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A march of seventeen miles [made in 1837 from Kunduz to Khana-
bad] through the thick grass jangal, often knee deep in water, performed
in a keen winter’s evening, had prepared us to welcome rest and shelter
wherever found; and as we stretched ourselves on the comfortable warm
felts, and sipped our tea, 1 felt a glow in my beart that cannot be described.
A calmness of spirit, a willingness to be satisfied and pleased with every-
thing around me, and a desire that others should be as bappy as myself.
How often must every worn-out traveller have expressed this; and why
15 it that no sooner should we be restored to our wonted vigor than this
placid temper leaves us and we suffer ourselves to be ruffled and disturbed
by every trivial occurrence?

Lt. Jobn Wood, Journey to the Source of the River Oxus, 1841
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Prologue

Last of all, in return for calling thyself my
lord, I say to thee, “Go weep.”

Idanthrysus the Scythian
1n response to
an ultimatum

from Darius the Great King, 519 B.c.

Two conversations bracket my study of buzkashi. Between
them lie six years, nine thousand miles, and a mid-thirties
switch in careers. Both encounters featured observations volun-
teered by close friends. Both dealt with Afghanistan and its
spectacular indigenous game.

The first occurred in Kabul during the autumn of 1972. 1
had been in Afghanistan for six months as an officer at the U.S.
Embassy. With a choice of seventeen countries for my first
foreign service post, I had selected this one for its wild and
woolly reputation. Afghanistan, so the history books said, was
one of the last frontiers; a land of insurrections and ambuscades,
warlord khans and Khyber rifles. Diplomatic life in Kabul, how-
ever, had hardly confirmed my rip-roaring expectations. During
the weekdays I sat at a smooth desk, pushed typewritten papers,
and attended committee meetings run according to standard
procedure. My occupational contacts with Afghan government
bureaucrats were circumscribed by formality and routine. Pro-
tocol ruled the after hours cocktail circuit. It all seemed extra-
ordinarily pat, incongruously so for Afghanistan.

Such, of course, is inevitable in the life of any diplomatic
community for sound and functional reasons. Diplomats, in the
very nature of their work, attempt the near impossible: the
reconciliation of different national interests across cultural
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X PROLOGUE

lines. Only by such adherence to certain arbitrary conventions
—occupational rules of their own internationalized creation—
can diplomats develop the basis of interaction necessary for
more substantive work.

As a member of that community, I behaved accordingly.
We all did. Even so, it seemed to many of us that the Afghans
themselves were really extreme in their emphasis on diplomatic
propriety. Professionally, they were masters of protocol. Per-
sonally, their brand of hospitality far surpassed reciprocal ex-
pectations. Whatever happened, I wondered, to all that wildness
and woolliness? How, somewhat more analytically, was I to
reconcile these appearances of amicable cooperation with the
chronically unrestrained political competition of the past? As
recently as 1929, the capital city itself had been overrun by an
illiterate bandit from the hills. Nine chaotic months had elapsed
before a semblance of order could be restored. Now here were
Afghan government officials, barely a generation later, with
their perfectly turned phrases, their impeccably pressed suits,
and their exquisitely skilled diplomatic manners.

Finally, as the Afghans themselves would say, I made a
friend: someone who would really tell me what he thought
about things. This honesty-oriented connotation of friendship
reveals a set of cultural assumptions: that the true nature of any
phenomenon is hidden; that everyone typically tells you what-
ever suits his situational purposes; and that only the true friend
will share the truth as he perceives it. And so, emboldened late
one afternoon by the Foreign Ministry ginger ale, I popped the
undiplomatic question. How was it, I asked my confidant, that
the Afghans I knew were invariably so polite, so hospitable, so
apparently ready to agree? How was it possible to be that way
all the time, especially in historically chaotic Afghanistan?

His answer, however true in its friendship, was even then
essentially indirect. Rather than venture a head-on response, he
contented himself with the admission that, yes, I might be right;
that, yes, there might be something not entirely real in all that
protocol; and that, yes, he could recommend one way for me to
pursue the issue. “Here,” he said with an eyebrow arched across
the pinstriped reception, “here we are always shaking hands and
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calling each other ‘Excellency.’ If you want to know what we're
really like, go to a buzkashi game.”

So I did as he suggested, found myself greatly intrigued,
resigned from the Foreign Service (in a generalized fit of middle-
aged romanticism for which buzkashi became a suitably exotic
symbol), began graduate work at Virginia, and finally returned
to Afghanistan as a fledgling anthropologist whose primary pur-
pose was to learn what that cryptic suggestion had meant. By
that time, my friend had gone elsewhere as part of his own
participation in the game of politics. In the months to come,
however, other friends were made—Hafiz, Muhibullah, Manon,
Jura, Anwar—and my study would have been impossible with-
out their trust. With my fieldwork finished, I came home to
America in early 1978. By that time I knew, or thought I knew,
what my first friend had meant half a decade earlier. A second
conversation confirmed the matter in dramatic context.

This time, once again, I was talking with an Afghan govern-
ment official. By virtue of a month of travel shared between us
in the United States, he too had become a true friend: To an
unusual extent we had come in our relationship to tell it like it
was. Now at the end of April the moment had come for us to
separate: he back to his Kabul bureaucracy, I to my dissertation
first draft. We were, in fact, at the final airport when word
reached us of the first communist coup in Afghanistan. All we
knew as yet were rumors—not, in other words, the reality of
events, but rather the impressions of that reality as perceived by
other individuals and communicated to us across a worldwide
informational bazaar—and the rumors were that the outcome
was still by no means settled. Was President Daoud still alive?
Who held Kabul? What of the provinces? The U.S. State Depart-
ment desk officer for Afghanistan in Washington opined that it
was “still too early to characterize the situation.” (As far as
Afghanistan goes, that statement is never wrong'!) I asked my
friend what he thought would happen. “You ought to know by
now,” he said. “You have been studying all about it. Now the
buzkashi is about to begin.”






The Laughable Game

L

The rapidity with which the goat sometimes
changes masters is very laughable; but the
poor animal is occasionally torn to pieces in

the scuffle.
Sir Alexander Burnes, Cabool, 1834

Under a cold winter sky the landscape of northern Afghan-
istan stretches towards a bleak horizon. Here on one rim of the
Central Asian steppes, the hard ground runs—grey, yellow, and
brown—in an empty latitudinal band below the Hindu Kush.
It is less countryside than wasteland: flat with only an occasional
low rise, and, even at this time of year, bone dry more often than
not. A number of rivers tumble ambitiously northwards from
the mountains, but most falter well short of the Russian fron-
tier. Wherever water flows, generations of men have dug fragile
irrigation networks, marked now by groves of leafless trees and
rows of frozen earth. But these delicate canal patterns, however
elaborate in construction and vital for livelihood, exist as excep-
tions which prove a starkly arid rule: For the farmers and herd-
ers who live here, water and well watered land are critically
scarce resources. Beyond a last outlying mud hut, the featureless
steppes begin again, desolate and only somewhat less dusty on
account of a recent cold rain. And not far from the village, on
marginal ground, hundreds of horsemen gather over the muti-
lated carcass of a calf.

The dead calf is hard for an outsider to see. Unless the earth
is still really moist, great clouds of dust hide much of the central
action. Powerful men on powerful horses mass with one an-



2 BUZKASHI

other in a mayhem of frantic movement: pushing and shoving
and changing position and trying to grasp the carcass, headless
and hoofless, from the ground. The men are now yelling past
one another at the top of their lungs and now urging their
horses onwards with an incongruously soft hiss. The horses
respond: lurching and rearing, sometimes kicking and biting,
and forcing their way towards the center where the carcass lies.
Only the best horses and men ever penetrate that far, and only
the very best dominate the center for more than an instant: Tosh
Palawan, for instance, on the famous kashka of Mohammed
Hafiz Khan or old Habib on the great roan stallion of Hajji
Gulistan. Such horses and, by extension, their riders are said to
be able to “stand over the calf until sunset if they feel like 1t”
and so, indeed, to ‘“‘control the buzkashi.”

For most competitors, however, the chance is momentary.
In the midst of dust and noise and sweat, the calf comes under-
foot. The horse, if well trained, feels the bulk below, braces for
an instant, and drops its near shoulder. Clenching his whip
between his teeth and cocking one foot behind the saddle, the
rider leans and stretches an arm towards the ground. Metal
stirrups graze his head, and unshod hooves batter his fingers.
Lunging half blind in the melee, he manages to grab hold of the
carcass briefly, but, as another saying goes, “Every calf has four
legs,” and other riders quickly wrench it away. Nothing stands
still. The calf is trampled, dragged, tugged, lifted, and lost again
as one competitor after another tries to gain sole control. Even-
tually, one horse and rider take the carcass free and clear and let
it fall in uncontested triumph. Their victory, however, results
in no more than a momentary pause. Already a new play cycle
is underway: the increasingly mangled calf carcass on the
ground and the mass of horsemen gathering around it. Hour
after hour the wild scene shifts back and forth across an un-
bounded field. There are winners and losers. Some men never
win; no man wins for long. What makes the difference between
success and failure? Fate, they say, is always a crucial factor. It
would be foolish, indeed vaguely sacrilegious, to argue other-
wise. In the world of a buzkashi game, however, a world both
volatile and violent, one acknowledges luck, but puts his trust
in that other ingredient: power.
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This book is about buzkashi, not only as a traditional folk
game in the form described above, but also as a contemporary
sport transformed by the Afghan government. More specifi-
cally, it deals with buzkashi in terms of social significance: with
respect to Afghan society at various levels of organization, what
does buzkashi mean and what does buzkashi do? The book is not
concerned, at least not directly, with the origins of buzkashi.
These are shrouded beyond even legend, and the earliest literary
reference may be that offhand nineteenth-century observation
which introduces this chapter.

Suffice it to note at the outset that buzkashi began with the
Turkic-Mongol peoples who have come from further north and
east in a centuries long series of migrations which ended—if,
indeed, it has now really ended—only in the 1930s. Today the
game is indigenously shared by several Central Asian ethnic
groups resident in northern Afghanistan: not only Uzbeks and
Turkmans with whom buzkashi is primarily associated, but also
Hazaras, Kazakhs, and even reputedly the remote Kirghiz (be-
fore their forced exodus to Pakistan in flight from the Russian
invasion). Though most of these people have now turned to
mixed agriculture, they share the equestrian traditions of nomad-
ism. From Scythian times until recent decades, theirs was a
world on horseback, and buzkashi remains as a legacy of that
bygone era.

As for its social significance, the topic is complex, and its
elaboration depends first on the fuller description of buzkashi—
game and sport—which follows immediately. For now, how-
ever, there are three ways in which buzkashi relates to society
beyond the obvious level of recreational fun:

1. as a commemoration of cultural heritage;

2. as a metaphor for chaotic, uninhibited, and uncontrollable
competition;

3. as an arena in which certain aspects of political competition
can actually occur.

Of these, the third receives central attention. What, in this case,
is the relationship between two domains ordinarily believed to
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be mutually exclusive: non-serious play and serious politics?
And what does buzkashi—horses, riders, and calf carcass—have
to do with the day-to-day process of politics in a society where
power depends ultimately on reputation and the investiture of
authority is chronically insecure? These are the central ques-
tions. Chapter 2 outlines the role of “name” in an unruly politi-
cal environment. Chapters 3 and 4 describe buzkashi in a series
of contexts: local, provincial, and national. Chapter 5 relates
buzkashi to the welter of current events. First, however, buzka-
shi itself.

BUZKASHI: GAME AND SPORT

The term buzkashi nowadays constitutes a misnomer in that it
literally means “‘goat-grabbing” or “goat-dragging.” No special
importance attaches itself to a change which seems to have oc-
curred in the last two or three generations. Cattle have become
more numerous in the North, and informants maintain that calf
carcasses better resist dismemberment.

There are two genres of buzkashi in Afghanistan today.
One, commonly called tudabarai, is best translated as “emerging
from a mass” and thus represents the traditional game form
described earlier. The other, known as garajai, takes its name
from the “black place” or sense of spatial demarcation which
characterizes the newer sport form. Both share the same essen-
tial components: carcass, horses, and riders. Indeed, the very
same individuals, both horses and riders, are typically the most
successful contestants in both forms. Both forms, furthermore,
have the same general objective: gaining control of the carcass
and carrying it across space until a score is accomplished.

Otherwise, however, the two forms are considerably differ-
ent. With regard to objective, the game (tudabarai) is simple and
the sport (qarajai) is complex. In tudabarai, the aim is to carry
the calf free and clear from everyone else in whatever direction
before letting it fall uncontested to the ground. In garajai, play-
ers seek to carry the calf around a standard (generally a flag) and
to return it to a scoring circle (close to where play started), at
which point the calf is dropped. The various possible directions



The Laughable Game )

in which a calf may be carried towards a score are represented
in Figures 1-1 and 1-2.

circle
Scoring Scoring
Calf carcass = >—=< circle circle
team A team B
Figure 1-1. Tudabarai Figure 1-2. Qarajai

If the play objective in tudabarai is simple both to conceptu-
alize and to pursue, its adjudication is quite the reverse. Here is
the catch forever inherent in the tudabarai game: with no spatial
demarcations on the ground, how free is free and how clear is
clear? It is precisely over this issue that most of the disputes—
disputes which are inherently political as well as merely playful
—occur in the traditional form of buzkashi. Qarajai, conversely,
is more complex in objective but simpler in adjudication. The
calf must first be carried around the flag before being dropped
in one of the two scoring circles. It is not necessary for the same
team to accomplish both objectives in the same play cycle: team
A can carry the calf around the flag and team B can drop it in
its scoring circle. At the end of a tudabarai cycle, play is resumed
wherever the calf was last dropped. In qarajai on the other hand,
the calf is returned to the starting circle at the end of every play
sequence.

Two other distinctions of form separate tudabarai and qara-
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TUDABARAI BUzKASHI. Chapandazan in fur-trimmed caps struggle with each
other (and everyone else) in the traditional game. The calf carcass remains
invisible on the ground.

QARAJAI BUZKASHI. Only chapandazan may compete in the governmemt sport
form, and quickness is more important than brute power. The white circle at
left marks a scoring zone.
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jai. First, they are scored differently. In tudabarai, each play
sequence is a competitive entity unto itself. Individual scores
result in individual rewards—both material and reputational—
which are conferred immediately. They have no numerical
value, and there 1s no institutionalized total score at the end of
the day. In qarajai, however, the scores are systematically nu-
merical: one point for carrying the calf around the flag; two
points for dropping it in the scoring circle. Points are cumula-
tive, and high score wins. Second, the competitors are organized
differently. In tudabarai, it is theoretically every man for him-
self, with no institutionalization of team identities. Any number
of players may participate, and it is not unknown for more than
a thousand horsemen to gather at a single game. In qarajai,
conversely, the players are divided into teams, of which there
are ordinarily only two. Here again the equal teams may have
any number of players, but the conventional size is somewhere
between five and fifteen, with ten as the current standard for the
national championship tournament in Kabul.

Finally, the two forms of buzkasht correlate, almost with-
out exception, with two sorts of celebratory contexts. The tradi-
tional tudabarai game is played under the private sponsorship
of an individual and occurs most commonly as part of a toos, or
rite of passage. As such, tudabarai is sometimes also termed
gaumi or, in this sense, “‘tribal.” The emergent qarajai sport 1s
played under public sponsorship and most commonly occurs in
keeping with a government organized holiday festival: calen-
dric, religious, or patriotic. Thus garajai is sometimes likewise
termed rasmi or “official.”

PLAY, PARADOX, AND POSSIBILITY

Whether game or sport, buzkashi exists first of all as a form of
play. This ludic element is self-evident in such a fundamental
way that many, indeed most, Afghans maintain that buzkashi
amounts to nothing other than recreation. If the Alexander
Burnes term “laughable” misses the strenuously competitive
quality of buzkashi (and typifies instead the superciliousness of
early European travelers), there can be no doubt that partici-
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pants involve themselves on the most basic level for the sheer
fun of it. Like all play forms, buzkashi constitutes a world apart
into which its followers throw themselves with complete aban-
don. Here is Habib, one of the recognized greats of the game,
who still plays even in his sixties and who returns at the end of

this book:

Once it starts, nothing else matters. Even beforehand I think
about nothing else. Once there was a big buzkashi in Burqa.
When I got there, they were already playing. I had a new watch,
the one Raschid Khan had given me for riding his horse the week
before. I was so excited about this buzkashi that I handed my
watch to the first man I met and told him to take care of it. He
was a stranger to me, but I was in a hurry. They were already
playing. I got right in the game. Afterwards I looked for the
stranger, but he was gone. So was the watch, but it was a good
buzkashi.

It is, paradoxically, this sense of perceived separateness from the
serious stuff of day-to-day reality that enables buzkashi both to
be played at all, and to provide thereby an arena for implicitly
political events. But for this special perception of play and fun,
buzkashi would amount instead to plain combat.

Here participants speak of shoug, by which is meant an
idiosyncratic interest that particular individuals have in certain
leisure activities. There are numerous kinds of shouq pastimes
in northern Afghanistan: music,' hunting, gambling, wrestling,
animal fighting (bird, ram, dog, camel), and buzkashi. Individu-
als pursue these voluntarily and on a spare time basis. Thus
buzkashi is often described, indeed almost dismissed, in hobby
terms as shouq, and there is considerable truth in this assess-
ment. Some individuals, admittedly, are more interested than
others. Similarly, even the most ardent aficionados have other,
more mundane priorities.

Two observations, however, need to be made about the

1. For a more elaborated discussion of shouq, see Slobin, Mark, Music
in the Culture of Northern Afghanistan (Tucson: University of Arizona Press,
1976), pp. 23-24.
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often voiced, in fact normative, notion that buzkashi is “only
shouq.” The first has to do with precisely what type of in-
dividuals are at the core of buzkashi. The second is concerned
with how the concept of shouq facilitates the enacting of
politically meaningful events in an arena which otherwise
could not exist.

Interest in the game is shared by countless males from all
segments of society in northern Afghanistan. Powerful and
weak, rich and poor, old and young—each of these categories
includes individuals for whom buzkashi is a shouq. All such
interested persons are here analytically encompassed by the
term “participants,” in that all are involved in the buzkashi
experience. Such participation, however, can assume many
forms which at a minimum include competitor, spectator, and
sponsor. Of these, the status of sponsor is always primary. In all
its various forms and contexts, buzkashi depends upon individu-
als who undertake to sponsor horses, riders, and, most impor-
tantly, entire occasions on which it is played. Here is the first
factor which elevates the game above the level of mere shouq
insofar as its significance in society is concerned: these sponsors
are almost without exception the very individuals, the kbans,
who otherwise exercise the most political authority beyond the
bounds of buzkashi. In this regard, the game exists very much
as an elitist institution. Only the powerful and rich can hope to
muster the considerable resources, both political and economic,
necessary to sponsor a buzkashi.

The second qualification to the “only shouq” dismissal is an
extension of the first: that these individual members of the polit-
ical elite are invariably in competition with one another, and
that buzkashi provides a sanctioned arena in which this process
can occur publicly. Here is the subtle paradox of buzkashi: only
by virtue of its perceived status as a pastime well removed from
everyday realities can buzkashi enable these political rivals to
get together and compete openly “for the fun of it,” but their
play competition inevitably assumes extra-play overtones.

All games are inherently ambiguous. Are they “for fun” or
“for real”? With buzkashi, a violent form of physical competi-
tion all too similar to equestrian battle, this ambiguity can be
especially pronounced, especially among participants who are
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real-life antagonists. Gregory Bateson describes the subtlety in-
volved, “‘Play could only occur if the participant organisms were
capable of some degree of metacommunication, i.e., of exchang-
ing signals which carry the message ‘this is play.””

And again: “The statement ‘this is play’ looks something
like this: “These actions in which we now engage do not denote
what those actions for which they stand would denote.”

Buzkashi experience, far more so than that of any other
shouq, is characterized by only the finest of lines between non-
serious play and non-playful seriousness. Real-life grudges are
readily activated in the thick of a buzkashi melee and outright
fighting can result. Even more disruptive to the play ethos (and
thus to the entire celebratory occasion) are the struggles for
authority which inevitably arise throughout the buzkashi pro-
cess. Despite all attempts to preserve the festival atmosphere of
good-fellowship, the same question is foregrounded time and
again: who is in control here? What begins as idiosyncratic
shouq can quickly become public politics.

For reasons elaborated in chapter 2, members of the khan
elite—and, indeed, all individuals in this society whose relation-
ships shift from situation to situation—are most reluctant to risk
political showdowns in public where impressions of weakness
would be too vividly observable. On account of its normative
loophole that “this is only shouq,” buzkashi affords an exception
to that pattern of behavior. On the one hand, it provides an
arena wherein individuals can compete for authority and
thereby, in a cyclical process, the reputation for authoritative-
ness. Winners in this competition have their “names” enhanced.
On the other hand, it is “only play” in the sense that losers can
lick their wounds with some external display of indifference. As
the sequence of buzkashi events proceeds across time, whether
for an afternoon or for several days, their participants shift, in
the formulation of Erving Goffman,’ back and forth between
the twin “frames” of play and seriousness: now the one, now the

2. Bateson, Gregory, Steps to an Ecology of Mind (New York: Ballantine
Books, 1972), pp. 180-181.

3. Goffman, Erving, Frame Analysis (New York: Harper and Row,
1974).
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other, now somewhere in the indeterminate middle ground.
Thus the play element exists as background to this study, and
its ambiguity must always be borne in mind.

Finally, the sheer numbers of persons who participate in
buzkashi far exceed those associated with other shougs. Whether
on the scale of locality, province, or nation, buzkashi play at-
tracts thousands, even tens of thousands, of participants. No
other event (save for the prayers held at certain mosques on
Moslem festival days) gathers so many people together in tradi-
tional society. Even on the national level in Kabul, the attraction
of buzkashi compares favorably with that of other celebratory
events. In an analysis such as this one, where Durkheimian
assumptions of social solidarity are qualified by an emphasis on
individuals, it is somewhat contradictory to argue in terms of
collective representations. To the extent, however, that such
phenomena exist in socially atomized Afghanistan, buzkashi can
claim near-universal appeal.

COMMEMORATION, METAPHOR, AND ARENA

As stated earlier, there are three dimensions to the social signifi-
cance of buzkashi in Afghanistan: (1) as a commemoration of
cultural heritage, (2) as a metaphor for unbridled competition,
and (3) as an arena for political process. This book is primarily
concerned with the third of these dimensions; with the ways in
which the play situations of buzkashi are imbued, however sub-
tly, with issues of authority and power. The first two dimen-
sions, however, deserve some preliminary elaboration, both as
items of buzkashi interest in their own right, and as factors
which contribute to its symbolic power in the political realm.

1. Commemoration of Cultural Heritage

The horsemen themselves answer the question of buzkashi
origins succinctly. “It comes,” they are fond of saying, “from
our fathers and grandfathers.” For Northerners and now in-
creasingly so for other Afghans as well, buzkashi possesses a
special significance. In no other form of sanctioned activity are
the cultural values of masculinity—courage, strength, domi-
nance—so vividly embodied. As such, buzkashi still serves as the
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centerpiece for traditional rite of passage celebrations in the
North. On these occasions of circumcision or marriage, a wide
range of activities is combined into one interrelated experience
which provides continuity across generations. The actual rite of
passage, however, occurs in domestic seclusion. The great num-
ber of guests have been invited for the buzkashi.

Somewhat more specifically, buzkashi also commemorates
a particular aspect of the past: equestrian culture and the long
ago grandeur associated with it by present-day Turkic-Mongol
descendants. In the guest house of his compound on the edge of
the steppes west of Kunduz, Abdul Ali, who in his prime as an
Uzbek buzkashi rider had “‘a name known by all the men in their
fields and all the women in their houses,” recalls the even earlier
heyday of his ethnic nationality:

Once we had the power. It was our turn then, and from the time
of Timur (Tamurlain) no one could stop us. No one else had so
many horses. No one else could ride them so well. We had it all.
It was our turn then, but now the turn has passed. It’s the turn
of the Pushtuns now. They have the power. The turn has passed.
Land, money, prestige—it’s all in their hands now.

Earlier still, it was in the general region of Central Asia that
the horse was first domesticated, and geographers of antiquity
such as Herodotus and Hsuan Tsang remark on its central im-
portance. Though used also as a source of food, clothing, and
shelter, the horse was primarily employed in two critical activi-
ties of nomadic life: herding and raiding. This dependence
lasted into the nineteenth century:

... they breed sheep, camels, and horses: and so numerous is the
latter, that there is scarcely a man in Toorkestan so indigent as
to walk on foot: even beggars travel on horseback, or at least upon
camels and