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Figure 1: FO 65/1395, the expansion of the Russian Empire into Central Asia 

 

Page 1: View from the city walls, Khiva, Uzbekistan. Taken by Fulvio Spada. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  

Central Asia, Persia and Afghanistan: from Silk Road to Soviet Rule may become the 

definitive digital collection of documents covering the period from the decline of the 

Silk Road in the 18th century to the emergence of Soviet rule in the 20th century. The 

National Archives holds one of the greatest sets in existence of historical documents 

on this region. For over a century, from 1800 to the 20th century, the region was the 

subject of a fierce struggle for supremacy between the British and Russian Empires, 

the outcome of which continues to shape modern geopolitics. This nineteenth-century 

‘cold war’ was called the Great Game and it offers fascinating insights into the state of 

the region today. The collection is likely to become an important resource enabling the 

study and understanding of a region that has long been contested by Great Powers, 

and is now the focus of a new 21st century ‘silk road’, driven this time by China. 

 

 

 

2. OVERVIEW OF DOCUMENTS 

Record Series: No. of Pieces: No. of Images: 

FO 65: Foreign Office and 
predecessor: Political and 
Other Departments: 
General Correspondence 
before 1906, Russian 
Empire, 1781-1905 

188  62,660 

FO 106: Foreign Office: 
Political and Other 
Departments: General 
Correspondence before 
1906, Central Asia, 1899-
1905 

11 [whole series] 2,530 

FO 371: Foreign Office: 
Political Departments: 
General Correspondence 
from 1906-1966 

30 6,242 

FO 539: Foreign Office: 
Confidential Print Central 
Asia, 1834-1971 

118  10,423 

TOTAL 347 81,855 

 

N.B. Full piece-level listing in Schedule 2. 

 



 

Page 4 of 11 
 

 

3. KEY SUBJECTS AND THEMES 

 

 ‘The Great Game’ 

188 volumes of ‘Proceedings in Central Asia’ in FO 65 chart Russian expansion into 

Central Asia and the resulting struggle for influence between Britain and Russia 

between 1858-1898. Volumes continue from 1899-1905 in FO 106. FO 371 continues 

the story of Central Asia up to 1922 when the region was incorporated into the USSR. 

Prior to the 1860s Central Asia consisted of independent khanates which were 

progressively annexed by Russia in the latter part of the 19th century. 

 Diplomacy 

FO 65 and FO 539 contain historically significant correspondence from the East India 

Company, British Prime Ministers and Viceroys of India. There are letters to and from 

the Shah of Persia and the Emir of Afghanistan. Crucially, there are items written from 

the Russian side too, forming a comprehensive picture of events. These include letters 

from Count Nesselrode, the Russian Foreign Minister, and Count Simonich who was 

Minister of the Tsar at the Court of the Shah. These can be used to map the shifting 

alliances and politics of the region. 

 Warfare & Colonialism 

Key conflicts are documented in the collection. The Anglo-Afghan Wars in 1839-1842 

and 1878-1880 were fought to establish Afghanistan as a buffer state to British India, 

and to shut out Russian influence. War diaries of the Kurram Field Force and 

despatches from Camp Lahore in FO 65 provide first-hand accounts of the conflict. As 

a case study of colonialism and the ‘informal’ British Empire, these are of great 

significance. 

 Russian Empire 

The collection is a valuable resource for any student of Russian history, as FO 65 

documents in great detail the expansion of the Russian Empire into Central Asia in the 

19th century. FO 371 documents the spread of Bolshevism into Russia’s Asian 

territories post the 1917 Revolution.  

 China 

The interplay between the Chinese and Russian Empires becomes more evident in 

later volumes of FO 65 from the 1890s. Many of these volumes are concerned with 

tensions between China and Russia in the Pamir Mountains, Chinese Turkestan and 

alleged Russian influence in Peking. 
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4. ACADEMIC INTEREST 

The content of this collection is relevant to a broad range of university courses and 

fields of study. These examples show that Tsarist Russia, Central Asia, Afghanistan 

and Persia form an important part of study at universities in the USA and Europe. 

 

USA 

University of California, Berkeley   2019 course Historiography of 
Imperial Russia (major themes: 
empire, borderlands, nationality, 
state formation, political 
dissidence) 

University of Chicago  Centre for East European and 
Russian/Eurasian Studies 

 2019 graduate course HIST 
58602  Colloquium: Iran and 
Central Asia 2 

Columbia University  Harriman Institute for Russian, 
Eurasian and East European 
Studies 

 2018 course Central Asia: 
Imperial Legacies, New Images 

 2019 course Asiatic Russia: 
Empire, State 

Harvard University  Davis Centre for Russian and 
Eurasian Studies 

 2018/19 course Central Asia in 
Global Politics 

Princeton University  Field of study: Russia, Eurasia, 
Eastern Europe 

University of Washington  Russia & Central Asia graduate 
study. The library’s Slavic and 
East European Section acquires 
books, periodicals, newspapers, 
microfilms, maps, photographs, 
video-, DVD and CD recordings, 
CD-ROMs, and commercial 
Internet resources to build 
research collections pertaining to 
the Russian, East European, and 
Central Asian area. 

UK 

University of Exeter   2017/18 course From Conquest 
to Communism: Central Asia 
under the Russian and Soviet 
Empires, 1730-1945 (HIH2184A) 

University of Oxford  Russian and Eurasian Studies 
Centre 
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SOAS  SOAS Centre of Contemporary 
Central Asia and the Caucasus 

 2019/20 MSc Development 
Studies (Central Asia Pathway) 

University of York  2018/19 course Russia under the 
Tsars 1613-1855 

EUROPE 

University of Copenhagen  2017/18 course Central Asia and 
Afghanistan Studies  

Leiden University  2017/18 course History of 
Central Asia and Afghanistan 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: INF 14/444, view from the Khyber Pass to the border of Afghanistan 
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5. SCHEDULE 1: EXAMPLE DOCUMENTS  

Note: FO 539 is the Confidential Print for Central Asia and corresponds to the bound 

volumes in FO 65. The Confidential Print contains transcribed and printed selections 

from FO 65, but is far from complete and does not include the many maps and 

ephemera which feature in FO 65. As such, there is an option to digitise FO 539 

alongside FO 65 and the remainder of the collection, but it is not obligatory.  

 

 

Figure 3: An example of FO 539 (left), and FO 65 (Right) 
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Figure 4: FO 65/1485, alleged Russian influence in Peking, 1894 
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Figure 5: FO 65/1353, English and Russian railways in Persia, 1888 
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Figure 6: FO 371/5382, the advance of Bolshevism in Central Asia in the 1920s 
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6. SCHEDULE 2: PIECE-LEVEL LISTING 

Part 1: Mandatory  

The following series comprise the mandatory part of the Invitation to Tender: 

Record Series: Pieces: 

FO 65: Foreign Office and predecessor: 
Political and Other Departments: 
General Correspondence before 1906, 
Russian Empire, 1781-1905 

867-879; 901-904; 926-930; 956-958; 
989-992; 1028-1034; 1060-1071; 1097-
1105; 1128-1132; 1150-1153; 1171-
1175; 1202-1213; 1235-1252; 1282-
1293; 1314-1324; 1347-1356; 1377-
1379; 1392-1395; 1412-1417; 1434-
1444; 1460-1470; 1484-1488; 1504-
1507; 1528-1529; 1547-1549; 1571-
1575 

FO 106: Foreign Office: Political and 
Other Departments: General 
Correspondence before 1906, Central 
Asia, 1899-1905 

1-11 (All) 

FO 371: Foreign Office: Political 
Departments: General Correspondence 
from 1906-1966 

5381-5383; 6740-6753; 8073-8085 

 

Part 2: Optional 

The following series comprise the optional part of the Invitation to Tender: 

Record Series: Pieces: 

FO 539: Foreign Office: Confidential 
Print Central Asia, 1834-1971 

1-118 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Whilst The National Archives endeavours to ensure that the information is correct, in no event shall The National 
Archives be responsible for any loss or damage of any kind arising out of access to or reliance on or use of any 
information. This document is intended to provide guidance only and it is recommended that personal research of 
the records be undertaken 
 


