriage.’

 
Tashbek accepted the challenge and the next day he set out on his long and 

arduous quest to China and the western deserts of the Taklamakan. It took 
Tashbek more than a year to reach China with many adventures along the way, 
and then a further two years to collect all the precious stones and items that Gul 
Qurban’s father had demanded. All this time Gul Qurban waited in Khandud 
for him to return, wondering whether he was still alive, or somewhere on his 
travels. Not knowing which, she began to despair. During Tashbek’s absence 
however, Gul Qurban’s father had been plotting, never having liked Tashbek, 
and he arranged her marriage to another suitor.

 
Many months after the wedding Tashbek arrived back in Khandud, only to 

find his love had been married to another man. He was furious and went to see 
Gul Qurban’s father, but the father refused to see Tashbek.  

Tashbek was so furious, he raised a small army to attack Khandud and the 
soldiers of Gul Qurban’s father. War raged for many months, until finally 
Tashbek and his men subdued the town. Tashbek imprisoned Gul Qurban’s 
father and took Gul Qurban as his wife.

 

7

STORYTELLER: Daulat Joshan.
LOCATION: Khandud & Qala-e Sust (Map 2).
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Hamid and the Horse

One warm summer’s evening a young man named Hamid was travelling 
with a companion on the long and difficult journey from Ishkashim to Khandud, 
enjoying the last warmth at the end of a long day of travel. Hamid and his friend 
were travelling west through the Wakhan, coming down from the mountains of 
the Little Pamir. They were very tired, with only one horse between them, so 
their journey had been slow.  

It was late in the evening by the time they reached a small hamlet. They were 
still far from their destination so they decided to look for a place to spend the 
night. Walking though the village, they knocked on many doors to ask if any of 
the families would take them in since night was almost upon them and they were 
tired and hungry. They were turned away from all the houses, but decided to try 
once more at a small two-storey house on the edge of the village. 

When a young boy answered the door, Hamid said, ‘Please, my companion 
and I have travelled far today and we are just looking for a little food and a place 
to stay for the night. We are still far from our destination and the sun has now 
set.’  The young boy replied, ‘I am sorry, sirs, we have no room or spare food 
this evening. We cannot help you.’ 

By this point Hamid was very tired and angry, and as he turned away he said 
to the boy, ‘I say that I am a Sayid and if I am a Sayid I will destroy your house 
tonight as surely as my prayers are answered!’  

The young boy ran to his father saying, ‘We have made a big mistake. He is 
a Sayid and he will now destroy our home. Please let us invite him back for the 
evening.’ As Hamid mounted his horse and began to leave with his companion 
the owner of the house came running and shouted after them asking them to 
stay. So Hamid and his friend stayed at the house of the man, who killed a sheep 
in their honour and cooked it for the guests.

 
In the morning, they were warm and happy after a good night’s rest. As they 

prepared to set off to continue their travels, Hamid mounted the horse while 
his friend, looking displeased, began to walk. The horse belonged to the friend, 
however, and he looked up at him and said, ‘You were a Sayid for only one 
night. Now please get off my horse!’
 
NOTES: Sayids are descendants of the Prophet Muhammad’s family. This tale suggests 
that Hamid was being less than honest when he claimed to be a Sayid to obtain food and 
lodgings for the night.

STORYTELLER: Daulat Joshan.
LOCATION: Villages of Sarhad-e Broghil  in the far east of the Wakhan Corridor,  

  and Khandud, one of the larger trading centres halfway along the valley (Map 3).
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Mehran & Malek
(A Tale of Love, Endurance & Parrots)

    
STORYTELLER: Daulat Joshan. 
LOCATION: Oxus River (Amu Darya) and towns in western China (Map 1).

 Mehran was the son of Malek, a wise and respected mir, or king, in the 
eastern regions of the Wakhan hundreds of years ago. The Mir, who was very 
popular with his people, had a second son, also named Malek after himself to 
keep his name alive after his death. The king loved both his sons dearly but 
feared for their safety if he should die at the hands of his devious and ambitious 
brother, who envied his popularity and fortune and desired the kingdom for 
himself. One dark winter’s day Malek the Mir succumbed to a long illness and 
died in the presence of his two young sons, Mehran and Malek junior. Seeing 
his opportunity, in no time at all the ambitious brother of the elder Malek made 
himself mir by devious and brutal ways. He plotted to have both Mehran and 
the younger Malek thrown into a dungeon, lest they challenge his rule and take 
up their rightful positions as leaders of the kingdom their father had once so 
justly ruled.

Under threat of death or imprisonment, the two boys fled from their uncle’s 
qala, or fortress, with help from old friends of their father. After days on the run 
through the rugged Wakhan countryside, hungry and tired, they collapsed from 
exhaustion under a tree by the river and quickly fell asleep. The older brother, 
Mehran, whose mind was in turmoil after the flight from the city, was awoken 
suddenly. Looking up, he noticed two beautiful multicoloured parrots talking 
quietly to each other. Mehran pretended to be asleep but listened intently to the 
two birds’ chatter, which he found fascinating.  

 
The parrots were discussing the two brothers. The first parrot, with feathers of 

green and gold, said Mehran should go to Khotan, many miles away in China, 
as that was where his true destiny lay and he should seek it at all costs. The 
parrots continued their chattering, saying that the brothers’ destiny was to go 
their separate ways. The younger brother, Malek, they said, should travel to 
Chinomachin, a large and exotic city many miles away in China. 

The parrots sighed and flew off. Mehran was amazed by what he had heard 
and when Malek eventually woke from his deep sleep, Mehran recounted what 
the parrots had said about their destinies. The brothers, who were very close to 
each other and still feared for their lives, decided they would never separate on 
their travels towards the east, but would continue on together.
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At daybreak they continued their long trek towards the mountains and beyond, 
not knowing where they would go or what they would eventually do, all the time 
fearing that their uncle’s henchmen might not be far behind. After what seemed 
like days of walking, they reached a powerful and turbulent river, known as 
the Aksi or Oxus. They could not find a bridge or any place to cross the raging 
torrent so they agreed to build a makeshift raft with wood from a nearby forest. 
As they entered the water on their rickety wooden raft, the river started to swirl 
and plunge with a life of its own. A violent wind picked up, tossing the fragile 
craft like a piece of paper. So violent was the wind that eventually the raft broke 
and both Mehran and Malek were swept overboard. They were separated by the 
swirling waters, which swept Mehran towards Khotan and Malek on a piece of 
driftwood towards Chinomachin.

 
When Mehran was washed up on the riverbank in Khotan, the king of Khotan 

was on his deathbed. A few days later, he died. There was great mourning for 
the loss of the king. It was the custom in Khotan that the king’s successor should 
be chosen by an ancient ritual – the ’flight of the bird’. A large bird of prey was 
released from the uppermost part of the palace and it would fly down to land on 
the shoulder of whoever should become the next king. 

In front of a massive crowd of the people of Khotan, the bird of prey was 
released, and it flew down and landed on Mehran’s shoulder. The people of 
Khotan were surprised, but happy to have a young and handsome king to lead 
them. Mehran was taken into the palace, crowned in a great ceremony and given 
power to rule the small kingdom of Khotan. 

 
As for Malek, he was eventually washed up on the shores of Chinomachin. He 

had nearly drowned, and he was tired and hungry when he wandered into the 
town. He found life there difficult, spending all his time working for a pittance 
to earn his living. It was a very different life from the one he had led before in 
the Wakhan. However, as fate would have it, one day while walking through 
the bazaar, he saw the king’s daughter in all her finery, out with her courtiers 
buying saffron and other spices from a trader. Malek instantly fell in love with 
this vision of beauty.

It was well known throughout Chinomachin that the princess excelled in 
drawing, swimming and wrestling. Any potential suitor must triumph over her 
in these three endeavours to win her hand in marriage. Malek, full of enthusiasm 
and desire, made his way to the palace the following day to try his hand. The 
princess, surprised to see this young and apparently poor man from foreign 
lands, said, ‘You must beat me in all of these events to take my hand. But from 
what I see, you are unlikely to succeed!’ 
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Malek said simply, ‘We will start with the drawing.’ 

Malek drew a lady standing by the river carrying an urn. The king’s daughter 
drew a bunch of grapes on the vine. She asked to see his drawing and he 
replied, ‘First you should wash your hands in the river and then you will see the 
drawing.’ 

The king’s daughter was amazed as she could see the close resemblance 
between the fluidity of the drawing and the reality of the stream and the urn. 
Malek then asked to see her drawing. She said, ‘These are grapes on the vine.’ 
But Malek saw that her impression was not as convincing as his. 

Malek then won the wrestling event with little difficulty, and the two were 
equal swimmers in the turbulent river of Chinomachin. So the king’s daughter, 
surprised but secretly pleased, gave her hand to Malek. Malek then married the 
king’s daughter, who was called Benazir. 

The king and the chief courtiers were not at all pleased with what they 
considered an inauspicious union, so once again Malek was threatened with 
imprisonment in a deep, dark dungeon. He took his Princess Benazir and they 
hastily fled from Chinomachin.

After much travelling, they made their way to Khotan. On his arrival Malek 
again had to seek work and he decided to sell his wonderful drawings in the 
city’s bustling marketplace. Eventually word reached the King that a skilful 
foreign artist was working in the bazaar, whose drawings were more lifelike 
than any seen before. Intrigued, the king summoned Malek to the court to see 
his artwork for himself. At first Mehran failed to recognise his brother, who he 
had not seen for many years. But as soon as he heard Malek’s tale of his flight 
from the Wakhan and then from Chinomachin, he wept at the discovery of his 
long-lost brother with his new bride. 

Malek and Benazir were given special quarters in the palace and Malek 
continued to draw and to paint, amazing people from all around, while his 
brother Mehran ruled Khotan with a just and even hand and was respected by 
all his people.
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The Origin of the Dragon Lake 
    

STORYTELLER: Tarzagul Sazgar. 
LOCATION: Lake Zorkul, on the border of Afghanistan and Tajikistan (Map 4).

 Many centuries ago, before Lake Zorkul, the Dragon Lake, came into being, 
the region was a wide lush valley filled with plants of all descriptions. Animals 
had come from all over the world to this peaceful spot. It was also a haven for 
many different people, some of whom became rich and prosperous from their 
crops and the abundance of healthy livestock. 

 
One winter’s evening a traveller reached the village, having trekked far 

from the east and walked for many months through the deserts, mountains and 
plains of China and Afghanistan. The stranger was on the edge of exhaustion 
and he knocked on the doors of the villagers looking for something to eat and 
somewhere to lay his head for the night. 

 
The stranger found however that no one would offer him a place to stay and 

many of the villagers were rude to him, suspicious of anyone they did not know. 
The man became angry as he could see that the valley was very prosperous and 
that many of the villagers had food and money to spare. Just before nightfall, 
he approached the house of one of a few poor families on the outskirts of the 
village. A young boy, whose name was Zorkul, answered the door and asked the 
stranger, ‘What do you want at this time of the evening?’

The man said to the boy, ‘It is cold and dark and I need somewhere to sleep 
for the night, and a little food if you have any to spare.’

The boy went back into the house and asked his mother if they could let the 
stranger stay. His mother, being a kind woman, immediately invited the stranger 
in, treating him with great respect. ‘We are very poor and all we have to drink is 
milk from our goat, but you are welcome to join us,’ she said. 

The stranger drank the milk and slept well in the house of the young boy, 
Zorkul, and his mother.

At four o’clock in the morning, the man woke the boy and his mother and told 
them to quickly leave their house and to find a place to live higher up the valley. 
Surprised, they quickly got dressed and followed the stranger’s instructions, 
since he spoke with authority and with urgency in his voice. They had enough 
time to collect just three items from the house, which they put in a big sack – a 
live chicken, a flour sieve and a rolling pin.
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 As the boy and his mother were walking up the valley, to a beautiful spot 
overlooking the fields and the village, it began to rain. It began slowly, a warm 
summer’s rain, but became heavier and heavier until they could hardly see across 
the valley. The rain continued for days and days. The valley was flooded to form 
the now impressive Lake Zorkul and everyone in the village was drowned. Only 
the woman and the boy survived and they began a new village by the side of the 
lake which exists to this day. 

It is said in the village that the chicken was turned to stone and that the sieve 
and the rolling pin helped the woman and her son to survive and to feed the 
villagers as a new settlement grew. They are still kept somewhere in one of the 
houses as a reminder of the flood and the creation of the new settlement. This 
all happened in  the time of Tajil Malik the king and Bathruel Jemal the queen. 
     
NOTES: This tale appears to draw in part from the flood myth genre which appears in 
many different forms throughout the region and which has been adapted to suit local 
culture and geography. The best known examples of deluge and flood stories are those 
of Noah’s Ark in the Bible (Genesis, Ch.6) and in the Epic of Gilgamesh, recorded in 
Akkadian and Sumerian, and dating from c.2700 BC. Narratives relating to the flood 
myth can also be found in the Qur’an (Suras 11 and 71).
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The Wedding Spirit of Ptukh
    

STORYTELLER: Shan Bey from Sarhad-e Broghil, recounting a story he heard 
from his great-grandfather. 
LOCATION: Ptukh and Zanrud, Khandud (Map 3).

There was once an important mullah travelling by horse from Zanrud 
(possibly Khandud) along the paths and streams of the Wakhan, a long and 
difficult journey. While nearing his village, Ptukh, at the eastern end of the 
Wakhan Corridor, three beautiful young witches jumped down from a tree and 
tried to pull the man from his horse. However, the mullah was strong and he 
was reading the Holy Quran so he was not afraid. He forced two of the witches 
to flee back to the mountains.

Tying up the third witch on his horse with ropes and a scarf, he continued on 
to his house with the young witch crying out as they went. On returning to his 
home, he bound her tightly to the timber support in the middle of the house, 
underneath the skylight. The next day, the mullah and his wife invited some 
young women from the village to come to the house to help them, as both he and 
his wife were old and they were trying to prepare a wedding feast for relatives. 
The wife cooked a large amount of delicious food with the young womens’ 
help, and wonderful smells and aromas drifted throughout the house. The young 
witch, still tied to the central post of the house, cried out, 

 
‘Please, I am so hungry. Please, please release me and I will help you to cook the 

bread and prepare the food. I am quick and you can trust me. There is too much 
for you to do, and you will otherwise never be ready for your wedding feast.’

Eventually the wife relented and, feeling sorry for the witch, she cut her 
down. The witch, as she had promised, was a wonderful cook and soon they 
had many delightful things prepared for the feast, including a large assortment 
of bread all decorated with different patterns. However, as they were finishing 
the preparations for the feast, the witch suddenly turned, ate all the food she had 
prepared in a matter of minutes and most of that prepared by the villagers. As 
she gulped it all down without speaking, the wife and young villagers looked 
on in amazement. The woman of the house screamed, ‘Why are you doing this? 
You promised to help and now you have broken your promise and ruined our 
feast! Leave this place now!’ 

Without saying a word, the witch ran from the house and was never seen or heard 
of again. The day after the feast and the disappearance of the witch, however, the 
old mullah and his wife had a turn of fortune and, through unusual circumstances, 
they became very rich, as did all who lived in that house afterwards.
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The Shy Wizard of Ishkashim
    

STORYTELLER: Kach Bek from Sarhad-e Broghil.  
LOCATION: Originally set in Ishkashim, but also told as taking place in  
Sarhad-e Broghil (Map 1).

 

Not so many years ago there was a wise man called Mantaq who lived in 
Ishkashim. He was also a very rich man who had worked hard and acquired 
more sheep then he needed, many fine horses and money to spend as he wished. 
He no longer needed to work. But after many years of living well and refusing 
to work, his prized livestock and all his gold had nearly all been eaten, sold 
or spent. Mantaq and his wife now became very poor indeed, with little to eat 
and no sheep or horses. Mantaq’s wife was both sad and angry at their turn of 
fortune, for which she blamed Mantaq and his laziness. One morning she said 
to him, ‘We have no money, no animals and nothing to eat. You must go out into 
the valley and the settlements beyond until you find either work or food for both 
of us. Do not return until you have done so, otherwise we will starve.’

 
Early the following morning Mantaq left Ishkashim on his quest for work 

and food. Walking for many days through the valley’s hamlets and villages, he 
spoke to many people while asking for work and he crossed many miles through 
forest and stream, but he was always unsuccessful in his quest. After several 
weeks of this, Mantaq began to think of returning home, but he wondered what 
his wife would say and how they would survive the coming winter with no food 
or money for firewood. 

On his last evening before turning back south towards his own village, he 
noticed a wisp of dark smoke drifting skywards in the distant mountains, just 
as darkness was beginning to cast its shadow across the landscape. Following 
the smoke into the mountains, he arrived at what appeared to be a cliff face, 
hidden behind the sweet-smelling trees. He could see no door but he could feel 
the warmth of a fire and see a crack of glowing red light in the cliff. As he came 
closer, he could see the outline of a door, slightly ajar. Pushing the heavy stone 
door open, he found himself in a cavernous and beautifully decorated qala, 
a true mountain palace. Looking around, Mantaq could find no one so he sat 
down to have a rest and to admire the rooms. Mantaq was so tired he drifted 
off to sleep. While he slept, a strikingly tall wizard appeared from outside and 
glided quietly across the marble floor of the palace. 

The wizard woke Mantaq and shouted, ‘What are you doing here, man from 
the valleys? Why are you bothering me in my mountain home?’
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 The wizard was very angry to find a human being in his house, and such a 
dishevelled and obviously poor one at that. Mantaq said he meant no harm but 
he needed somewhere to sleep for the night. He would leave first thing in the 
morning, he said. Quaking with fear, Mantaq said, ‘Everything is in your hands, 
whether you want to kill me or eat me.’  But the wizard replied, ‘No, you are 
safe in my house and I will not harm you. But you must leave in the morning 
and return to your own home in the valley.’

 
Mantaq slept well. Before departing in the morning he thanked the powerful 

wizard for his hospitality. ‘You are my friend,’ Mantaq told him. ‘In that case,’ 
said the wizard, ‘I have to give you a gift. I have this bag of gold and precious 
jewels for you to take home to your family.’ 

Mantaq thanked him many times but replied quietly, ‘It would be shameful 
for me to take this back to my valley without an explanation, so please could 
you take this to my house for me using your magical powers, as a friend.’  
The wizard replied, ‘Since you are my friend, that is no problem at all. I will 
transport this treasure to your house.’  

So they left together and began their journey by making their way through a 
large, dark forest which the wizard crossed quickly by flying over it. Mantaq 
however took the whole day to cross the forest. He arrived late where the wizard 
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was waiting on the other side of the forest. ‘Why are you so late?’ asked the 
wizard.  Mantaq replied, ‘I was counting the thousands of trees in the forest 
for my sons.’ The wizard thought to himself that this man was very fast and 
powerful if he could count all the trees in the forest in a single day. 

The next day they came to the banks of the Oxus, which was wide and wild. 
The wizard easily crossed the river and waited on the other side for Mantaq to 
arrive. Mantaq again had difficulty crossing the river and did not arrive until 
dusk. ‘Why are you late again?’ asked the wizard. Mantaq replied, ‘Ah! I have 
been counting all the fish in the river for my sons, to see how many they will 
each receive!’ Again the wizard thought to himself that this man Mantaq must 
be very powerful if he could count so many fish so quickly.

 
The next day they arrived at Mantaq’s house in the valley. While they sat 

outside having tea after their long journey, Mantaq suggested, ‘Let’s go out for 
a walk until the dinner my wife is preparing is ready.’ 

When the wizard was out of earshot, he said quietly to his wife, ‘When we get 
outside you should ask me what you should cook for me. Ask if you should cook 
a cow, a horse or a sheep.’ He continued:  ‘I will ask, “What do you have ready?” 
You should tell me that I only have the neck of a witch left in the larder. Just say 
that.’   Mantaq set off with the witch, but as they were leaving he asked his wife 
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what she was cooking for them.  She shouted back as arranged, asking what she 
should cook as she knew that Mantaq preferred cold neck of witch, but they had 
only one left in the larder.

 
The wizard heard this and, suddenly feeling worried, he said to Mantaq that 

it was late in the day and that he should leave straight away to reach his home 
before dark. Foolishly he believed that Mantaq must be very powerful indeed 
to have the neck of a witch to eat.  So the wizard took his leave. On his way 
through the valley, he came across a clever fox who stopped and said, ‘Ah, 
wizard, where have you come from, and where are you going?’  

‘I have come from Mantaq’s house,’ said the wizard. ‘So, what were you doing there?’ 
The wizard told the fox the story of Mantaq’s travels and that he had given 
much gold to Mantaq. The fox laughed and said, ‘Wizard! He has tricked you. 
He is not powerful. He has double-crossed you and cheated you of your gold. 
He is not a strong man. You are shy and foolish to fall for his tricks!’ 

The wizard became very angry and replied, ‘Well, if you are right, then we 
shall return to see Mantaq and he can explain himself.’ The wizard tied a rope 
between himself and the fox for safety and they made their way back to Mantaq’s 
house to confront him about his deception.

 
As the wizard and the fox approached, Mantaq’s wife saw them through the 

window and shouted to Mantaq, ‘Look, they are coming here! What shall we do?’ 
Mantaq looked through the window and thought quickly. He put on his best 
fighting clothes, including his helmet, sword and shield, and he went outside to 
meet the fox and the wizard as they approached. The fox came close to Mantaq 
and said to him with a sly smile, ‘Hello Mantaq. How are you?’ 

Mantaq shouted loudly, ‘You deceitful fox! You promised me that you would 
bring two witches for the larder and you have brought me only one. Now how 
shall we eat this winter?’ On hearing this conversation from his hiding place, 
the wizard thought this must indeed be a powerful man, despite what the fox 
had told him of Mantaq’s deceitfulness. The wizard quickly turned around and 
flew back to his palace in the mountains. The fox, still tied to the wizard by the 
rope, was dragged over forest, river and mountain. He was badly bruised and 
unhappy after having tried to help the wizard, but nevertheless he decided to 
stay. The fox spent the rest of his days in the mountain palace, hunting in the 
wilderness of the Pamirs and the Wakhan.

 
Mantaq, strong and clever, bought more sheep and horses with the wizard’s gold 

and he and his wife prospered in their little village and never saw the shy wizard 
or the clever fox in the valley again. Mantaq never again went to the mountains.  
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      Mountains of Shirin-o-Farhad, by Baharak 
     
STORYTELLER: Originally recorded by Sirdar Ali Ikbal Shah in Afghanistan of 
the Afghans. 
LOCATION: Baharak, Badakhshan (Map 1).

A brave man named Farhad loved a princess named Shirin, but sadly the 
Princess did not return his love. Farhad tried in vain to gain access to the love 
cell of Shirin’s heart, but no one would let it be known that a lowly stonecutter 
loved a woman of royal blood. In despair Farhad would go to the mountains and 
spend whole days without food, playing on his flute music in praise of Shirin. 
After many months friends thought of a way to acquaint the Princess of the 
stonecutter’s love. She saw him once, and the love that had lived in his bosom 
also began to breathe in hers. But she dared not open her lips to her father – for 
how could a lowly labourer aspire to win the hand of a princess? 

It was not long, however, before the king himself heard some rumour of 
this extraordinary change of sentiment and he was naturally indignant at the 
discovery. However, as he had no children other than Shirin, and she was pining 
away with love, he proposed to his daughter that her lover, being of common 
birth, must accomplish a task such as no man may be able to do and only then 
might he be recommended to his favour. The task which he skilfully suggested 
was that Shirin should ask her lover to dig a canal in the rocky land among the 
hills. The canal must be six lances in width, three lances deep and forty miles 
long!

The princess conveyed her father’s decision to Farhad, who shouldered his 
spade and started off to the hills to commence this momentous task. He worked 
hard and broke the stones for years. He would start his work early in the morning 
when it was dark and never ceased from his labour until, due to darkness, no 
man could see one yard on each side. Shirin secretly visited the hard working 
Farhad who shouldered his spade and slept with it under his head, his body 
stretched on a bed of stones. Shirin noticed, with all the pride of a lover, that 
he cut her figure in the rocks every six yards, and she would sigh and return 
without his knowing.

Farhad worked for many years to cut the canal, all was in readiness but his task 
was not yet finished as he had to dig a well in the rocky beds of the mountains 
and sprout a fountain from which the canal would receive its perpetual supply. 
Farhad was halfway through his task when the king decided to consult his 
courtiers and sought their advice. His artifice had failed. Farhad had not perished 
in the attempt, and if all the conditions were fulfilled, as soon seemed likely, his 
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daughter must go to him in marriage. The Viziers suggested that an old woman 
should be sent to Farhad to tell him that Shirin was dead; then, perhaps, Farhad 
would become disheartened and leave off the work.

It was an ignoble trip, but it promised success and the king agreed to try it. 
So an old woman went to Farhad and wept and cried until words choked her, 
the stonecutter asked her the cause of her bereavement. ‘I weep for a deceased 
and you.’

‘For a deceased and me?’ asked the surprised Farhad, ‘How do you explain 
it?’

‘Well my brave man, you have worked so well, and for such a long time too, 
but you have laboured in vain, for the object of your devotion is dead.’

‘What! Shirin dead?’ cried the bewildered man.

Such was his grief that he cut his head with the sharp of the spade and died 
under the carved image of his beloved. The only liquid that streamed into the 
canal was his own blood. When Shirin heard this she fled in great sorrow to the 
mountains where her wronged lover lay; it is said that she inflicted a wound 
in her own head at the precise spot where Farhad had struck himself, and with 
the shame sharp edge of the spade which was stained with her lover’s gore. No 
water ever flows into the canal, but the two lovers are entombed in one and the 
same grave.  
     
NOTES: The town of Baharak lies 40km east of Faizabad in Badakhshan. Near the 
Baharak Valley is an irrigation canal located at the foot of a hill still known as ‘The 
Mountain of Shirin-o-Farhad’. This legend was first recorded by the 12th century 
Azerbaijani poet, Nizami, with the canal being dug as a monumental work of devotion 
by a stonecutter named Farhad for Shirin the Queen of Armenia. A number of folk 
versions of this tale have been recorded and still exist. The example above was originally 
recorded by Sirdar Ali Ikbal Shah in ‘Afghanistan of the Afghans’, published in the early 
20th century and reproduced with the kind permission of Tahir Shah. Several versions of 
this story were heard as part of the fieldwork in 2008. None was described in as much 
detail as above, so it was decided to use the existing, more comprehensive version as it 
appears here.

British Library Board. Or. 6810
22



11©The British Library Board. Or. 6810, f.72v

23



Deo-i Sarma of the Hindu Kush
    

STORYTELLER: Daulat Joshan. 
LOCATION: Hindu Kush mountains, Afghanistan (Map 3).
 

For the Deo-i Sarma (‘Cold Giants’, or yeti) the winter and the summer are 
the same, but they prefer higher, colder climates. Mostly they are only seen by 
dishonest or lazy people, generally someone who is not taking the advice of his 
or her mother. In the Wakhan, the Deo-i Sarma appear high in the mountains at 
the top of Sarhad-e Broghil or Ishkashim, near or across the borders into other 
countries, such as Murghab in Tajikistan and the Pamirs. They do not have a 
specific colour. They are sometimes white but can also appear in other colours, 
with the colour of their coat changing to suit the season, like a chameleon. In the 
villages, if a young person is disrespectful to his parents, or in particular if he 
ignores his mother’s advice, she will often say, ‘If you do not respect me, then 
the Deo-i Sarma will carry you off to the mountains.’

When the Deo-i Sarma is about to appear, the wind picks up and blows hard. 
Dark clouds move in and then rain or snow will fall heavily. Anyone in the 
vicinity gets cold very quickly. At this point, the beast will sometimes appear 
as an old man, dressed in a black chapan. This chapan emanates warmth and 
encourages people to come close to warm themselves near his body. As the 
person moves closer, the Deo-i Sarma slowly moves further away, leading him 
on. If a person is clever or honest he will realise what is happening and will turn 
around and run. The Deo-i Sarma never follows. A dishonest person will continue 
to follow until he is cold and tired. The Deo-i Sarma creates illusions, making 
rocks look like a fire for the person to warm himself. When he approaches and 
touches the rocks, he feels warm, but in reality he keeps getting colder. The 
person eventually collapses from exposure to the elements and the Deo-i Sarma 
then removes his kidneys to eat. The frozen body is often found days later.

The moral of this story is: Listen to your mother, or your kidneys will be eaten.
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Mountains near the Uween-e Sar Pass, Little Pamir
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The Elder of Bozai Gumbaz
    

STORYTELLER: Ghulam Ali. 
LOCATION: Bozai Gumbaz, Little Pamir, on the northern bank of the Aksu. 
(Map 4). The location of this story is also featured in Part 2, p.53.

 

Bozai was the elder of a village nestled on the banks of the river Oxus in the 
Little Pamirs, a beautiful location with mountains spreading out to the north, east 
and west and the mountain waters coursing through the valley. Bozai was a just 
and popular leader of the village, and he was also renowned for having one of 
the most beautiful wives in the region, whose beauty was known far and wide. It 
is said she was from a place near the sea, far away from the village. Sadly, many 
men were jealous of Bozai, his popularity and his wife. One winter’s morning, 
a figure crept into Bozai’s home and murdered him, cutting his head off with a 
single blow from the blade of a long sword.

The following morning, Bozai’s body was found and both his wife and the 
villagers wept for the loss of this most popular of village elders. His death was a 
surprise to all. But human nature being what it is, many suspicions were aroused 
and people with grudges began to blame each other for Bozai’s death. Amidst 
this confusion, the true identity of the murderer was never found. Some wise 
regional elders suggested that Bozai’s body be left out for one night before 
being buried and that perhaps the gods [of the Kyrgyz] would point them to 
the true culprit and bring justice to the family. Bozai’s widow and the villagers 
agreed to this and the body was left out overnight. 

Early the next morning the villagers and the elders gathered outside Bozai’s 
house to observe the body that lay still on the platform they had erected. As 
the elders examined the body for any signs from the gods, it suddenly opened 
its eyes and began to speak. All those assembled jumped back in surprise, but 
then drew closer to listen to the body’s words: ‘My killer is Mustapha from the 
fields. See that he is brought to justice this day. Do not fight between each other 
and be peaceful. Seek advice rather than quarreling with your neighbours and 
honour your elders. Please now bury me in the tradition of our people so that I 
can be at rest. When I am buried a hot spring will burst forth in my memory.’ 

The body then lay silent. After Bozai’s burial a small hot spring on a nearby mountain 
appeared as he had predicted. The hot water would only run for a short distance 
though before turning to dust and being blown away by the mountain winds.  
     
NOTES: This story was told to Ghulam Ali by the Kyrgyz on numerous occasions over 
the course of his fourteen journeys to the Little Pamir. Bozai Gumbaz is a beautiful but 
deserted spot today, with many mud brick burial tombs. It can be reached via the Kyrgyz 
summer settlement of Kash Goz. The area is still important to the Kyrgyz people today 
and is respected as a place of worship even though it is unoccupied.
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The village of Baba Tangi, under Koh-e Safed, the ‘White Mountain’
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The Old Man of Baba Tangi
    

STORYTELLER: Tarzagul Sazgar. 
LOCATION: Baba Tangi and Kurut, two small villages located  in the Wakhan 
valley near Koh-e-Safed (‘White Mountain’ -- also called Mount Baba Tangi), 
one of the prominent peaks of the Hindu Kush (Map 3).

Many years ago two brothers came to the village of Baba Tangi. Their names 
were Khawaja Beg Ali and Meribal. On arriving in the village, they were greeted by 
a very old man, who looked many hundreds of years old. Khawaja Beg Ali asked 
the man, ‘Baba, you are very old. Why are you living here with your family in this 
small village, in this cold valley? Surely there are better places for you to be.’ 

The Baba (‘Grandfather’) replied, ‘Because this is my country, this is my 
beautiful valley and I love living here, as harsh as the winter months may 
be. I have lived here many, many years. Because of this, the village and this 
unique mountain have been named after me.’  Meribal and Khawaja Beg Ali 
bade farewell to the old Baba and his family and continued travelling eastwards 
along the banks of the Oxus. They followed the valley all the way to Broghil, 
up against the Little Pamirs, and there they saw many beautiful buildings built 
of timber in the traditional style.

There were many skilled woodsmen in the village but they were having 
problems building the roofs of their new wooden houses. The tree trunks were 
not long enough to span the roofs of the houses they had built. Khawaja Beg 
said to the men, ‘I know an old Baba who can help. He is wise and experienced 
and has magical skills.’  They returned to Kurut to ask the help of the old Baba 
and he accompanied them back to Broghil. The woodsmen held one end of the 
trunk while the old Baba held the other and concentrated, closing his eyes. The 
Baba then pulled with all his strength and stretched the trunks until they were 
the perfect size to span the roofs of the Broghil villagers. 

 
The villagers thanked the old Baba, who said, ‘It is a little thing. I cannot do 

many useful things in my life but what I can do to help you all after my death, 
I will do. When I die, make my grave between the Wakhan and Langar in the 
Little Pamirs. If people go and stand by my grave, they will be safe from both 
man and beast. No fox, wolf or cheetah will harry them. My spirit will protect 
you. If you reach my grave at night, a small dog will always be there [a guraji, 
or spirit] to protect you if you are true of heart and spirit.’ 

Meribal and Khawaja Beg honoured the old Baba’s wish. When he died many years 
later, he was buried where he requested. Today the grave still stands proudly, high 
above the river Oxus in the Langar Valley, east of Barnak and west of Kash Goz.    
NOTES:  The Langar valley is a real place, with a ruined settlement and  a cemetery where 
the old Baba is said to be buried. The author’s visit in 2007 showed it to be a Kyrgyz shrine 
and cemetery rather than Wakhi, although this area was possibly used by both peoples. 
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The Ravenous Witch and the Golden Cloth
    

STORYTELLER: Daulat Joshan. 
LOCATION: Koh-e Urgund, a small hamlet in the west of the Wakhan Corridor (Map 1).

 

Many years ago the wife of a poor farmer in the valley of Koh-e Urgund was 
going to her stables to attend to the few animals they had. The stable was dark 
and warm and the animals were settling down to sleep. It was a very peaceful 
time. While checking that the animals were safe and had food and water, the 
farmer’s wife thought she could hear the sound of something in the darkness at 
the back of the stable. It was not the sound of an animal. As she walked between 
two cows to have a look, she jumped backwards in surprise. Sitting on the 
ground on the hay and holding something close to her chest was a young spirit, 
or witch. The bundle of rags she was clutching to her breast was a newborn. The 
farmer’s wife was terrified and not knowing what to do or say, she began to run 
from the stable, but the spirit called after her, ‘Please don’t be afraid. I will not 
hurt you, do come back to me. I am alone and need your help. My baby and I 
are very hungry. Can you please bring us something to eat? Anything at all. We 
are starving. But it must be cold food, for we cannot eat hot food. Bring us cold 
food to eat and I will give you good advice.’  

Taking pity on the young witch, the woman stopped running and went to the 
kitchen with her heart still beating. There she collected flour, oil and water and 
made a cold meal, hoping the witch would honour her promise to give her some 
insight or tell her the future for herself and her family.

 
The witch gratefully took the cold food and ate it all, feeding her baby too. 

When she had finished she said she could not give the woman any advice that 
would help her. However, in a dull tone she told the farmer’s wife, ‘Just take a 
piece of this golden cloth from me and keep this with you always. It will help 
you. Do not sell it, because it will prove useful.’

 
After the witch and baby had left, the woman put the piece of cloth in a safe 

place in her house. After several years, all the sheep and cows belonging to the 
farmer and his wife had strong, healthy triplets every time they gave birth, and 
they gave birth more often than normal. The couple became very wealthy and 
powerful in the region, both in Koh-e Urgund and beyond in the Wakhan. From 
that time on, the family was called Khana Kalan (‘Big House’). To this day, 
their house still exists and whoever lives there will remain rich with plenty of 
animal births. The piece of golden cloth is still kept in an important place within 
the house, hidden high up on the walls beneath the rafters.
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 Iskander and the Angel of Lake Shewa
   

STORYTELLER: Anonymous storyteller. Recorded in Faizabad. 
LOCATION: Lake Shewa, Badakhshan, near the Tajik border (Map 1).

 

Iskander (Alexander the Great) and his army, after many years of war and 
hardship in Asia, were travelling east on their expedition to India. One cold, 
clear morning they arrived at Lake Shewa, located just southeast of the village 
of Shewa. Iskander’s generals decided that this was the perfect place to rest for 
a few days as their men were exhausted and downhearted.

 
Awaking early the next morning and wishing to be alone for some time, 

Iskander went down to the lake to bathe in its cool, inviting waters. Thinking no 
one was around, he began to remove his clothes to take a swim. But while doing 
so, across the water, partially hidden by a juniper bush, he saw a young woman 
who was also undressing to bathe. She appeared very beautiful to his eyes, more 
beautiful than any woman he had ever seen in Macedonia or elsewhere on his 
travels. Iskander was transfixed by her beauty. Moving towards her along the 
shoreline, he realised she was actually a young angel, iridescent, with small 
gilded wings.

 
Iskander walked slowly towards the angel, not wanting to startle her. As he 

was about to speak to her, she raised her hand to her lips to silence him and 
whispered, ‘I know who and what you are, and what you will become.’ 

Iskander was bewitched by this ethereal beauty. Every morning before sunrise, he 
went down to the lake to talk to this beautiful creature. They fell in love and after many 
weeks decided to marry in secret. No one but a local priest knew of this unusual union 
between a man and a spirit. Iskander and his army remained near the lake all 
through the autumn and winter until the time came for them to move onward to 
the east, towards their destiny in India and beyond. Iskander begged the angel 
to go with him, to be near him and to watch over him during the difficult times 
to come. But as the protector of the lake, the angel could not travel far from it, 
being bound to lake and its mountains for eternity. With great sadness, the two 
parted and the angel returned to the mountains surrounding the lake, protecting 
people who visited there, waiting for Iskander’s return, however long it might 
take.

 
Many years later, on his expeditions in Egypt, Iskander was poisoned by his 

guards and died. As he had requested, his body eventually made the long trip back to 
Afghanistan and to Lake Shewa. There, one misty morning Iskander’s body, dressed 
in his finest military outfit, was laid upon a golden bed. While his mourning soldiers 
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and the local people looked on, his body 
floated on a raft into the middle of the 
lake where it sank. To this day, the body 
of Iskander rests in this peaceful place 
in northern Afghanistan, not, as many 
people suppose, in Egypt or back in 
Macedonia. The angel of Lake Shewa is 
said to watch over his watery grave from 
the mountains above, lamenting the loss 
of her fleeting love. 
    
NOTES: The story refers to the travels in 
the region of Alexander the Great, known 
locally as Iskander. Alexander is known 
to have travelled with his army to Balkh 
and Ai Khanoum, on his way through 
Central Asia to Samarkand. There is 
no historical record of his ever visiting 
modern Badakhshan, but folk tales of his 
exploits abound throughout the region, 
often retold in a local setting.  
    
RIGHT: An artefact recovered from one 
of the sites attested to Alexander the Great 
and his armies as they passed through 
the region. The image depicts a helmeted 
Ephebe or Greek hoplite (from Begram, 
chantier II, chamber 13). The discovery of 
Greek and Hellenistic sites and artefacts 
in Afghanistan, particularly in the north 
of the country, such as at Ai Khanoum 
and Balkh, has perhaps further inspired 
myths or legends based on the exploits of 
Alexander the Great, or Iskander. (Image 
used with kind permission of the National 
Museum of Afghanistan).    
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PART TWO:  
Cultural Heritage Sites in the Wakhan

Burial monument in Khandud, Lower  Wakhan
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The Bala Hissar (Kala Tepe) of Ishkashim
LOCATION & ACCESS
The Bala Hissar, or Kala Tepe, is located on the south side of the Panj River on 
the northern outskirts of Ishkashim, one of the larger settlements at the western 
end of the Wakhan Corridor (Map 1). The site covers approximately 350m2 and 
can be easily accessed by a number of paths from the village. One way is by a 
steep climb to the east, or another via the former defended entrance situated to 
the northeast, adjacent to the river. 
 
DESCRIPTION & HISTORY
The Bala Hissar (citadel) of Ishkashim represents the prominent remains of a 
multi-period fort with elements dating from the Hellenistic, Kushan, Islamic 
(pre-Mongol) and Timurid periods. It is one of the largest examples of defensive 
architecture in the Wakhan, albeit surviving in a somewhat eroded form. It 
would have served as a military camp and settlement watching over access to 
the Wakhan Valley where the smaller Ishkashim River joins the much larger 
Panj. The fort is significant not only in terms of its size and apparent military 
and social significance, but also in terms of its architectural form (not dissimilar 
to the Bala Hissar in Kabul and also in Kandahar). 

Although the fort is generally in a poor state of repair, it commands a spectacular 
view both up and down the river valley and across into Tajikistan. It covers 
an extensive area (approximately 350m x 400m) with the remains of an inner 
citadel clearly visible. Parts of the massive northern defensive wall are visible, 
as is the defended entrance to the northeast side of the site. 

On closer inspection the remains of some 36 turrets can be observed on both the 
east, south and west sides of the main site. These were all constructed of mud brick 
and set out in a zig-zag pattern to follow both the contours of the hill and to provide 
adequate defence at crucial points along the more exposed southern side of the hill. 

Currently many of these turrets, notably on the southern (Ishkashim) side, 
survive to a height of around 30cm, while a more substantial stone-built central 
tower still stands out on the most elevated section of the hill, or tepe. Partly due 
to their secluded position, the most complete remains of the fort are a series 
of five stone-built turrets on the north side of the citadel, and the impressive 
section of wall that links them. If approached from the east (via a series of ‘cave 
houses’ excavated into the cliffs), a better impression can be obtained of the 
size and layout of the defences. A number of other forts of similar construction, 
and in a better state of survival, exist further upstream on the Tajik side. The 
site has been subject of a series of archaeological excavations by both German 
and Japanese teams in the 1950’s and 60’s, and more recently as part of cultural 
surveys undertaken in the late 1980’s and in the summer of 2007.
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Qaqa Hissar, Qazideh
LOCATION & ACCESS
Qaqa (or Ka-Ka) Hissar fort is located on the south side of the road leading 
to the village of Qazideh, about an hour’s drive east of the main village of 
Ishkashim (Map 1). The fort can be observed high above the road on the first 
rise at the base of the mountains, with commanding views up and down the 
valley. It can be reached by walking from either the western or eastern sides, 
over rough terrain that is not readily accessible by vehicle.

 
DESCRIPTION & HISTORY
Qaqa represents one of a series of forts or fortified settlements present throughout 
the Wakhan Corridor on both the Afghan and Tajik sides of the River Panj. 
Although the exact date of the complex is unknown, it is believed to date from 
at least the 16th century and is recorded as being last occupied in the late 19th 
century. The fort is imposing, not only because of its elevated location above 
the village of Qazideh, but also because it is constructed entirely of large slabs 
of slate, locally cut, that have been used in every element of the building’s 
construction, perhaps uniquely in the region. Although the specific role and 
purpose of the fort are unknown, it is thought to have been constructed by a local 
shah in the pre-Islamic period as a safe haven for his daughter during turbulent 
times. The shah himself, allegedly unpopular in the region for undisclosed 
misdemeanours, resided in a similar fort across the River Panj in what is today 
Tajikistan. The fort of Qaqa appears in a number of local stories and legends, 
with variations on the theme of the shah’s crimes and the ultimate purpose of 
its construction. 

The fort is impressive in its construction and size, almost 40m x 40m and with 
external walls of layered slate surviving up to a height of 5m. Four substantial 
turrets survive at each corner of the fort, with associated ramparts that with care 
are still accessible. Internally some twenty rooms survive of varying shapes and 
sizes. With the exception of a few, it is problematic to ascertain their original 
usage. Of particular note is one central room that is circular in design, the only 
one in the whole complex and the multi-gated entrance on the north elevation, 
staggered to control access. The entire structure has been built entirely of dry 
bonded slate slabs that have been carefully cut to provide maximum strength 
and stability in what is a geographically exposed location, also inferred by the 
very small apertures left to serve as windows on all four sides.

Although the site is in a semi-ruinous and fragile state, subject to ongoing 
seasonal collapse, with caution it can be observed both externally and internally 
and affords excellent views across, up and down the valley.
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The Bala Hissar, Qala-e Panja
 
LOCATION & ACCESS
The Bala Hissar at Qala-e Panja is situated on the edge of the south bank of the 
River Panj, approximately half a kilometre north of the centre of the village and 
the main east-west road from Ishkashim to Sarhad-e Broghil (Map 2). The site 
can be readily accessed by a number of paths, partially across private land, and 
via a short climb up the scree slopes of the ruined upper enclosure.
 
DESCRIPTION & HISTORY
Used as a defensive position to guard the traffic on the River Panj immediately to 
the north and the trade route through the village to the south, the extensive ruins 
of the Bala Hissar in Qala-e Panja occupy a prominent position in the village 
and in the valley, located approximately halfway up its length. As with many 
similar sites throughout the Wakhan, its history is vague. Its construction and 
certain periods of its occupation are attributed to the Siahpush Kafirs, “black-
robed infidels”, first described by the Danish explorer, Olaf Olufsen, during his 
1904 expedition to the region. As with the Bala Hissar in Ishkashim and the 
fort on the outskirts of Qazideh, the complex represents another example of the 
chain of imposing defensive structures built along the course of the River Panj, 
few of which survive today. Built on a small rise adjacent to the river, the fort 
occupies a site some 100m long by 60m wide and is constructed predominantly 
of massive irregular granite blocks rendered with mud.  There are few extant 
elements to the complex, but part of the central tower of the site survives, as 
do parts of buildings on the south of the site and a number of walls to the north 
and east. A protected water channel (essential during times of siege or general 
unrest) can also be observed on the east side of the ruins. Internally it is very 
hard to make out the layout and usage of the fort due to extensive erosion and 
ongoing collapse, predominantly due to the continuing processes of natural 
erosion in what is a very exposed location, and of the robbing of material for 
construction of local buildings. 

Of particular interest at this site is the presence of a Wakhi mazar (mausoleum 
or shrine) which has been erected on the uppermost part of the ruined fort. It is a 
simple T-shaped mud-rendered rubble structure, whitewashed and approximately 
2m high. A small collection of pebbles, rocks and ibex horns has been arranged 
on the upper surface of the platform, and appears to have been oriented towards 
the mountain range to the north across the River Panj. Such shrines are often 
found in exceptional natural settings, acting as a focal point for worship and 
also as sites of commemoration. In some circumstances such locations draw 
upon elements from much earlier forms of religious worship, often animistic in 
nature and having some comparison to Neolithic goat cults. 
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Kansir Fort (Sirigh Chaupan), Sarhad-e Broghil
LOCATION & ACCESS
The fort is located on the crest of a spur on the west bank of the Broghil stream 
running south to Broghil Pass and on to Pakistan (Map 3). Located on the peak 
of the spur with vertical cliffs on either side, the site is accessed by a three-hour 
walk from the nearest village to the west. It is not possible to cross directly from 
Sarhad (on the north of the Oxus) to reach the base of the mountain, apart from by 
rivercraft.
 
DESCRIPTION & HISTORY
Kansir fort (or Sirigh Chaupan) represents the ruined remains of a Chinese 
Tang Dynasty (8th century) fort in a spectacular elevated defensive position 
overlooking the Broghil stream and the Wakhan River. Surveyed in 1904 and 
again in 1928 by the archaeologist and explorer, Sir Marc Aurel Stein, Kansir 
is a fine architectural example of the result of the continuous ebb and flow of 
different cultures throughout the Wakhan and the Pamirs over the centuries, and 
of how the cultural heritage of the Wakhan today is so rich as a result of the 
changing fortunes and movement of ethnic groups throughout Central Asia. It is 
also significant for tracking the architectural development of Chinese defensive 
structures and outposts throughout the region, and their resemblance to those 
observable throughout the Tarim Basin. 

Structurally the fort consists of a section of wall stretching some 130m, with 
three bastions facing eastwards, protecting the only side of the site that is not 
almost a sheer cliff face. There appear to be very few surviving structures within 
the outer walls, much of the fort having been built of timber and mud brick 
that has long since decayed or collapsed. Stein, in his surveys undertaken in 
the late 19th and early 20th centuries, states that the buildings he observed were 
built primarily of mudbrick, brushwood and stone and with Buddhist painted 
plasterwork in some areas. It is not known whether any examples survive. An 
international television crew that managed to access the site in the summer of 
2007 did not see any remains of such plasterwork, although they did confirm the 
existence of the remains of some internal structures. 

Due to its altitude and exposed location, the site has suffered considerably 
from erosion. Although its overall form is easily visible at close hand, much of 
what was recorded in Stein’s survey is no longer visible. Although currently no 
formal heritage legislation protects this, or indeed many other archaeological 
sites in  the region, Kansir’s relatively inaccessible location has  afforded it 
some nominal protection from looting and the robbing of its materials, practices 
not unknown elsewhere in the region. 
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Rus Malik Tomb Complex, Khandud
LOCATION & ACCESS
The main building and its associated structures are located in the centre of 
the village of Khandud, approximately a third of the way east up the Wakhan 
Corridor, before reaching Qala-e Panja (Map 2). The site is very prominent 
and sits on a slight rise adjacent to a stream some 50m south of the main track, 
just below the large communal village cemetery. Access to the site is from any 
number of paths from the main road or village and is not currently restricted.
 
DESCRIPTION & HISTORY
The Rus Malik burial complex, while currently in a very poor state of repair, is 
a prominent architectural and archaeological feature within Khandud, one of the 
larger villages in the Wakhan and one of the primary trading and meeting points 
for people in the region. Khandud was known as a major centre for Buddhism 
in the 7th century although few structures survive from this time. The two tombs 
that dominate the centre of the village are in part attributed to this period but no 
formal surveys have yet been undertaken nor their specific histories unearthed. 
However, they represent two of the more intriguing and visible historic structures 
surviving in the Wakhan Corridor, particularly in terms of their past religious 
and social significance for the local community. Although currently in a half-
ruined and very fragile state, they appear to be partly used as a focal point for 
local Wakhi religious practices, with a number of small flags, coloured cloth 
and goat and ibex horns inserted into small holes and voids on the outside of the 
buildings. Sadly the internal spaces, once serving as a multiple burial tomb, are 
now mostly employed as a local rubbish dump. The village is also the location of 
an Ismaili shrine, about 50m east of the Rus Malik complex, which incorporates 
elements of Islamic, animistic and Buddhist religious practice in its form and 
usage. The reuse of intricately carved timber columns, both internally and in the 
construction of the outer east bay, is particularly notable.
 
The two visible tombs of Rus Malik are constructed predominantly of mud brick 
(employing a clay-rich soil excavated from the cliffs in the valley behind the 
village - thought by 19th century travellers to be troglodyte homes, but actually 
simply a result of extraction for building). The main tomb is approximately 
6m by 6m in size and extends to a height of 4m, with a mud brick dome of 
similar size uppermost. A number of other surviving elements are of particular 
interest, including the internal construction of the domed roof and the quality 
of the squinches and niches surviving with the main burial area. A number of 
hands, relating to the Panj Tan symbol, have been painted and possibly carved 
internally in some of the corners of the tomb. These can be readily observed in 
the right light.
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Historical Burial Sites, Sarhad-e Broghil,
Chehel Kand, Khandud

LOCATION & ACCESS
Numerous burial sites exist in the region, containing both modern and historic 
forms. Generally, the individual ‘burial houses’ are located in groups on the 
outskirts of villages or some distance away, often in elevated locations with 
extensive views over the valleys. The major examples of this type of burial 
tomb, in Chehel Kand and Sarhad-e Broghil, are located in the foothills to the 
north of the villages, easily accessible by numerous footpaths (Map 3).

 
DESCRIPTION & HISTORY
The mud brick burial tombs or houses often referred to as gumbaz occur in 
many, if not all settlements throughout the Wakhan. They are significant not 
only in terms of expressing current local and regional belief systems and the 
nature of social status within a community, but also in terms of including past or 
other religions. Such sites are also an expression of the Wakhi population’s close 
affinity to the natural environment and their daily interaction with it, specifically 
in relation to the dominating mountain landscape and  places of natural beauty. 
In Sarhad-e Broghil and Chehel Kand between two and four major cemeteries 
exist, with a number of such burial houses within them. These  mostly  consist 
of multiple oval-shaped lowformed single and double earth graves, or in more 
isolated positions above the villages in the foothills of the mountains or on 
ridges.

Generally the burial houses are indicative of some form of elevated social status 
within the local community, and hence more time and expenditure has been 
invested in their construction. They are mostly constructed of either rendered 
mud brick or pakhsa and can  be roofed as well as open. They are often only 
4-5m square with a maximum wall height of 1-2m and  it is common for them 
initially to contain one burial and then continue to serve as a family tomb 
subsequently. Certain architectural details can be observed in their built form, 
specifically the way the top of the mud brick walls are finished, usually with 
a triangular decorative feature built out of mud brick, or with the same form 
repeated in slate (as in Sarhad). White quartz is occasionally used to decorate 
the corners of the structures. Variations in the entrances can be observed in 
different settlements. Examples can be seen of solid carved and decorated doors 
found at the front of a normal house, or sometimes a lattice framework or gate 
is used to form a more ‘open’ entrance to the burial house, as is common at the 
cemetery in Khandud, above Rus Malik tomb. Many styles and features relating 
to such examples of burial practice were recorded in the region by the Dane, 
Olaf Olufsen, in the late 19th century, attesting to their historical usage.
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Karwan Balasi, Mirza Murad Pass
Little Pamir Mountains

 
LOCATION & ACCESS
The building is located high up on an elevated part of the Mirza Murad Pass, on 
the route to Kash Goz and Bozai Gumbaz in the mountains near the Little Pamir 
(Map 4). The pass is after Langar and located to the south of the seasonal Kyrgyz 
settlement at Kash Goz. Although the structure remains to a good height, it is 
easy to miss while trekking.
 
DESCRIPTION & HISTORY
Karwan Balasi is thought to be a burial tomb or shrine, but certainly a place of 
commemoration, located high up in the Little Pamirs. It is not known whether 
the structure ever contained a grave or graves, but it has been suggested that 
perhaps it was a small converted vihara, or Buddhist temple, since similar 
structures have been found throughout the Hunza Valley to the southeast in 
Pakistan. If that is the case, it would be significant in providing further examples 
of the rich and varied cultural and religious heritage prevalent in the Wakhan 
Corridor and the Pamirs as a result of the migrations of many ethnic groups over 
the centuries. Sir Marc Aurel Stein, who travelled and worked throughout the 
region and western China in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, states in his 
journals that he had been told this monument was built by a merchant travelling 
the trade routes in the region to commemorate his son who had died nearby. The 
name ‘Karwan Balasi’ can be translated as ‘the son or child of a caravan man’ 
in Kyrgyz.

During Stein’s expeditions through the Little Pamir in 1901 the monument 
was described as a well preserved small domed structure constructed of evenly 
coursed stones and set in a mud mortar. The monument exhibits three distinctive 
builds or layers in its construction and a corbelled dome. The structure, even 
when complete, was relatively small, with an approximate overall diameter of 
only 4m and a height of 5-6m. Although situated within a relatively remote 
location within the Little Pamirs, its position next to a high-altitude trade route 
has meant that it has been noticed over the years by a number of travellers, 
merchants and explorers. Some form of record of its ongoing erosion has been 
made. The earliest known photographic image is that taken by Stein’s team in 
1894. The structure was also recorded in the 1970’s by researchers and hikers 
and more recently in 2006/2007 by an anthropologist working in the Little Pamir 
with the Kyrygz in their seasonal settlements. The current state of the monument 
is unknown but a team of climbers passing through the region intended to re-
photograph the monument in the summer of 2009.
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Kyrgyz Mazar & Cemetery, Langar Valley
Little Pamir

LOCATION & ACCESS
This Wakhi and Kyrgyz shrine was located on a ridge in a lower section of the 
Langar Valley, directly on the north bank of the Wakhan River and south of the 
well marked trade route from Langar to Kash Goz (Map 4). The shrine above is 
situated on the highest point of the cemetery of the abandoned settlement, which 
forms a man-made ridge above ruined buildings below.
 
DESCRIPTION & HISTORY
This is a significant religious site above a cemetery which may no longer be in 
use. The shrine itself appears to be in sporadic use, at least by passing travellers 
and traders, both Wakhi and Kyrgyz. This is a prime example of a mazar, or 
shrine, utilising a prominent natural location with spectacular views up and 
down the Wakhan River, and also north to the Little Pamir and south to the 
Hindu Kush. Such sites are widely seen throughout the Wakhan and possibly 
have their origins in much earlier, perhaps prehistoric belief systems. These sites 
are often reused over the centuries as places of worship, commemoration and 
as community gathering points in elevated or prominent natural locations. An 
extensive cemetery and ruined settlement is located at the bottom of the ridge 
on which the mazar is set, in the valley of a small tributary of the Wakhan River, 
partly on a number of smaller ridges running down to it. The closest ridge to 
the river rises steeply and is scattered with some forty or more earth graves and 
topped by a half-ruined slate structure of unknown usage near the mazar itself. 

The main mazar is constructed primarily 
by the intertwining of some twenty to 
thirty pairs of ibex, goat and Marco Polo 
sheep horns set into a stone, slate and mud 
brick platform, small cairns of pebbles 
and with nine flag poles flying a selection 
of brightly coloured cloths. On the slope, 
about half a kilometre north of the mazar 
and ruined settlement, a further small 
collection of mud brick burial houses can 
be seen, as in Sarhad-e Broghil, Khandud 
and elsewhere in the Wakhan. These are 
of the square form with no roofs and 
small apertures for access rather than full 
doorways. The triangular decoration on 
the top of the walls of the ‘burial houses’ is 
of mud brick construction and slate, while 
lumps of quartz have been employed to 
mark the corner of each monument. 37
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Bozai Gumbaz, Aksu Valley
 
LOCATION & ACCESS
The site primarily consists of a selection of upstanding and ruined burial domes 
and the remains of a Soviet military base, positioned immediately on the north 
bank of the Wakhan River at the junction where it meets the Wakhjir River, 
flowing from the Chinese border to the east (Map 4). It is located about two 
hours’ walk east of the Kyrgyz settlement of Kash Goz, on the well used route 
towards Lake Chakmaktyn.
 
DESCRIPTION & HISTORY
Bozai Gumbaz is a unique and fragile collection of mud brick burial or 
commemorative tombs set in a spectacular location in the valley of Lake 
Chakmaktyn on the historic trade route leading east towards China. The site 
is an unusual collection of predominantly mud brick tombs of at least four 
differing forms – although the exact use of all of the structures has never been 
accurately ascertained. Sometimes known as the ‘Domes of the Elders’, little is 
known of the history of the site and of the exact date of its first usage. However, 
because of their prominence in the flat river valley and their location on one of 
the main east-west trade routes, a southerly branch of the Silk Road, they have 
been commented on by many travellers and explorers in recent and past history.  
Particularly in the 19th century, Wood, Curzon and Olufsen all commented on 
Bozai Gumbaz as they passed through, involved in the geopolitical machinations 
of the Great Game, which often focused on the strategic implications of the 
Wakhan. The complex has also featured to an extent in local folklore, although 
this does not necessarily indicate a great age for the monument. It is, for example, 
the focal point for the story ‘The Elder of Bozai Gumbaz’. (See p.27.)

It can be estimated that there were at least twenty-five, but possibly more, of 
these burial tombs at one stage, exhibiting a variety of forms, some of which 
are not seen elsewhere in the region. A total of fourteen survive as upstanding 
monuments, with the remains of many others visibly interspersed between the 
oval mounds outlined with pebbles. All are of mud brick construction, with 
varying degrees of mud render applied with rough boulder foundations. Sizes 
appear to vary but most have a plan of somewhere in the region of 4-6m2 and 
a height ranging from 2.5-4.5m depending on the design and size of the conical 
upper structure, which also is much more extended than those found elsewhere in 
the province. All of the monuments appear to be orientated towards the southeast, 
down the Wakhjir River, which is framed by mountains on either side reaching 
5000-5800m. 
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 Issik Tal / Chehel Kand Petroglyphs 
LOCATION & ACCESS
The petroglyphs of Issik Tal are located on the first ridge below the foothills 
to the north of the villages of Issik and Ptukh, at the east end of the Wakhan 
Corridor. The Chehel Kand petroglyphs are situated just outside the village (see 
Map 3). Both sites are readily accessible by footpaths following historic trade 
routes, although the Issik Tal examples may require a local guide.
 
DESCRIPTION & HISTORY
The site above the village of Issik Tal in the western Wakhan is significant not 
only in the variety of petroglyphs observable, but also in their sheer numbers. 
Although the significance of such prehistoric art is always open to interpretation and 
discussion, it is generally thought they commemorated social or religious elements 
of past cultures. The examples at Issik Tal are believed to date from at least 10,000 
BC and may have served as either route markers for the 
surrounding plateau area and associated hunting grounds, 
or simply as artistic representations of the more common 
animals which were part of everyday life of Palaeolithic 
communities. The plateau above Issik Tal was extensively 
surveyed and photographed by an Austrian team (Grazl 
et al, in ‘Exploration Pamir’) in the 1970s, who recorded 
images (single and multiple) on more than thirty boulders 
in the vicinity, some extremely clearly carved and in good 
condition, while others have eroded considerably and have 
become less clear over the millennia. The images vary from 
hand-size to up to 1m wide by 40cm high. The examples 
from the village of Chehel Kand further east are also carved 
on a variety of boulder sizes, just outside the village. The 
carvings show representations of single animals and a 
number of hunting scenes in stylised form, with geometric 
shapes and text in a variety of shapes and forms.
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Petroglyphs at Sarhad-e Broghil
 
LOCATION & ACCESS
This recently re-discovered collection of petroglyphs is located on a small outcrop 
of slate in the foothills directly to the north of the eastern Wakhan village of 
Sarhad-e Broghil, the last substantial village before the Little Pamir (Map 3). 
Although difficult to find, the site can be accessed via the irrigation channels to 
the north of the village, then by ascending the obvious scree slopes above.
 
DESCRIPTION & HISTORY
As with other prehistoric art sites throughout the region, these recently identified 
examples near Sarhad are thought to have been significant to both sedentary 
and nomadic communities. They may have been used as route markers through 
the lower reaches of the mountains, marking paths to known seasonal hunting 
grounds. Alternatively, they may also be seen as artistic representations 
commemorating the animals present in the prehistoric period and the importance 
of their close relationship with everyday life. It is well documented from 
ethnographic studies in Afghanistan and other countries that ibex and other 
similar sized animals were valued for food and for other useful by-products 
such as their skins, bone and fat content. This specific collection of carvings 
was found approximately 1km north of Sarhad village and more than twenty 
examples were identified of varying sizes and imagery, and in relatively good 
condition despite having been cut into what is quite a fragile slate surface. The 
site is best seen in the early morning or evening. The petroglyph images consist 
of single and multiple groups of ibex, several human figures and a number of 
indistinguishable shapes and forms. Of particular note is the hunting scene carved 
on one of the larger rocks, showing a fascinating representation of prehistoric 
hunting, with a number of stylised animals, a figure with bow and arrow and 
what appears to be one or two hunting dogs. As with many examples from 
the Wakhan Valley and the Pamirs, the horns of the animals are often greatly 
exaggerated in size and shape. This is perhaps an indication of their importance. 
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Sang-e Navishta, Ab-e Badjins
Little Pamirs

LOCATION & ACCESS
This unique example of multiple petroglyphs is located halfway down the Ab-e 
Badjins Valley between the seasonal settlements of Barnaz and Borak in the 
Wakhan Valley (Map 4). These multiple rock outcrops are readily accessible and 
easily observable by anyone following the hiking or trading routes southwards.

DESCRIPTION & HISTORY
The site at Sang-e Navishta represents one of the most important and well known 
archaeological sites in the Little Pamir and the Wakhan. As with other sites discussed 
here, it is believed that a number of the representations cut into the outcropping granite 
blocks were partly used as a focus for prehistoric belief systems, route markers in 
the mountains and perhaps also simply as artistic expressions of social activities. 
Although believed to date predominantly from the Late Palaeolithic period, it is 
obvious that the site has been continuously used, with some graffiti that may have 
been added by travellers and traders in recent years. The inscriptions and the more 
stylised animistic forms are significant because of their number, remote location and 
their likely interpretation as either commemorative monuments from the recent or 
more distant past. The site is extensive and is located on the southern side of one of 
the seasonal Wakhi settlements at Barnaz, low in the Little Pamir on the route south 
to the Wakhan River. The rock art is distributed on a variety of stones and boulders 
over approximately 1/2 km2. Multiple inscriptions and petroglyphs were observed on 
more than twenty boulders varying in size from 0.40m by 0.60m to 1.5m by 0.50m. 
The inscriptions range from single line examples to those with 15+ lines of text, many 
of which have been added to or re-carved over time. Many of the petroglyphs also 
show either single or multiple ibex images in a number of artistic styles, from stick 
figure to solid with the occasional figurative form and indistinguishable geometric 
shapes. Both the inscriptions and petroglyphs vary in condition, with some having 
survived well, remaining relatively sharp and clear, while others have faded or 
been partially obscured by overlapping images, or indeed damaged by lichen 
growth or the harsh freeze-thaw effect of the winter in the Little Pamir.
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Illustrations 

1 The ‘blood red’ sandstone hills on the route to Ishkashim. 
2 A natural pool in the village, similar to the ‘Adjar Pool,’ lair of the nameless  
 dragon from the folk tale ‘The Dragon of Ishkashim.’  
3 The harsh and beautiful landscape near Ners, a village at the east end of the  
 Wakhan. Many of the places referred to in the folk tales are accessible via the  
 Ishkashim to Sarhad road. 
4 The settlement of Khandud. 
5  The settlement of Sarhad-e Broghil. 
6 Near Kash Goz. The turbulent and often dangerous Oxus, the river that   
 swept the brothers Mehran and Malek to their respective fates in China. 
7  Sarhad-e Broghil, the Oxus. 
8 A glacial pool in the Little Pamir. Natural bodies of water and more   
 substantial examples are scattered throughout the region, such as Lakes  
 Yashil and Chakmaktyn. Zorkul is a fine example of a large glacial lake,  
 some 25km long. 
9 The village of Ishkashim, the home of Mantaq and his wife. 
10 The extensive mountains in the background are the Hindu Kush, home to  
 the wizard. 
11 The Death of Farhad (attributed to Bihzad from Khamsah of Nizami), Herat,  
 1494 
12/13 The deserted settlement of Bozai Gumbaz (home of the Deo-i Sarma) 
 situated on the north bank of the Aksu/ Wakhan Rivers, located on the   
 historic trade routes east to China. Over fourteen of the conical mud brick  
 tombs still survive. 
14 The Bala Hissar, Ishkashim. The ruined remains of a multi-period fort   
 situated on the southern bank of the Panj River, looking out towards   
 Tajikistan. 
15 Northern side of the Bala Hissar.  
16 Stone built defensive turret. 
17 Qaqa fortified settlement in the foothills south of the small Wakhan village of  
 Qazideh, constructed solely of hand-cut slate. 
18 View east from the fort up the Wakhan. 
19 Details of the internal layout. 
20 View north to the slate and stone built remains of the Bala Hissar at Qala-e  
 Panja, the cliffs on the side of the River Panj dominating the landscape. 
21 Detail of the shrine built on top of the Bala Hissar, view south to the foothills  
 of the Hindu Kush. 
22 View east up the Panj Valley. 
23 Looking east from the village of Sarhad-e Broghil across the Oxus to the  
 mountains beyond and the location of Kansir Kala. 
24 Aurel Stein’s survey from the late 19th century. 



25 View east from the top of the fort towards the Little Pamir mountains. 
26 The remains of the Rus Malik burial complex with the River Panj and   
 Tajikistan in the background. 
27 Detail of one of the niches cut within the tomb. 
28 The impressive former entrance to the main chamber, now ruined. 
29 An example of a mud brick ‘burial house’ as seen throughout the Wakhan in  
 varying forms, notably in the settlements of Sarhad, Chehel Kand and   
 Khandud. 
30 View east from the cemetary at Chehel Kand. 
31 Detail of the carving on one of the doors to a traditional ‘burial house.’ 
32 View (early winter) of the Karwan Balasi high on the Mirza Murad Pass in  
 the Little Pamir Mountains. 
33 Karwan Balasi in 1894. 
34 Karwan Balasi in 2004. 
35 The highest point of an abandoned settlement and its associated Wakhi/  
 Kyrgyz site of worship and commemoration. 
36 View east down the Wakhan River from the top of the uppermost shrine. 
37 Detail of the horns used to form part of the shrine. 
38 Three of the more prominent ‘burial domes’ at Bozai Gumbaz looking south  
 down the Wakjir River Valley towards Pakistan. 
39/40 Examples of the conical burial tombs at Bozai Gumbaz, Aksu Valley. 
41 Multiple images of ibex and Marco Polo sheep carved on boulders in the  
 Wakhan Valley. Numerous examples of such prehistoric art exist throughout  
 the region. 
42 The ridge above Issik Tal (view east), site of many unique petroglyphs. 
43 Examples of the variety of rock carvings recorded near the village of Chehel  
 Kand. 
44 A hunting scene depicting ibex, hunter with bow and a dog (?), one of a  
 number of fragile, recently discovered rock carvings in the foothills at the  
 east of the Wakhan Corridor. 
45 Sarhad-e Broghil. 
46/47 Examples of the stylised ibex carved in the slate outcrops above the village of  
 Sarhad-e Broghil. 
48 One example of several hundred petroglyphs to be found in a small   
 section of valley in Ab-e Badjins in the Little Pamir Mountains, thought to  
 have been continuously used from the Late Palaeolithic through to the 20th  
 century. 
49 Rock carving on the rock outcrops of Sang-e Navishta. 
50 View of the Ab-e Badjins Valley looking south along the trade route. 
51 Rock carving on the rock outcrops of Sang-e Navishta. 
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Aga Khan Development Network

The Aga Khan Development Network (AKDN) is a group of development  
agencies working in rural development, education, healthcare, microfinance 
and culture, primarily in Asia and Africa. It is dedicated to improving living 
conditions and opportunities for the poor, without regard to their faith, origin 
or gender.
 
AKDN has been active in Afghanistan since 1996, and in the Wakhan 
since 1997, and is now undertaking a range of development initiatives  
addressing issues of rural livelihoods, infrastructure rehabilitation, upgrading and  
support for healthcare and educational institutions, revitalisation of cultural as-
sets and urban development. Network activities also respond to the need for  
investment in priority sectors of the economy such as microfinance,  
telecommunications and tourism.
 
The Aga Khan Foundation (AKF) is an agency of the AKDN focusing on 
rural development. AKF has been working in the Wakhan since 2003 on issues 
of local governance, agriculture, education and health. In 2005, AKF began  
supporting community-based development of local infrastructure as a  
basis for the promotion of tourism. In 2007, AKF organised the first Pamir  
Festival where traditional music, dance and food offered by groups of Wakhi and  
Kyrgyz entertained more than 300 visitors. Since 2008, AKF’s enterprise  
development programme has assumed responsibility for the further  
development of tourism-related services and business skills. 

The Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC) is the agency of the AKDN 
with responsibility for cultural initiatives. Since 2002, the Historic Cities  
Programme of AKTC has implemented a range of urban and landscape  
conservation and rehabilitation initiatives in historic quarters of Kabul and, since 
2005, in the old city of Herat. In addition to physical conservation, an important  
aspect of the AKTC programme has been training of Afghan craftspeople and  
professionals.  To this end, an oral history initiative began in 2007 in the historic 
quarters of Kabul, aimed at recording the social history and customs of resident  
families. Conducted by Afghan researchers, this initiative has led to a renewal of 
interest in oral testimony as a means of recording recent history. Building on the  
initiative taken by AKF in collecting folk tales in the Wakhan, AKTC plans 
to undertake a systematic collection of oral testimony and traditional musical 
practice among Wakhi and Kyrgyz communities in the region during 2009-10. 
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 The Pamir Festival
Sarhad-e Broghil

The first Pamir Festival took place in Sarhad-e Broghil, the last village before 
the rise to the Little Pamir Mountains, in the summer of 2007. The festival was 
established to promote and encourage cultural heritage in the Wakhan Valley 
and the Afghan Pamirs in response to the potential increase in adventure tourism 
in the region. The two small villages that hosted the event, Chehel Kand and 
Sarhad-e Broghil, wanted to celebrate their numerous local traditions whilst 
also encouraging Afghan and foreign visitors to participate. Afghanistan was 
a popular tourist destination in the 1970’s (over 113,000 foreign visitors were 
registered in 1971), with many visiting Kabul, Bamyan and Herat often as part 
of journeys further east. The Wakhan was seen as one of the more adventurous 
destinations at that time and it is hoped that interest in this part of Badakhshan 
can be revived through cultural activities such as the Pamir Festival. Recent 
years have also seen the return of trekkers to the region and the slow revival of 
serious mountaineering expeditions. The first two festivals in 2007 and 2008 
featured events that included buzkashi, polo, traditional music, regional dance, 
the performance of regional plays and some exhibitions of local handicrafts.

The festival normally takes place in late summer on the Wakhan River meadows 
between Chehel Kand and Sarhad-e Broghil, (Map 3). Sarhad can be reached 
by four-wheel drive vehicle from Faizabad, the capital of Badakhshan, via 
Ishkashim at the western entrance to the Wakhan Corridor, or from Khorog in 
eastern Tajikistan’s Gorno-Badakshan region. 
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Buzkashi match taking place on the flood plains at Sarhad-e Broghil with the Little Pamir in the 
distance. Inset (left): music and traditional dance at the Pamir Festival.
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Tales from the Wakhan

The Wakhan Corridor, lying between the high peaks of the Hindu Kush and 
the Pamir Mountains, is one of the remotest and least visited regions of  
Afghanistan.     A   significant        crossing        point        through         the    mountains       of     Central    Asia,     it 
has been traversed over the millennia by Palaeolithic hunter-gatherers, nomads,  
Buddhist pilgrims and European explorers. Throughout the Middle Ages, it was a 
key part of the Silk Road trade network linking China and Europe. ‘Tales from the  
Wakhan’    highlights aspects of the region’s rich social and cultural heritage by presenting a  
selection of archaeological sites, complemented with folk tales recorded in the 
villages of the Wakhan. The historic sites include petroglyphs, ruined fortresses, places of  
worship and burial monuments. The folk tales were collected as part of an oral 
testimony project looking to record stories and legends from the Wakhan, 
particularly those related to the customs and belief systems of the Wakhi and Kyrgyz 
people. They include myths such as ‘The Shy Wizard of Ishkashim’ and ‘The Old Man 
of Baba Tangi.’ Practical information including maps are provided to enable the more  
adventurous traveller to visit the historic sites and settlements mentioned in the folk 
tales throughout this breathtaking region of Afghanistan.
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