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The 16 – earlier 17 centuries in the history of the Central Asia are notable for active ethno-

demographic processes, confrontation between the two major trends of Islam and changes in ancient 

international trade routes. The factors above account for researchers’ interest in the reviewed period 

and cause lively discussions. In particular, one of the key and debatable questions is the history of 

relations between Central Asian states in the 16 – earlier 17 centuries. Two approaches are presently 

applied in scientific-research literature to examine the issue. Thus, researchers N.Steensgaard, 

S.Adshead, M.Rossabi, F.Wood, M. Haidar1 take the view that in the period under consideration inter-

state relations of the Central Asia were in crisis. Another group of historians – O. Chekhovich, 

R.Mukminova, G.Nizametdinov, S.Levi, M. Alam, J.Gommans, S.Dale2 refrain from using a 

definition “crisis” as to the reviewed period and, instead, define it as a stage of significant events in the 

history of the region. Note the author shares the last point of view.3 

Most regress adherents of the Central Asian region tend to associate the phenomenon with the 

discovery of new sea routes that connected Europe and Asia. Quoting a report of Anthony Jenkinson 

who visited Bukhara in 1558,4 as well as materials of local historical annals, another group of 

researchers, among other reasons, referred to the destabilization of political life during the later Middle 

Ages that led to the weakening of trade-economic relations in the region. 

Proceeding from the assumption that the development, not stagnation, was typical for the reviewed 

historical period, researchers are reliant on primary sources and deny no “negative impact of newly 

discovered sea routes on the development of caravan roads”. In their view, the factor above could have 

hardly led to the closure of trans-regional caravan routes across the Central Asia. 

In addition to the difference of views, the historiography of the issue is notable for some essential 

gaps. Thus, despite voluminous literature on themes “Central Asia and India”, “Central Asia and 

China” or “Central Asia and Russia”, the publications on the subject touch upon relations between 

Bukhara or Yarkend khanates (in most cases of Eastern Turkestan) with the states mentioned, laying 

aside other regions of the Central Asia. Furthermore, the time span is very great, for chronological 

limits cover, as a rule, the 16-19 or 15-18 centuries; even so, the treatment of the question in the 16 

century is of fragmentary nature. Yet-unexplored are questions of inter-state relations of the Central 

Asian region in the reviewed period. These unexplored questions include the history of trade relations 

between Bukhara and Yarkend khanates.5 

Thus, the present article attempts to scientifically substantiate a thesis that in the later Middle Ages an 

eastern branch of the Great Silk Way having no lost its importance kept on holding high positions in 

the foreign trade relations of Central Asian states. An emphasis has to be laid on trade relations 



between the two Central Asian states – Bukhara and Yarkend khanates, as distinguished from 

researchers of the previous period that substantiated the thesis on the basis of coverage of the history 

of relations between the said region and India, Russia or China. 

When examining trade relations between Bukhara and Yarkend khanates, one has to pay attention to 

the dynamics of political processes. As is known, the first half of the 16 century proved to be a period 

of formation of new state formations in the region, including Bukhara, Khiva, Yarkend and Kazakh 

khanates. It was natural that the new borders on once unified political and economic expanse had a 

negative effect on intensity of contacts between its separate parts. A relative stabilization of the 

political life in the second half of the 16 century created prerequisites for the development of trade and 

other relations. 

An eloquent testimony to the above is a letter of Yarkend ruler Abdurashidkhan to Hoja Islam Juybar, 

senior sheikh of Bukhara. In his letter, the ruler of Yarkend informed that it was a relative stabilization 

of the situation on trade routes between the two states that enabled the latter to send a certain Mavlono 

Mohammad Salim to Hoja Islam who was about to arrive in Bukhara.6 In considering into account the 

date of death of Hoja Islam and Abdurashidkhan (1561-1562 гг.), one can infer that the letter had been 

sent to Bukhara in 1560-1562. 

Proceeding from sources of the reviewed period, one can conclude that despite some weakening of 

trade relations between the said states in 1500-1560, they had never ceased completely. Thus, sources 

of the period under consideration, such as “Mihman-name-yi Bukhara” by Fazlallah ibn Ruzbikhan 

Isfahani, “Babur-nameh” by Babur provide information that even in the depths of combat operations 

between them, trade relations kept on developing, trade caravans arrived and departed.7 

Samarkand, Bukhara, Tashkent, Andijan, Yarkend, Kashgar, Turfan and Hami (Kumul) as large trade 

centers played an important role in trade relations between Bukhra and Yarkend khanates. The caravan 

road from Yarkend to Bukhara on the territory of the former was divided into several routes. Major 

route laid to Seven Rivers and Fergana; starting point was Samarkand. The western route sprang from 

Kashgar, traversed Kashgardarya (Kizilsuv) to Irkeshtama where it forked as follows: the first led to 

Kuksuv valley, reached Terek; from there via river Gulchi it came to Fergana valley; the second went 

from Kashgar to Badakhshan, Balkh, Herat and Gissar in the south, and finally reached Termez after 

traversing Amu Darya.8 

In describing caravan routes between Bukhara and Yarkend khanates, Mirza Mohammad Haidar, 

author of “Tarikh-i Rashidi”, wrote that it took 3 days to get from Tashkent to Andijan; 20 days from 

Andijan to Kashgar; 15 days from Kashgar to Aksu; 20 days from Aksu to Chalish; and 10 days from 

Chalish to Turfan.9 Author of “Tarikh-i Rashidi” also reported on Hoja Tajiddin from Turfan, murid 

(disciple) of Hoja Ahrar who played a significant role in trade relations between Bukhara and 



Yarkend. When adjusted for the fact that Hoja Tajiddin was a spiritual guide (pir) of Sultan Saidkhan 

and Mansurkhan, rulers of Yarkend in the first half of the 16 century, it was obvious that Hoja 

Tajiddin had high opportunity to affect foreign trade relations.10 

Along with local sources, valuable information on trade relations between the two states and caravan 

routes is provided in diaries and writing of foreign travelers. In particular, Batista Ramusio narrated a 

story of a prominent merchant from Gilan, Hoja Mohammad by name, who traveled from China to 

Venezia via So Chou, Hami, Turfan, Chalish, Kucha, Oksu, Kashgar, Samarkand, Bukhara, Herat, 

Vermin, the Caspian sea to Sultaniye. The author noted that the merchant traversed the path under 

escort of a trade caravan.11 A report of a Turkish dervish as set forth to Ager Gislen de Busbeck says 

that in mid16 century Bukhara, Samarkand and Tashkent merchants acted go-betweens in the trade 

relations between China and Yarkend. The dervish returned from China ton Turkey via Yarkend, 

Bukhara and Samarkand by caravans.12 The facts above make it possible to infer that trade relations 

between the two states did not cease even in difficult terms of region’s disintegration in the first half of 

the 16 century, and even visibly intensified afterwards. 

The period of reign of Abdullakhan II (1557-1598) in Bukhara and Abdulkarimkhan (1561-1591) in 

Yarkend was noted by a relative stabilization of economic and political life of the two states and the 

development of trans-regional trade. This is vividly echoed in a work “Bahr al-asrar” by Mahmud ibn 

Vali that stressed an appreciable improvement of relations between the two states and protection of 

trade routes.13 Another historical source “Manakib-i Saadiya” by Huseyn al-Sarakhsi reports that 

merchants from Bukhara frequently visited Turfan during the reign of Shahkhan (1544-1570).14 The 

work refers to certain merchant Mavlana Abd al-Vahid who arrived in Turfan from Bukhara with 

valuable gifts.15 

It should be noted that it was Juybar sheikhs that played crucial role in the political and economic life 

of Bukhara khanate of the reviewed period, and greatly contributed to the development of economic 

relations between Bukhara and Yarkend. Owners of large handicraft shops, dukans, caravanserais and 

trade caravans, they took active part in the foreign trade of Bukhara with other states. For example, 

Juybar sheikh Hoja Saad owned a large caravan-serai Gavgushan in Bukhara where merchants from 

Kashgar put up at.16 Materials of above twenty letters of Yarkend rulers addressed to Hoja Islam and 

Hoja Saad are indicative of regular sending of trade caravans to Yarkend. Using trade caravans, rulers 

and influential officials of the two khanates maintained correspondence and exchanged messages. 

Thus, while at Bukhara in 1561 to offer his condolences on the occasion of Hoja Islam’s death, 

Yarkend’s Ambassador reported on his inevitable return by the same caravan that he arrived with.17 

In addition to valuable information about relations between Yarkend rulers and Juybar sheikhs, the 

letters provide important information about categories of goods transported from Kashgar to Bukhara. 



In considering that all of them chronologically go back to the second half of the 16 century, about 20 

trade caravans it may be said to have arrived from Yarkend to Bukhara in the reviewed period. 

Turkish traveler Sefi Chelebi who visited the region in the 16 century reported on Bukhara merchants 

actively engaged in trade in the towns of Yarkend.18 One of the offspring of Juybar sheikhs – Abul 

Baka ibn Hodja Baha ad-Din, author of “Jame al-makamat” written in the second half of the 16 

century, infrormed that he was a big employer and regularly arranged trade caravans to Kashgar and 

India.19 

The present article also refers to women’s participation in the foreign trade relations of Yarkend 

khanate. According to Portuguese missionary-traveler Benedict Goes, it was Haji Khanum, siter of 

Mohammad-khann, ruler of Yarkend (1591-1608), who drove large-scale trade and played a crucial 

role in organizing the foreign trade of the khanate.20 

According to written sources, trade caravans of Yarkend imported silver coins, fabric, gold-plated 

tableware, Kashimir shawls, various perfumery (mushk anbar), agricultural produce, nephrite, etc. In 

his work “Ravzat ar-rizvan” Badriddin Kashmiriy points out that Embassadors of Abdurashidkhan 

who came to Bukhara in 1561, brought with them 2,000 silver coins, expensive fabric, various clothes 

and rarities.21 The work adds that Abdulkarimkhan and hakim of Aksu Sufi Sultan sent to Hoja Saad 

blue and yellow embroideries (kashta), Kashimir shawls and 30 gilded porcelain wares.22 

Another source – “Matlab al-talibin” says that Abdulkarimkhan sent to Juybar sheikh Tajiddin 

Chinese brocade, Kalmyk buttons, various perfumery and Chinese porcelain.23 In turn, textile and 

dried fruit were exported from Bukhara to Yarkend.24 

Note that the intensification of bilateral relations contributed to the development of transit trade 

communication via the territories of thr khanates. While the territory of Yarkend khanate served a 

transit route for Bukhara merchants to China, trade caravans from Yarkend via Maverannahr territory 

headed for countries of Western Europe. In particular, caravans from Bukhara to China traversed 

Yarkend’s territory and reached China from Kashgar over thirty days. The route was divided into the 

northern and southern ones. The northern route laid across the territory of Turfan and Hami; the 

southern one – across Kashgar, Yarkend and Khutan. These routes joined near the Great Wall of 

China, Chines customs.25 Turfan and Hami were economic centers to host merchants from various 

countries of the Central Asia. Worth mentioning is Turfan, a famed trade center on the Great Silk Way 

route where merchants hired caravan bashi to lead them from Yarkend to China.26 While at Turfan, 

Bukhara merchants took active part in tenders, purchased horces and precious nephrite. Bukhara and 

Yarkend merchants, besides local commodity circulation, partook in trade operations with transit 

goods.27 For instance, Russian Ambassador I.P. Novoseltsev who arrived in Istanbul in 1570, noted 

that Bukhara merchants were engaged in selling expensive fabric brought ton Turkey from Kashgar.28 



The fact makes it possible to suppose that Bukhara merchants met the requirements of domestic 

market and simultaneously supplied imported goods to other countries. 

Trade relations in the medieval Central Asia were noted for some distinctive features arising from 

traditions of official reciprocation of presents.29 In other words, while visiting a foreign country 

merchants, together with goods for sale, were taking valuable gifts with them to present to rulers or 

top officials. This custom was observed by scores of western travelers that visited the countries of the 

East. In particular, travelers Seifi Chelebi, Benedict Goes et al noted in their diaries that foreign 

merchants presented the Chinese Emperor with valuable gifts.30 This was also typical for trade 

relations between Bukhara and Yarkend. 

To sum up, proceeding from primary sources one can conclude that in the 16 – earlier 17 centuries 

trade relations between Bukhara and Yarkend khanates were of regular nature even despite long 

periods of political instability in the region. It was the stabilization of political situation in both states 

that increasingly consolidated these relations. In turn, this contributed to the development of trade 

relations not only within the limits of the Central Asian region but between the countries of the East 

and West. 
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