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If you encounter a Gurji' on the bridge, it’s better to jump off, as
the Pashto proverb suggests. Like the legendary warriors of the
past, modern Georgians should defend their country with the same
bravery and wisdom, ensuring that Georgia’s right to freedom and
independence, as well as its significant contributions to the world,
are never questioned.

Many foreigners still perceive this ancient country as being
“in the middle of nowhere.” This indifferent attitude, which
Italian traveller and missionary Pietro della Valle (1586-1652)
criticised in his letter to Pope Urban VIII (1568-1644) in the 17th
century, has contributed to the gradual loss of Georgian territory,
which has been preserved by the blood of brave ancestors, due to
the ‘creeping occupation’ by the Russian Federation in the 21st
century.

At NATO’s request, and while Georgia is not yet a member,
over 11,000 Georgian troops have participated in peacekeeping
missions in Afghanistan over the past 17 years. These soldiers
would defend their homeland’s borders with even greater

! Gurji is the Persian designation of the Georgians.
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enthusiasm and pride if given the opportunity. However, they
would receive lower pay compared to their income while serving
on missions in Asian and African countries, and there would
supposedly not be enough vacancies for Georgian border guards.
According to the US plan to withdraw peacekeepers by
September 2021, 860 Georgian troops left Afghanistan between
May and July of that year. After the United States, the United
Kingdom, Germany, and Italy, Georgia had the largest
peacekeeping contingent in Afghanistan from 2001 to 2021.

History sometimes tragically repeats itself in the fate of a
nation.

Born in 1651, George XI was the son of King Vakhtang V
and Princess Rodam Kaplanishvili-Orbeliani. Misfortune guided
the life of this Georgian Orthodox Christian ruler, who converted
to both Islam and Catholicism at different times during his reign,
in his quest for a political solution to protect his kingdom and
people. At the age of 26, he ascended to the throne with the
permission of the Shah of Persia. From that moment onward, he
devoted his life to the struggle for Georgia’s freedom and
independence, deftly wielding both his sword and his words.

He was the first Georgian king to engage in diplomatic
correspondence with Pope Innocent XI (1611-1689), set the pro-
European political course for the Kingdom of Kartli. George XI
maintained intensive contact with various popes, Catholic
missionaries, and several European monarchs.

The King of Kartli aimed to strengthen royal power and
abolish Iranian domination in his kingdom. To achieve these
goals, he also sought the support of the Ottoman Empire.
However, when he revolted against Persia in 1688, King George
XI did not receive the promised assistance from the Ottomans.
Additionally, his diplomatic negotiations with Pope Innocent XI

67
BRAMS 2021 May ISSN 2667-9299 (print)
Volume 2, Issue 4 ISSN 2960-9348 (online)



yielded little more than prayers and blessings. In the autumn of
that year, France initiated the Nine Years’ War (1688-1697)
against Germany, drawing in most of the leading European
countries. As a result, aiding the Georgian kingdom was not a
priority for European nations. They would rather consider tighter
trade agreements with Persia. In 1688, Shah Suleiman (1648-
1694) deposed the retaliatory George XI and replaced him with a
more compliant ruler, Heraclius 1 (1642-1709), as the king of
Kartli.

Following Shah Suleiman’s death, his son and successor,
Shah Sultan Husayn (1668-1726), appointed George XI as the
beglerbeg® of Kerman province. The Iranians urgently needed an
experienced and brave leader to combat the plundering Baluchi
tribe in the eastern provinces of Persia. The young Shah promised
to restore Gorgin Khan® to the throne of Kartli if George XI
succeeded in this mission.

In a remarkable display of bravery, 600 Qizilbash* soldiers
and 40 Georgian warriors crossed a scorching desert to face 2,000
Baluchis. The outcome of the battle was impressive; only 500
Baluchis survived. This victory marked the first time the fierce
Baluchi tribe, which had previously defeated the Qizilbash
multiple times, was overcome.

In 1703, the Shah finally fulfilled his promise to George XI,
though in an unusual Persian manner. He officially recognised
George XI as the king of Kartli, but also appointed him the
commander-in-chief of Iran and governor of Kandahar. His next
task was to intimidate the Kandahar province.

2 Beglerbeg was the governor of a province in the Safavid Empire, ranking immediately below
the grand vizier.

* Gorgin (or, Gurgin) Khan, which means “George the Ruler,” was the alias of George XI.

* Qizilbash (or, Kizilbash) was a member of the Turkmen tribes who supported the Safavid
dynasty. In Turkish “Kizilbas” means “red head,” in reference to their crimson headwear.
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George XI never returned to his homeland. His nephew, the
future Vakhtang VI of Kartli, was appointed as his deputy, while
Heraclius I continued to govern the Kingdom of Kakheti. The
nominal restoration of the throne of Kartli to George XI came at a
price—his formal rejection of Christianity. After much hesitation,
the Georgian king eventually agreed to acknowledge Islam,
though only in the eyes of the Persians, while secretly wearing a
cross around his neck.

George XI spent twelve years in a foreign land, where he
battled the nomadic tribes of Afghanistan alongside his brother,
Royal Prince Levan, and the Georgian regiment that accompanied
them on this mission. Despite the intense heat, the Georgian
forces maintained an impressive record, never losing a single
battle—whether large or small—while serving Iran in
Afghanistan. The Persians often fled the battlefield during
encounters with local fighters, leaving the Georgians to face the
enemy alone. In this harsh and unequal war, the Georgian
warriors displayed remarkable bravery and skill.

During that period, the Iranian central government relied
entirely on the Georgian military forces. Pietro della Valle noted
this, stating, “The strength of the Persian army is the Georgians,
who are the greatest and strongest part of this army”. Sir Thomas
Herbert (1606-1682), 1st Baronet of Tintern and York, an English
traveller and historian, visited Shiraz in 1627. He noted that the
number of Georgians in the Iranian army fluctuated significantly,
ranging from 8,000 to 40,000 at various times.

In his book “History of Afghanistan” (1879), English author
and Colonel George Bruce Malleson (1825-1898) provided a brief
yet vivid description of the King of Kartli: “It happened that at
this time the ablest general in the Persian service was a Georgian,
named Gurghin Khan. Born a Christian, this man had
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endeavoured to establish independence in his native country, but
his great military talents had been overborne by the numerical
strength sent against him, and he had failed. So powerful was he,
however, even in his defeat, that, on the sole condition of his
embracing the Mahomedan religion, the Shah had taken him into
his service. He had distinguished himself by two qualities —
military skill and severity.”

While at the Persian court, Jonas Hanway, an English
merchant and traveller (1712-1786), wrote to representatives of
the British East India Company in Bombay, saying, “The
Georgian army is the only force that makes the Afghans tremble
like poplars.”

In May 1704, a 24,000-strong army, featuring Georgians
and Persians, marched into Afghanistan under the command of
King George XI. Facing extreme heat, the troops took nearly two
months to traverse the desert and reach their destination. The
climate in Kandahar proved as unbearable as that in Kerman.
Despite these harsh conditions, the Georgian army successfully
suppressed unrest in the province on multiple occasions, with the
Commander-in-Chief maintaining strict control over the entire
region.

To prevent future uprisings, King George XI dispatched
Mirwais Hotak (1673-1715), a rebellious leader from an Afghan
tribe, to Isfahan. He urged Shah Sultan Husayn to keep Mirwais
in the Iranian capital, emphasising that he should never be
allowed to return to Afghanistan.

Once in Isfahan, Mirwais quickly noticed that the Persian
officials envied the Georgian king and therefore opposed him.
Being one of the wealthiest subjects in the Safavid Empire, he
used his wealth to bribe these officials and easily won their
favour. As a result, the pleased Persian officials actively assisted
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Mirwais in securing four private audiences with Shah Sultan
Husayn.

Skilled in politics and persuasion, Mirwais engaged in
information warfare against the Georgian commander. He seized
every opportunity to tarnish Gorgin Khan’s reputation, gradually
sowing seeds of doubt in the mind of the politically inexperienced
Shah. Mirwais manipulated the Shah’s fears, suggesting that King
George XI remained loyal to his homeland and could potentially
rebel, posing a threat to Persia. Based on these concerns, the Shah
decided to send Mirwais back to Kandahar, instructing him to
keep a close watch on the Georgian king.

On 21 April 1709, as recorded by Jonas Hanway, Mirwais
hosted a party in honour of King George XI. After the guests had
retired for the night, Afghan forces launched a surprise attack on
the sleeping Georgian king and his men, killing them all on
Maundy Thursday. To justify the massacre to the Shah, Mirwais
presented evidence of George’s perceived betrayal: a cross found
around his neck and a gospel discovered beneath his pillow. This
event marked the end of a battle-filled life for the 58-year-old
George XI.

Just a few miles from the city of Kandahar, a monumental
marble column stands adorned with an inscription in Pashto that
reads: “Traveller, pause for a moment and learn this — many have
attempted to conquer Afghanistan, yet to this day, none have
succeeded. Praise and thanks to Allah! Only three commanders
have ever defeated the valiant Afghan army: Alexander the Great,
Genghis Khan, and Gurji George.” Near the column lie symbolic
graves dedicated to these three warriors.
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