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Abstract: This article analyzes the railway that constructed by the Russian Empire in Turkestan, based on
information from the newspaper “Turkestan Viloyatining Gazeti”. It reveals the importance of this railway,
which was built by the imperial government to facilitate colonial governance in Turkestan and efficiently
utilize the region’s economic resources. At the same time, the article provides information on the railway
networks, the work processes involved in its construction, the number of people and goods transported after
it was completed, as well as the economic hardships faced by the people of Turkestan.
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After fully conquering the Turkestan region, the Russian Empire quickly began building infrastructure to fully
exploit the region’s economic potential and achieve its political objectives. One of the foremost priorities was
the construction of railways. The issue of railway construction was initially brought to the forefront from
political, military-strategic, and economic perspectives.
Alongside strengthening its colonial policy, the imperial government sought to solidify its position in the
East.l. The construction of the railway provided the Russian Empire with several strategic advantages as well:
it allowed for the export of goods that could no longer compete in European markets to Turkestan and, through
it, to the markets of Eastern countries. The railway also granted access to cheap raw materials for the growing
textile industry and enabled the full exploitation and utilization of the region’s national wealth to meet the
ever-increasing industrial demands of the empire. Additionally, it gave Tsarist Russia the ability to subdue the
yet unconquered peoples, such as the Turkmen tribes fighting in the Transcaspian region, and to fortify the
borders with Eastern countries. It facilitated the military suppression of all forms of resistance from the local
populations against the new regime and forced the people into adapting to the colonial system through
coercion.
This is why General K.P. von Kaufman, the governor-general of Turkestan, aptly remarked: “The
improvement of transportation links connecting Russia with Turkestan is one of the most crucial tools for
integrating the Turkestan region into the sphere of influence of the Russian Empire.””. These processes were
highlighted to some extent in the newspaper “Turkestan Viloyatining Gazeti,”with the essence of the articles
being closely linked to the interests of the empire.
Before the construction of the railway in Turkestan, several articles in the newspaper began discussing the
benefits of the railway. For example, one article stated: “It is well known among merchants that sending and
receiving messages more quickly, especially through fire carts (trains) and postal services, brings many
advantages™3. In another article, it was mentioned: “People can travel much faster on roads, and instead of
wasting a lot of time, they could use that time for other productive activities”. Through such articles, the
people of Turkestan were gradually accustomed to this policy. Furthermore, it was emphasized that railways
existed only in culturally developed nations, whereas culturally underdeveloped ones did not have such
advancements. The following was written: “The Russian state, by constructing the fire cart (railway) route
from the Caspian Sea to Bukhara and Samarkand, has provided great benefit to the citizens of the Asian
climate. The former nomads, who had been unable to reach their neighbors, will now gradually improve their
livelihoods and enhance their wisdom by mingling with educated nations’®. Through these statements, the
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imperial government subtly implied that the people of Turkestan were of a lower class and that “culture”
would be introduced to them through the railway. As mentioned earlier, these railways were not intended for
the benefit of the Turkestan population, which becomes evident through other articles.

On February 11-12, 1880, a special council was convened under the leadership of the Minister of War, during
which the issue of the Transcaspian region and the construction of a railway there were thoroughly discussed.
The decision to begin the railway construction was made during this meeting®. As a result of this decision, on
June 9 of that same year, a supreme decree was issued to construct a railway from the shores of the Caspian
Sea to Kyzyl-Arvat’.

The railway was introduced to Turkestan through the Transcaspian region, with the initial section built from
Mikhailovsky Bay to Kyzyl-Arvat in 18818, Later, in 1885, the railway between the cities of Ashgabat and
Merv was completed®. On July 25, 1885, a treaty was signed between the imperial government and Bukharan
emir regarding the construction of a railway through the Bukhara Emirate. According to the treaty, large
amounts of land from the Emirate’s holdings were allocated for the construction of stations, depots,
warehouses, and other facilities. Additionally, the Bukhara government was obliged to assist in hiring local
laborers for the construction of the railway and to provide construction materials®. After the completion of
the Merv route, on February 16, 1886, the railway direction was extended toward the Bukhara Emirate,
reaching the city of Chardjou, which belonged to Bukhara!,

The railway was planned to pass from Chardjou along the Zarafshan Valley, which was considered the main
economic artery of the Emirate. This was because the region was densely populated and had significant
economic potential*2. By the end of 1886, the railway route to Chardjou was completed, and on December 1,
the first train arrived in the city of Chardjou®3. The newspaper also reported that the Emir of Bukhara supported
the construction of this railway. Additionally, it was mentioned that the Chardjou Beg, Ostonaqul Dodkhoh,
sent his people to assist in the construction of the railway*. In reality, the construction of the railway was
detrimental to Bukhara’s economy, as the influx of Russian industrial products through this route led to the
downfall of local craftsmen. This indicates that the Bukhara Emirate did not voluntarily assist in the
construction of the railway but did so under pressure from the imperial government. For instance, in 1887
alone, 500,000 poods of cotton were sent to Russia via the Chardjou-Ashgabat route, while more than
1,100,000 poods of various goods were imported from Russia and sold'®. Through the newly constructed
railway, a continuous flow of goods was sent from Bukhara to Russia, including sheep and horse hides, various
fabrics, carpets, fruits, and large quantities of cotton. These products were transported via the city of Astrakhan
to the Nizhny Novgorod Fair, where they were sold*®. By 1889, goods worth 21,741,880 rubles had been
transported via the Transcaspian Railway!’. Mainly cotton was transported from the region. In 1888, 873,092
poods of cotton were transported, and by 1895, this figure had increased to 3,133,564 poods'®. By 1899,
443,000 passengers and 23,262,556 pounds of cargo had been transported via this railway. Ten years later,
2,981,953 passengers were carried, and 69,873,364 pounds of cargo were transported™®.

On April 18 and 22, 1886, the Council of Ministers discussed the construction of a new branch of the
Transcaspian Railway and decided to extend it to Samarkand. Based on this decision, the construction of the
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railway bztce)gan and was completed in 1888. The new railway was named the “Transcaspian Military
Railway”=".

In order to extend the railway to the central cities of Turkestan, extensive preparations were made in Chardjou.
This was necessary because the city is located on the southern side of the Amu Darya River, and the builders
faced the task of transporting the train across the river. Nearly a year later, this task was accomplished, and on
January 6, 1888, the first train crossed the Amu Darya Bridge. The bridge spanned four sections of the Amu
Darya River, consisting of four parts: the first part was 802 sargin?!, the second 82 sargin, the third 58 sargin,
and the fourth 30 sargin, with a total length of 972 sargin®.

After the bridge was completed, the builders swiftly began constructing the railway towards the cities of
Bukhara and Samarkand. As a result, on February 27, 1888, the first train arrived in Bukhara?®. This event
was described in the newspaper as a gift in honor of Emperor Alexander III’s birthday. The railway was so
important for the empire that, as soon as it reached Bukhara, the builders took only a two-day rest before
immediately starting the construction towards the city of Samarkand?*. On May 15, with the arrival of the
train in Samarkand, the Governor-General also came to the city, and the arrival of the train was celebrated
with great festivity?®. This celebration was described in the travel diaries of E. Zimmerman, who was traveling
along the Transcaspian Military Railway at that time?®. Additionally, other travelers also took journeys along
this railway and published their memoirs?’. Based on their accounts, it is possible to learn about the railway
routes and the cities it passed through. According to the newspaper, after the railway reached Bukhara, the
city’s development accelerated significantly. It is mentioned that men and women dressed in European fashion
and European-style carriages began appearing in the streets, and trade activities flourished.?® Naturally, the
question arises: whose trade actually prospered? According to the 1873 treaty, Russian citizens were granted
the right to trade freely in Bukhara. This process significantly intensified with the arrival of the railway in
Bukhara, while the livelihoods of the local population deteriorated.

Not long after, the second phase of railway construction in Turkestan began. In this phase, it was planned to
extend the railway from Samarkand to Tashkent and the Fergana region. To achieve this goal, the emperor
issued a decree. According to the decree, the property of landowners in the area through which the railway
would pass was to be acquired in accordance with the law, and the value of the property would be
compensated. These matters were to be handled in accordance with Articles 594 and 595 of the civil law?°.
The construction began in 1895, when railway engineers started gathering in the city of Ashgabat®. The chief
engineer for this railway project was appointed to be an engineer named Rudinov3. Upon hearing this news,
Tashkent's respected citizens—Saidkarim Saidazimboy ugli, first guild merchant Arifkhoja Azizkhoja eshon
ugli, and second guild merchant Mirazim Mirayubboy ogli—sent their congratulations to engineer Rudinov
via telegraph®2,

The construction of the railway proceeded in two directions: one route was directed toward Tashkent
across Chinoz, while the other was to reach Andijan through Khojand. According to the instructions of the
Turkestan Governor-General, the Tashkent route was to pass through Jizzakh, Havas, and Chinoz*3. On April
15, 1897, the first train arrived in the city of Jizzakh®. The construction continued with the building of a
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bridge over the Syr Darya near Chinoz. This bridge was fully completed in April 1898%. For the inauguration
and testing of the bridge, Turkestan Governor-General Ivanov, Syr Darya Province Military Governor
Korolkov, and Samarkand Military Governor Fyodorov arrived®.
In 1898, the railway reached Andijan through both routes, and the telegraph connecting the railway stations
was also put into operation®”. Additionally, under the orders of the Governor-General, posts were installed to
demarcate the land through which the railway passed®.
However, it cannot be said that this railway was truly needed by the people of Turkestan. Reports in the
newspaper mentioned instances of sabotage against the railway. Following such incidents, the Turkestan
Governor-General issued a decree stating that the railway was beneficial for everyone and that damaging it
was a sign of ignorance. The decree instructed the military head of Sirdarya Province, district governors, and
precinct officers to punish those found responsible for damaging the railway according to criminal law®°.
Another incident occurred on the Tashkent-Orenburg route, where a train accident took place. The cause of
the accident was that local people living near the railway had sabotaged the rails*°. This incident was also a
unique form of resistance against the imperial government.
The imperial authorities closely monitored the construction of the railway in Turkestan. In fact, in 1898, the
Minister of Imperial Railways, Prince Mikhail Ivanovich Khilkov, visited Samarkand*!. On October 1, he also
visited the city of Tashkent*2. In 1907, the Minister of Imperial Railways visited the Central Asian Railway
and traveled to the cities of Ashgabat, Bukhara, and Karmana to inspect the condition of the railways. Later,
on June 8, he arrived in Tashkent and met with the Governor-General®,
Shortly thereafter, construction began on the Orenburg-Tashkent railway line. During this process, several
injustices occurred. The lands of the local population in the areas through which the railway passed were
unlawfully confiscated. For instance, in a petition addressed to the head of the southern section of the
Tashkent-Orenburg railway, M. Muhammadboev noted that he had received no compensation for the land that
had been taken from him. Such cases were frequent, leading to the economic decline of many people who
relied on agriculture to support their families. According to some reports, nearly 13,000 hectares of land were
confiscated from the population for the construction of this railway**. In this unjust manner, the imperial
administration continued the construction. By May 1902, 320 kilometers of land had been prepared for the
railway, and rails had been laid along 40 kilometers of it*. The newspaper provides information that, in
addition to Russians, Kazakhs and Karakalpaks also worked on this construction. By mid-1903, the Tashkent-
Orenburg railway had been completed up to Turkestan, and from January 5, 1904, train services began
between Tashkent and Turkestan“®. In August 1905, the Tashkent-Orenburg railway was fully completed and
connected to Russia’s internal railway system. From that point onward, train services began operating three
times*’ a week*®,

In 1909, the Central Asian Railway generated a revenue of 3,121,372 rubles. It served 84,361
passengers. When considering both freight and passenger transport, express trains brought in 129,932 rubles,
while slower trains generated a profit of 10,194,373 rubles*. During this period, special railway guides were
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also created, providing detailed schematic information about the entire railway network, including routes,
stations, and bridges®°.
In general, although the newspaper repeatedly emphasized that the imperial government built the railway for
the “benefit” of the people of Turkestan, it was primarily directed toward serving the empire’s own goals. On
one hand, it enabled the exploitation of the region's economic resources for the empire’s interests and
facilitated the easy movement of military units. On the other hand, it aimed to create a market for the growing
Russian industrial products and, subsequently, expand into other Asian countries.
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