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given the substantial volume of caravan traffic. Foreign travelers navigating the
Naserian period frequently encountered challenges and shortcomings along
these routes, observations they meticulously recorded in their travelogues. This
study endeavors to identify and elucidate the specific factors that impinged
upon road security during the Naserian era, as perceived and reported by
Western travelers. Employing a descriptive-analytical methodology grounded
in library research, this paper leverages the critical, detail-oriented accounts of
Western travelers to furnish a comprehensive understanding of the security-
impeding factors of the Naserian period. The findings reveal that travelers
consistently highlighted both natural and unnatural elements as significant
contributors to insecurity on the roads. Natural impediments included
challenging terrains, steep inclines, treacherous mountain passes, and adverse
weather conditions. Unnatural threats, notably banditry and the menace of
dangerous wildlife, further compromised the safety of Naserian-era roads.
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Introduction:

The establishment of social security by political systems is instrumental in fostering psychological
tranquility, public satisfaction, and the overall desirability of life, thereby ensuring the endurance
of governmental power and political viability. Rulers maintain the security of their sovereign
domains by implementing diverse strategies to counteract anti-security threats. The Qajar
administration, operating within the prevailing socio-political milieu of its epoch, contended with
destabilizing factors that challenged its very legitimacy. Consequently, it undertook measures
aimed at consolidating its authority amidst these crises. Nevertheless, the extensive territorial
expanse, the inherent political structure, the proliferation of internal centers of instability, and, to
a considerable extent, the disarray engendered by the intervention of external powers rendered the
establishment of sustainable and institutionalized security a profoundly arduous and resource-
intensive undertaking.

Road networks constituted critical arteries of communication throughout the vast Iranian polity
during the Qajar era, serving a pivotal function in the transit and logistics of essential commodities.
For the Qajar dynasty, these roadways held significant economic import, facilitating the expansion
of national commerce and trade. Moreover, the imperative of ensuring the security of caravanners,
travelers, and even globetrotters was paramount to enabling their safe passage and visitation of
various locales and points of interest. This imperative underscored the Qajar government’s focus
on maintaining road security. In the nascent phase of Qajar rule, the exigencies of persistent internal
and external conflicts relegated road security to a secondary priority. Following the ascension of
Naser al-Din Shah and the attainment of a modicum of stability, road security commanded
significantly greater attention. This heightened focus coincided with an increased influx of Western
travelers to Persia, whose extensive sojourns across diverse routes provided them with ample
opportunity to document these security-related dynamics in their travelogues.

Research Methodology:

This investigation employs a descriptive-analytical paradigm, predicated upon extensive
bibliographical research and structured through historical methodologies. Drawing upon the extant
corpus of writings by Western sojourners of the Naserian period, the study aims to explicate and
critically appraise the multifaceted factors, both environmental and anthropogenic, that impinged
upon the security of transit routes.

Research Findings:

Environmental determinants played a pivotal role in the provisioning of road security during this
epoch, classifiable into two primary categories: orographical features and meteorological
conditions. Orographical elements, encompassing mountainous terrain, expansive plains, and
fluvial systems, within the geographical matrix of Persia, engendered the formation of routes
characterized by arduous passage, hazardous defiles, and significant topographical variations. A
considerable proportion of the infrastructural development and route engineering undertaken
during the Qajar administration was intrinsically contingent upon these inherent landforms. The
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movement of individuals, and particularly Western sojourners, utilizing the rudimentary
conveyances of the period—such as carriages, pack animals (mules), and equines—served to
augment their experiential understanding of the impediments presented by route infrastructure and
the pervasive deficiency in security.

Mackenzie, who extensively traversed the northern regions of Iran, attributed the poor condition
of Rasht’s roads to the passage of pack animals, which, over time, carved deep furrows into the
thoroughfares. Furthermore, along the route, deep, mud-filled pits significantly impeded travel
(Mackenzie, 1359: 15). On the main routes leading to Rasht, the road was described as excellent
and well-maintained in some sections, though encountering marshy areas. Additionally, accounts
mention deep ruts and potholes across the most significant portions of the Shah Abbasi paved road,
deterioration of the path beyond Aliabad, and the dislodging of gravel following heavy rains on the
route to Qal’eh Div Sefid (Eastwick, 1399: 107, 145, 155, 160). A substantial proportion of the
travel difficulties in the northern regions were influenced by the territorial and climatic conditions
of these areas, where torrential downpours, unstable soil, and high humidity severely degraded the
quality of the roads for transit. According to the reports of Western travelers, the mountainous areas
of the western regions presented a more perilous situation for travelers compared to the northern
regions, owing to their rocky terrain and natural configuration. Traversing these areas involved
enduring considerable hardship and life-threatening circumstances. Bishop, who primarily visited
the Bakhtiari regions, also lamented the extreme unevenness and arduousness of the Dopolon road,
which was covered in large and small rocks (Bishop, 1379: 104). Durand writes of the necessity of
lanterns due to roads riddled with dangerous potholes on difficult routes (Durand, 1346: 80). The
natural topography of the eastern, central, and southern regions of the country, largely situated in
desert areas with fewer natural irregularities, resulted in fewer reports from foreign travelers
concerning impassable roads compared to other geographical areas of Iran. Count Julian mentions
the suitability of roads on the route to Isfahan, which facilitated caravans making stops there and
the construction of good inns (Rochechouart, 1378: 21). He also writes about the route from Bandar
Abbas to Shiraz, noting that passage through the Darab mountains was extremely difficult, and the
alternative route via Lar was more suitable for transit (Rochechouart, 1378: 40).

Natural elevations and depressions, including mountain passes and slopes, influenced the security
of routes throughout the Iranian territory. The northern regions of Iran possess diverse
topographical features; the presence of the sea, forests, and mountainous areas led to numerous
undulations, rendering transit arduous. This observation is frequently cited in the reports of
Western travelers. Mountain passes constitute critical points along the routes of the northern
provinces. The French traveler Dieulafoy mentions a difficult pass in the Firuzkuh valley, where
the path was rocky and impassable, obstructed by oleander branches (Dieulafoy, 1378: 559). Sheil
considers the narrow and arduous mountain passages in the northern regions to be occasionally
advantageous, serving as an ideal means to impede enemy movement and facilitate regional
defense, with forests and marshes also cited as natural defensive elements (Sheil, 1368: 251). In
the western and mountainous regions, passes and slopes were significant for facilitating movement
along the frequented routes, and travelers’ accounts indicate that road deterioration affected the
transit routes of soldiers and their military equipment. The deficiencies in infrastructure and the



Forouhi, A. Bahrami, F Z (2025) Iranian Civilization Research, 7(1) DOI: 10.22103/JI1C.2025.25567.1454

English Extended Abstract

Naserian government’s practical neglect of road repair and maintenance, even for military
purposes, signify a lack of development. Road problems and difficult elevations also existed in the
eastern and northeastern regions. The route to Mashhad lacked fertile lands and was uphill and
arduous (Khanikov, 1395: 134). However, Yate notes that the undulations in the terrain facilitated
the easy protection of a region; natural conditions allowed an individual with a firearm, positioned
on these rocks, to prevent the advance and infiltration of an attacking group (Yate, 1365: 117).
Climatic conditions also represented another significant factor in endangering routes and passenger
safety, which can be categorized into instances such as snowfall and rainfall, cold and warm winds,
and dangerous storms. Precipitation, particularly in mountainous areas, frequently caused road
damage, especially in those regions. Strong winds in various parts of Iran, especially in
mountainous areas, often accompanied by rainfall and storms, made transit and movement
exceedingly difficult. Storms, by reducing visibility for travelers and dispersing caravans,
increased the likelihood of plunder and bandit attacks, while also diminishing their ability to find
shelter. In some locations, landforms aided in route identification; however, storms would
obliterate these natural features and navigational markers, complicating travel for caravans.
Alongside natural factors, unnatural elements, such as the actions of bandits and wild animals, also
drew the attention of Western travelers concerning the security of roads across the Naserian period.
During the Naserian era, the presence of bandits, who instilled terror in those wishing to traverse
routes by attacking caravans and plundering possessions, posed significant life and financial risks.
During this period, attempts were made to reduce the incidence of crime, particularly banditry;
however, the lack of a strong central authority and the military power of nomadic tribes
considerably contributed to the persistence of banditry. Benjamin writes: “During the reign of
Naser al-Din Shah, banditry and theft had reached their peak, and no one dared to travel the roads
of Khorasan and from Isfahan to Bushehr, as their lives and property were in danger” (Benjamin,
1363: 350). In many regions under the dominion of nomadic tribes and clans, due to a weak and
unproductive economy, numerous individuals resorted to plundering and robbing caravans instead
of engaging in their local indigenous occupations. Consequently, the majority of Western travelers’
reports regarding the lack of security pertained to the actions of the indigenous nomadic tribes of
the regions. Stuart notes that the Baloch people advanced with the intention of plunder into the
interior and central regions of the country, such as Yazd, Semnan, Tabas, and Kashmar, and fear
of them was prevalent among the populace (Stuart, 1386: 17-28). Khanikov also confirms the
presence of desert-dwelling Baloch in the Lut Desert region (Khanikov, 1395: 245). Beckhaus
attributes the devastation and misery of Khorasan to invading and plundering tribes, most notably
the Turkmen, who caused the ruin and abandonment of caravanserais (Eastwick, 1399: 240).
Stocque indicates that the prevalence of banditry and theft at the Sar-e Gardaneh Lar pass can be
inferred from the considerable number of guarding soldiers in that area (Stack, 1399: 86).
Traversing a route may become impossible due to the presence of various animals and insects.
Most caravans traveling on the routes were attacked by wild animals such as wolves and wild boars,
resulting in damage to domesticated animals and their possessions. Serna mentions the presence of
predatory animals like tigers and scorpions, and Kastegar Khan refers to jackals, which “literally
performed a grand concert” (Serna, 1362: 263-264; Kastegar Khan, 1398: 50-51). Benjamin also
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advises other travelers to Iran to bring rifles, as the lush northern forests are teeming with leopards
and tigers (Benjamin, 1363: 43). Overall, the security of thoroughfares during the Naseri era was
contingent upon a multitude of factors, the taxonomic breakdown of which is illustrated in the
following chart:

road security Difficult roads

Passes and slopes
Natural Factors

Weather conditions
Factors Influencing
Road Security

Abnormal factors Bandits

Animals
Conclusion
The presence of Western travelers during the Qajar era, and notably the Naseri period, was
profoundly significant. Owing to their extensive itineraries across diverse regions and traversal of
numerous routes, these travelers meticulously documented invaluable and precise observations
pertaining to the state of roadways in this epoch. Their scrupulous, often critical, gaze upon the
deficient condition of the thoroughfares has facilitated, through the examination of their accounts,
a substantive comprehension of security paradigms during this era. These chroniclers engaged with
the multifarious determinants impinging upon road security.
Given the expansive territorial domain and pronounced geographical heterogeneity of Iran,
environmental and topographical factors exerted an indisputably profound influence on route
safety. Geomorphological challenges—including impassable paths, declivities, prominences,
mountain defiles, and precipitous inclines—coupled with capricious meteorological conditions, are
pervasively cited in the narratives of travelers. These elements rendered transit, particularly for
commercial and pilgrimage caravans, not only arduous but also fraught with mortal peril. The
disparate geographical milieus of Iran's regions and its quartet of distinct climatic zones engendered
a unique suite of natural hazards in each locality, contingent upon its specific environmental
contingencies.
Concurrently, anthropogenic and zoogenic factors significantly compromised the security of travel
routes. This included depredations by bandits and predatory fauna, which perpetually endangered
both the routes and the caravaners. Brigandage perpetrated by tribes, local clans, and nomadic
groups against commercial, devotional, and tourist caravans—especially in peripheral and border
regions—alongside the menace posed by wild beasts and lethal insects, intrinsically linked to Iran's
territorial ecology, constituted a paramount impediment to the establishment of security, thereby
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inflicting grave bodily and financial detriments upon voyagers. These security perturbations not
only disrupted the integrity of transit networks but also reverberated across multifarious facets of
the Naseri administration, notably impinging upon its economic, military, and political dimensions.
Consequently, the government's role—or perceived inertia—in addressing this predicament, set
against the broader backdrop of systemic underdevelopment, emerged as a persistent object of
critique within the discourses of Western travelers.
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