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Introduction: The Historiographical Debate 

On 21 May 1864, in a coastal locality on the Black Sea known as Kbaada in Abkhazian, 

Art-Kouadje in Circassian, and modern-day Krasnaya Polyana, Grand Prince Mikhail 

Aleksandrovich of Russia presided over a military parade and a solemn liturgy. This event 

celebrated the formal conclusion of the protracted Russo-Caucasian War. While the termination 

of this conflict is universally acknowledged, the precise date of its commencement remains a 

subject of ongoing historiographical dispute. Various scholars and historical records offer 

conflicting starting points, including 1711, 1735, 1763, 1779, and 1816. 

During this century-long war, the Russian Empire annexed the sovereign territory of Circassia 

and committed what is recognized as a genocide against the indigenous Adyghe (Circassian) 

people. In contemporary historical discourse, the terms 'Caucasian War' and 'Russo-Caucasian 

War' are standard convention. However, given that the primary resistance and territorial focus 

during this inaugural period involved the Circassian polities, 'Russo-Circassian War' serves as a 

more precise and contextually accurate designation. This study re-examines the chronological 

framework and the specific geographic flashpoints that triggered the conflict, arguing that its 

true beginning can be traced precisely to the autumn of 1762. 

Geopolitical Context and Historical Background 

Circassia, traditionally termed the Adyghe Xeku, represents a distinct geographical and political 

entity that historically spanned from the Taman Peninsula to the mouth of the Sunzha River (a 

major tributary of the Terek). This vast territory was inhabited uninterruptedly by the Adyghe 

people for three and a half millennia. The Laba River divided the region into two primary 

domains: Eastern Circassia, comprising Kabardia and Besleney, and Western Circassia, which 

encompassed the polities of the Temirgoy, Bzhedugh, Hatoukay, Abzakh, Natoukhay, Oubykhia, 

and the Greater and Lesser Shapsugia. Together, these lands occupied the entirety of the Central 

and Western Northern Caucasus. 

Prior to the mid-eighteenth century, relations between Moscow and Circassia were largely 

amicable and defined by strategic cooperation. In the sixteenth century, several prominent 

Adyghe feudal lords concluded a mutual protection pact with Moscow, establishing a robust 



military-political alliance. This connection was cemented by the marriage of Maria, daughter of 

the Supreme Prince of Kabardia, Idar Temruko, to Tsar Ivan the Terrible. A fascinating 

historical hypothesis suggests that beyond simple military cooperation, certain Adyghe elites 

aimed to replicate the Mamluk model—previously executed successfully in Egypt—by 

embedding themselves within the Russian court to eventually secure the throne. However, these 

ambitions were cut short by the premature death of Maria's infant son, the sole Adyghe-born 

heir to the tsardom. 

These geopolitical ties proved remarkably resilient, persisting even during Russia's early 

seventeenth-century Time of Troubles when Polish forces pushed the state to the brink of 

collapse. Following the rise of the Romanov dynasty, aristocratic emigrés from Circassia 

routinely attained the highest administrative echelons, holding senior ministerial posts and 

seats in the Boyar Duma. Throughout the seventeenth century, Adyghe regiments fought as loyal 

allies alongside Russian forces in almost every major conflict. 

This collaborative dynamic was further reinforced by shared adversaries. Following the 

accession of Peter the Great, the Russian Empire prioritized gaining secure maritime access to 

the Black and Caspian Seas. The primary obstacles to this ambition were the Ottoman Empire 

and its vassal state, the Crimean Khanate. These powers posed a constant security threat to 

southern Russia and were simultaneously the historic enemies of Circassian independence. The 

Crimean threat to Moscow was particularly severe; Russia was only relieved of its humiliating 

annual tribute to the Crimean Khan through the Treaty of Constantinople signed on 14 July 

1700. Consequently, Circassian warriors participated enthusiastically within the ranks of the 

imperial Russian army during the early Russo-Ottoman conflicts of the eighteenth century. 

The conclusion of the Austro-Russian-Turkish War (1735–1739) altered the regional status quo. 

Under the Treaty of Belgrade, signed on 29 September 1739, a significant portion of Eastern 

Circassia—specifically Greater and Lesser Kabardia—was officially recognized as a fully 

independent buffer state, sovereign from both the Russian and Ottoman Empires. As a 

nineteenth-century Russian historian observed, during this period Moscow lacked the regional 

capacity to project absolute power across the Caucasus. In turn, the Kabardians voluntarily 

aligned with Russia out of genuine goodwill, providing vital military assistance during imperial 

hardships without demanding reciprocal compensation. 

The Catherinian Turn: A Radical Shift in Policy 

The foundational dynamic of mutual alignment disintegrated rapidly following the 

enthronement of Empress Catherine II (the Great) in 1762. Catherine introduced a radical 

reordering of Russia's foreign policy priorities that diverged sharply from her predecessors. 

Since the Petrine era, Russia had consistently deployed its military resources in major European 

theatres of war. Catherine systematically abandoned these continental 

entanglements—excepting the eventual partition of Poland in 1795. This calculated 

non-intervention in Western Europe earned her the domestic and international reputation of an 



'enlightened monarch'. In reality, her focus was heavily influenced by her continental lineage; as 

a German princess with no Russian lineage, she viewed European diplomacy with distinct 

detachment. Intriguingly, this pattern extended to the military apparatus she deployed: a 

substantial majority of the imperial officers and generals tasked with subduing Circassia were 

similarly of Western European and Baltic German descent. 

Freed from European commitments, Catherine concentrated the empire's expanding military 

might on an aggressive southward expansion. During her reign, Russia waged two major wars 

against the Ottomans (1768–1774 and 1787–1791) and unilaterally annexed the Crimean 

Khanate in 1783. Within this grand strategy, the 'Circassian Question' became the linchpin of 

imperial foreign policy in the south. 

Previously, the empire lacked the logistical infrastructure, time, and military surplus required 

for a concentrated assault on the Caucasus. Despite a continuous Cossack presence along the 

Terek River since the sixteenth century and the construction of the Kizlyar fortress in Dagestan 

in 1735, early Russian operations had been strictly limited. Prior expeditions—such as General 

Apraksin's raid across the Kuban River into Western Circassia in 1711, Peter the Great's 1722 

campaign in Dagestan, and a punitive expedition against the Chechens in 1757—were isolated, 

tactical incursions rather than a systematic campaign to impose administrative rule. Up to this 

point, the imperial state had restricted itself to gathering intelligence and receiving symbolic 

declarations of fealty from local elites. 

By 1762, the geopolitical landscape had fundamentally changed. The conclusion of the Seven 

Years' War provided Russia with a highly seasoned, battle-hardened veteran army that had 

defeated the finest infantry in Western Europe. It was precisely these formidable imperial 

divisions that were reassigned and deployed to the Caucasus to execute the systematic 

subjugation of Circassia. 

The Strategic Choice of Kabardia and the Founding of Mozdok 

The opening blow of the imperial offensive was directed squarely at Eastern Circassia—the 

independent realm of Kabardia. The opening gambit of this campaign was the establishment of 

the Mozdok fortress in 1763, which formed the anchor point for a dense chain of fortifications, 

redoubts, and Cossack settlements extending from the Black Sea to the Caspian. This militarised 

frontier became known as the Caucasian Line. Ample documentary evidence confirms that the 

subjugation of Kabardia was the paramount initial objective of the tsarist administration, and 

the construction of Mozdok constituted an explicit act of unprovoked state aggression. 

Nineteenth-century imperial historians and external observers were entirely transparent 

regarding the strategic necessity of erasing Kabardian independence. The researcher N.F. 

Grabovsky, in his seminal work The Annexation of Kabardia by Russia and its Fight for 

Independence (1876), noted: 



Once Russia set itself the task of firmly establishing its rule in the Caucasus, it had no 

option but to destroy the independence of Kabardia. Maintaining a sovereign state that 

exercised immense political influence over the surrounding dependent mountaineers 

was entirely incompatible with imperial designs. Furthermore, the proud, independent 

nature of the Kabardians, forged through centuries of martial tradition, would never 

submit to delicate diplomatic treatment. 

 

Similarly, General V.V. Potto, in his historical study Two Centuries of the Terek Cossacks, 

remarked that from the very dawn of Catherine II's reign, the court demonstrated an absolute 

determination to conquer the Caucasus, stating that 'the hurried construction works in Mozdok 

were merely the prelude to a grand imperial project that would ultimately require a century to 

implement and cost millions of victims.' The English historian John F. Baddeley later identified 

this exact moment as the catalyst for the broader Caucasian conflagration, observing that in 

1763, barely a year after her coronation, Catherine ordered the founding of Mozdok. This defiant 

encroachment provoked an immediate fourteen-year war with the Kabardians (1765–1779), 

during which the Caucasian Line was aggressively extended and the newly formed Mozdok 

Cossack host was permanently settled on lands annexed from Kabardia. 

Imperial planners had selected Kabardia as their primary target for several compelling 

geopolitical reasons: 

●​ 1. Independence and Regional Authority: Kabardia possessed an explicit international status 

as an independent state under the Treaty of Belgrade. It was governed by a powerful, highly 

sophisticated, and intensely proud Adyghe aristocracy backed by its elite martial caste, the 

warqs (nobles). Although the Kabardian population was numerically smaller than that of 

Western Circassian polities like the Shapsugia or Abzakh—numbering approximately 

400,000 by 1760—its regional hegemony was absolute. Captain Gastotti of the Kizlyar 

garrison observed in 1769 that 'the independent mountainous peoples follow Great Kabardia 

in everything.' Similarly, Simeon Bronevsky noted that Kabardian princes viewed themselves 

as the pre-eminent knights of the Caucasus, a claim to supremacy backed by formidable 

military capability. This regional dominance was encapsulated by Aslanbek Kaytouko, the 

Supreme Prince of Kabardia from 1739 to 1746, who famously declared: 'Between these two 

seas [the Black and the Caspian], there is not sufficient space for more than one sovereign 

prince.' 

●​ 2. Agrarian Wealth: Eastern Circassia controlled the most fertile, resource-rich flatlands and 

foothills in the Central Caucasus, which were ideal for large-scale tillage and advanced horse 

and cattle breeding. These highly productive lands were earmarked by imperial 

administrators to serve as the economic and logistical launchpad for the wider colonization 

of the region, and they were subsequently partitioned and allocated to resettled Don and 

Volga Cossack hosts. 

●​ 3. Topographical Vulnerability: Unlike the highly defensible, precipitous mountain 

strongholds of Dagestan or the densely forested terrain of Western Circassia, Kabardia's 



geography consisted primarily of open plains and rolling foothills. This lack of natural 

barriers meant that Kabardia was geographically exposed and routinely forced to absorb the 

initial shock of foreign invasions. While neighboring regions could utilize terrain to prolong 

resistance for generations, the flat-landed Kabardians were forced to rely strictly on the 

tactical brilliance, chain mail, and cold steel of their warq cavalry throughout their 

sixty-three-year struggle for national survival. 

The Catalyst: 'Divide and Rule' and the 1762 Ultimatum 

In seeking to dismantle Kabardian hegemony, the commandants of Astrakhan and Kizlyar 

exploited internal social and political fractures. Imperial intelligence kept a watchful eye on the 

endemic feuds between the principalities of Greater and Lesser Kabardia, the deep-seated 

rivalries among elite families, and the latent tensions between the nobility and the peasantry. 

Furthermore, Russian administrators knew that several surrounding ethnic groups (notably the 

Ingush and sections of the Ossetians) who were legally subordinate to Kabardian suzerainty 

were eager to escape their tributary obligations. The ancient Roman maxim Divide et 

Impera—divide and rule—became Russia's primary weapon against the state. 

The specific catalyst for the war emerged from a localized feudal dispute. In 1750, Kourgoko 

Konchokin, a minor prince of Lesser Kabardia, along with his immediate kinsmen, petitioned 

the Russian Foreign Office for permission to resettle within imperial borders at Chervleny 

Gorodok (a Cossack outpost on the Terek River in modern northern Chechnya) to escape the 

destructive raids of the dominant lords of Greater Kabardia. Initially, the Russian government 

denied the request to avoid a diplomatic crisis. However, by 1759, the domestic conflict had 

escalated to such a degree that Konchokin and his family fled to Kizlyar, converted to Eastern 

Orthodox Christianity (with Konchokin adopting the Russian name Andrey Ivanov), and 

petitioned the imperial court to grant them lands in the vicinity of the Mozdok and Meken 

tracts. This request remained unanswered for three years while the empire weighed its options. 

The calculus shifted instantly upon Catherine II's accession in 1762. For the new Empress, the 

centuries-old tradition of Russo-Circassian military alliance and mutual respect was a 

diplomatic irrelevance. Shortly after her coronation, she personally revived Konchokin's 

dormant petition. As General Potto later reflected, 'The initial idea, so fortunately and timely 

supplied by Konchokin, grew into a colossal size; when founding Mozdok, few could foresee that 

we were laying the cornerstone for the absolute conquest of the Caucasus.' 

On 22 October (9 October old style) 1762, the Russian Senate released an official report entitled: 

'Regarding the allotment of the Mozdok tract for the settlement of the baptized Kabardians 

under K. Konchokin (A. Ivanov), the construction of a fortress, and the transformation of 

Mozdok into a regional hub for commerce and trade.' On that exact day, the document received 

the Empress's absolute validation. Catherine wrote three decisive words on the cover sheet: So 

be it. 



This date—22 October 1762—marks the moment the plan for an armed imperial invasion of 

Circassian territory was formally authorized by the sovereign. It is this specific date that must be 

recognized as the official commencement of the Russo-Caucasian War. Following this decree, on 

30 December 1762, Konchokin was sworn into imperial service, promoted to the rank of 

Lieutenant-Colonel in the Imperial Russian Army, and formally styled as Prince Andrey 

Ivanovich Konchokin-Cherkassky. He was granted a substantial annual state salary of 500 

roubles. His personal warqs who consented to baptism received bounties of 40 roubles, while 

those who refused conversion were allocated 30 roubles each. 

By the spring of 1763, approximately forty Circassian families had been forcibly relocated to 

Mozdok under the protection of regular imperial infantry. Lieutenant-Colonel Gakk arrived 

shortly thereafter to supervise the engineering works. By 1765, Mozdok had been transformed 

into a massive, heavily fortified castle bristling with artillery and ringed by extensive earthen 

ramparts. 

The original Senate report asserted that Konchokin was permitted to settle in the Mozdok tract 

because 'these lands indisputably belong within the Russian border and are highly suitable for 

habitation.' Historical analysis reveals this to be a complete diplomatic fabrication. First, the 

very toponym Mozdok is a direct corruption of the Circassian phrase Mez Degou, meaning 'deep 

or deaf forest.' Second, an official map compiled in 1744 by Russian cartographer Semen 

Chichagov clearly placed the eastern sovereign border of Lesser Kabardia at the Meken tract, a 

full forty miles eastward of Mozdok. In other words, the fortress was deliberately built deep 

within recognized Circassian territory. Finally, internal imperial correspondence acknowledged 

that the closest legitimate Russian settlement, Chervleny Gorodok, lay more than one hundred 

miles away. The entire Mozdok and Kuray plains had been used exclusively by Kabardian 

pastoralists for cattle breeding for generations; the claim that it fell within the historic borders of 

the Russian Empire was an outright falsehood. 

The Diplomatic Phase and the Assembly of the Xase 

This aggressive infringement upon Kabardian sovereignty provoked intense fury throughout 

Circassia. The unprovoked hostility came as a profound shock to the Adyghe elites, who had long 

regarded Russia as a strategic ally. In late 1762, the Xase (Supreme Congress) of Kabardia 

convened to address the crisis. Exercising considerable restraint, the assembly initially voted 

against an immediate military response, opting instead to employ all available diplomatic 

channels to secure the complete demolition of the Mozdok fortress. 

The Kabardian leadership's persistent focus on diplomacy was grounded in recent historical 

precedent. Only twenty years prior, in 1746, the Russian Empire had attempted to establish a 

military post at the exact same site. On that occasion, a high-level delegation of Kabardian 

princes had successfully negotiated the complete dismantling of the outpost through peaceful 

diplomacy. The ruling families assumed that this successful precedent could be repeated in 1763. 



However, multiple high-level delegations dispatched to the commandant of Kizlyar—the senior 

imperial representative in the region—proved entirely futile. Recognizing the impasse, the Xase 

reconvened in 1764 and authorized a formal extraordinary embassy to the imperial court in St. 

Petersburg. Led by Prince Kaytouko Kaisinov and a premier-class nobleman (tlekotlesh), 

Shabaz-Geri Koundenetov, the embassy presented four non-negotiable demands: 

●​ 1. The immediate demolition of the Mozdok fortress and the evacuation of the accompanying 

settlement. 

●​ 2. Full financial compensation to Circassian lords for runaway Christian slaves who had 

sought asylum in the fort. 

●​ 3. A decree enforcing the total forfeiture of all property left behind in Kabardia by any prince 

or nobleman who fled to Russian lines for baptism. 

●​ 4. A substantial reduction in the restrictive trade duties imposed on Circassian merchants at 

the Kizlyar customs house. 

Anticipating that their demands would likely face obstruction in the capital, the Kabardian 

leadership concurrently dispatched a separate diplomatic mission to the Crimean Khan, Selim 

III Giray, to secure Ottoman-Tatar military backing. Furthermore, a grand pan-Circassian 

assembly comprising the leadership of Kabardia, Temirgoy, and Besleney convened on the 

banks of the Urup River. The delegates swore a solemn collective oath: they would immediately 

halt all military preparations if Russia agreed to dismantle the fort, but would launch a unified, 

coordinated war against the empire if the Empress rejected their petition. 

In St. Petersburg, the Circassian deputies were met with an absolute, uncompromising refusal to 

demolish Mozdok. Attempting to soften the blow and bribe the delegation, the imperial court 

offered the deputies a sum of three thousand roubles, couched as an act of 'Imperial Mercy' in 

recognition of the military assistance Circassian auxiliaries had provided during the 1757 

Chechen expedition. General Potto noted the explosive reaction that followed: 'The absolute 

refusal announced at the popular gathering embittered the Kabardians so deeply that they 

rejected the three thousand roubles with contempt. They immediately uprooted their 

settlements, relocated to the upper reaches of the Kuma River, and, joining forces with the 

Trans-Kuban Circassians, launched a relentless campaign of raids against our borders that 

lasted until 1779. Their inaugural offensive was characterized by an intense, stubborn ferocity 

that could only be explained by the profound bitterness caused by the failure of their diplomatic 

petition.' 

The parallel embassy to the Crimean Khan yielded equally disappointing results. Khan Selim III 

Giray received the ambassadors coldly. In his response, he read aloud a long grievance list 

detailing every military defeat inflicted upon Crimean armies by the Kabardians over the 

preceding sixty years, explicitly naming his own royal kinsmen of the Giray dynasty who had 

been slain during aborted invasions of Kabardia. The Khan informed the ambassadors that he 

would only intervene in Caucasian affairs on the condition that the Circassians surrendered 

high-ranking hostages from every princely family and committed to an annual tribute of 1,500 



Circassian slaves. This extortionate counter-offer was flatly rejected, prompting the famous, 

somber refrain across the principalities: 'We have received good tidings neither from Crimea nor 

from Russia.' 

The Outbreak of Hostilities and the Social Crisis (1765–1768) 

Following the absolute failure of both diplomatic tracks, the Xase convened in May 1765 and 

formally sanctioned a coordinated military assault against the Mozdok and Kizlyar lines. The 

assembly passed a formal sentence of death upon the renegade Kourgoko Konchokin, outlawing 

his entire estate; any Circassian was legally authorized to plunder his cattle, seize his serfs, and 

execute him without fear of legal reprisal. Colonel Potapov, the commandant of Kizlyar, sent an 

urgent intelligence dispatch to St. Petersburg stating: 'The baptized Kabardian lord, 

Lieutenant-Colonel Andrey Konchokin-Cherkassky, is the target of a systematic assassination 

plot orchestrated by the rulers of Greater Kabardia.' While Konchokin's exposed properties 

outside the fortress walls were thoroughly plundered, the execution squad never reached him; 

he died of natural causes within the heavily guarded fort in 1766. 

Recognizing that they stood entirely alone, unified forces from Kabardia, Temirgoy, and 

Besleney launched an offensive in June 1765. For six continuous weeks, Circassian cavalry 

columns breached the frontier lines, devastating the militarised settlements surrounding 

Kizlyar. The campaign culminated in a furious assault on the Kizlyar fortress itself, led by the 

commander Aslanbek Karamurzin. However, facing heavy defensive artillery fire, the assault 

columns were repulsed with significant casualties. In response to this offensive, the imperial 

high command rushed massive reinforcements to the Mozdok garrison, including a full regular 

Dragoon regiment and an auxiliary corps of 1,000 Kalmyk horsemen. 

By 1767, the Circassian high command had completed logistical preparations for a massive, 

decisive assault on Mozdok. However, this strategic plan was abruptly derailed by an internal 

social crisis: a massive, Russian-engineered peasant revolt that became the largest class uprising 

in the history of Kabardia. 

Between 1765 and 1767, prominent representatives of the Kabardian serfs and peasantry, 

including leaders named Pache, Marem, and Yedikoul, had engaged in secret, extensive 

negotiations with the imperial commandants at Kizlyar and Mozdok. Russian political officers 

actively encouraged and financed these internal class divisions, promising full military 

protection if the peasantry launched an armed insurrection against their feudal lords. Crucially, 

the empire offered the peasants vast tracts of land within Russian-controlled territory if they 

chose to defect en masse. 

In July 1767, the conspiracy matured: approximately 10,000 Kabardian peasants, under the 

leadership of Mamsyryko Damaley, abandoned their estates and fled into the mountain valleys. 

Recognizing that this mass exodus threatened to completely collapse the state's agricultural 

economy, a large coalition of high-ranking noblemen (both pshi and warqs) pursued the rebels 



into the mountains to open emergency negotiations. The peasantry demanded the absolute 

restoration of their traditional civil freedoms, which had been guaranteed under the historic 

Karatek Agreements of the early 1700s but progressively eroded by feudal overreach. 

Simultaneously, imperial emissaries flooded the rebel camps, urging the peasants to reject all 

aristocratic concessions and instead resettle permanently along the banks of the Kuma 

River—the northern boundary of Kabardia. Had this Russian strategy succeeded, it would have 

dealt a fatal economic blow to Kabardia and collapsed its statehood from within. 

Ultimately, despite substantial injections of Russian gold and sophisticated political intrigue, the 

Kabardian nobility and the rebelling peasantry successfully forged a domestic compromise. The 

lords acceded to the structural relaxation of social oppression, and the peasants returned to their 

villages. Having failed to subvert Kabardia from within, St. Petersburg abandoned covert 

destabilization; General Johann de Medem was placed in absolute command of Caucasian 

affairs with explicit, aggressive imperial instructions 'to act with unmitigated belligerence.' 

The War of 1768–1769: The Kalaus Disaster and the Kislovodsk Campaign 

On 6 October 1768, full-scale war erupted between the Russian and Ottoman Empires. As the 

frontline situation deteriorated for the Ottomans, Istanbul expanded its intelligence operations 

across the Caucasus to secure a mountaineer diversion. In December 1768, Muhamed-aga, a 

special envoy of the Crimean Khan Kerim Giray, arrived in Kabardia. He demanded that the 

principalities formally submit to Ottoman suzerainty, dispatch a high-level diplomatic mission 

to the Crimea, launch an immediate offensive against Russian lines, and levy a mandatory 

military draft of forty elite warriors from every single village. Despite intense pressure, the 

Crimean envoy failed completely; the Xase adamantly refused to compromise its independence 

for Ottoman interests. As Simeon Bronevsky accurately concluded, subsequent intelligence 

reports proved that the Kabardians desired neither Russian nor Crimean domination, but were 

single-mindedly committed to preserving their sovereign independence. 

General Potto noted that during the 1769 campaign, General de Medem arrived at Mozdok at the 

head of a massive expeditionary army comprising regular imperial infantry, Cossack linesmen, 

and a massive auxiliary host of Kalmyk horsemen. De Medem was ordered to launch aggressive 

operations against both the Kabardians and the Trans-Kuban Circassians, who imperial 

planners feared were becoming highly receptive to Ottoman overtures. Crucially, the imperial 

narrative consistently omitted the direct cause of this receptivity: in November 1768, de Medem 

had launched a brutal campaign of mass plunder, seizing vast herds of Circassian cattle and 

horses to cripple the local economy. 

Initially, Kabardia's Supreme Prince, Kasay Atazhoukin, had attempted to maintain a policy of 

strict armed neutrality. However, the devastation wrought by de Medem's economic warfare 

convinced a powerful coalition of princes—including Jambolet Kaytouko, Hammurza Aslanbek, 

Misost Bamat, and Yelbouzdouko Kanamat—that immediate military action was the only viable 



path. In April 1769, their elite cavalry divisions linked up with Western Circassian forces along 

the Kuban River to launch a grand joint offensive targeting Mozdok. 

At this critical juncture, the empire was severely short of regular infantry in the region. To 

counter the offensive, the imperial command relied heavily on the Kalmyk Khanate. Khan 

Oubasha, a staunch imperial ally, deployed a massive, highly disciplined army of 20,000 veteran 

cavalrymen to intercept the advancing Circassian columns. The opposing forces collided on 29 

April 1769 at the Kalaus River. General Potto provided a graphic, unvarnished account of the 

encounter: 

The Kalmyk Khan Oubasha, commanding twenty thousand elite cavalry, occupied the 

strategic banks of the Kalaus, monitoring the enemy's approach with precision. The 

battle commenced on 29 April. The short, swarthy Kalmyks, executing maneuvers with 

devilish dexterity, possessed a fierce, unmatched martial character that rendered them 

an incredibly menacing adversary. Operating with an overwhelming numerical and 

tactical advantage, the Kalmyks left the Circassians no room for escape. They 

completely routed the Circassian lines, falling upon them like wild beasts, cutting them 

down in droves and driving the survivors into the treacherous swamps. A vast number 

drowned in the Kalaus River. Five regimental banners, immense stores of armor and 

weaponry, and over five thousand elite warhorses constituted the Kalmyk booty. They 

took virtually no captives, and only a tiny fraction of the enemy managed to escape the 

field; the remainder were slaughtered where they stood. At the epicenter of the 

slaughter, Oubasha ordered the erection of a massive earthwork he named the 'Barrow 

of Victory', and at the terminus of the pursuit, he raised another termed the 'Barrow of 

the Feast'. Both monuments remain visible within the Stavropol steppes. 

 

Upon receiving confirmation of the Circassian disaster at the Kalaus, General de Medem 

immediately marched his imperial army into northern Kabardia, establishing a heavily fortified 

base at Mount Beshto (the modern Pyatigorye region). His force comprised 3,000 regular troops 

of the Kizlyar garrison, a complete Georgian Hussar regiment, three elite Dragoon squadrons, 

ten heavy artillery pieces, and an irregular screen of Terek Cossacks. He was shortly rejoined by 

Khan Oubasha's triumphant 20,000 Kalmyk horsemen. 

The imperial historian Peter Butkov documented the subsequent pacification campaign within 

Kabardia. Overwhelmed by the sheer scale of the approaching force, several senior Kabardian 

leaders opted to capitulate, swearing fresh oaths of submission and surrendering high-ranking 

hostages. However, a significant faction of irreconcilable princes refused to surrender, retreating 

deep into the upper mountain gorges to wage a guerrilla campaign. De Medem initially 

attempted to negotiate their surrender through light measures, but following their refusal, he 

dispatched Major Saveliev on 29 May with a strike force of 700 Cossacks and 2,000 Kalmyks to 

the upper Kuban. Saveliev executed a brutal assault on their encampments, inflicting heavy 

casualties and taking numerous prisoners. 



This armed resistance was led by the young, exceptionally charismatic prince Misost Bamat. 

Simeon Bronevsky provided a compelling portrait of this commander, noting that while 

traditional Adyghe culture accorded absolute authority to seniority, personal merit and 

extraordinary battlefield courage could supersede age. Prince Misost Bamat served as a prime 

example; despite his youth, he successfully galvanized a powerful, uncompromising coalition 

against the empire, leading his followers into the mountain strongholds and only yielding when 

confronted with overwhelming, modern imperial artillery fire. 

At the Eshkakon tract, situated along the Podkumok River near modern Kislovodsk, Misost 

Bamat successfully rallied the battered remnants of the cavalry divisions that had survived the 

disaster of 29 May. From 1 to 5 June 1769, his forces engaged regular imperial detachments in a 

series of fierce, daily rearguard actions, executing a disciplined, fighting retreat toward a 

fortified base camp deep within the mountain gorges. This mountain redoubt was heavily 

reinforced with sophisticated stone and timber barricades. 

To crush this final pocket of resistance, de Medem dispatched a formidable combined-arms 

column under the command of Hussar Major Ratiyev, comprising a full Hussar squadron, 800 

line Cossacks, 3,000 Kalmyks, and two mobile artillery pieces. On 6 June 1769, Ratiyev 

launched a frontal assault on the position. Imperial records describe a bloody, exceptionally 

fierce engagement within the narrow gorges of the Podkumok River. The Kabardians defended 

their barricades with immense courage, while the Mozdok Cossacks, led personally by their 

Ataman, Ivan Saveliev, charged the fortifications. This intense, hand-to-hand combat raged 

unabated until nightfall, at which point the exhaustion of both sides forced a cessation of 

hostilities. 

While official imperial reports claimed that Circassian casualties exceeded fifty dead and 270 

captured against a mere nine killed among Russian forces, historical accuracy requires deep 

skepticism. Throughout the entire Russo-Circassian conflict, imperial generals systematically 

suppressed their own casualty rates while wildly inflating those of the enemy to secure medals, 

promotions, and imperial favor. The true death toll of the Kislovodsk campaign remains 

impossible to verify. 

Exhausted and entirely outgunned by modern artillery, the Kabardian forces were compelled to 

cease military operations the following morning and surrender a fresh contingent of hostages. 

To enforce administrative control over the defeated polity, de Medem appointed an imperial 

supervisor (pristav), Major Peter Tatarov, to oversee Kabardia's internal governance. 

Meanwhile, Western Circassian forces, operating alongside Nogay tribal warriors, maintained 

active resistance until July 1769. Following these operations, the primary imperial and Kalmyk 

divisions withdrew to Mozdok before launching a punitive campaign into Chechnya, where a 

separate anti-imperial insurrection had erupted while Russian forces were tied down in 

Circassia. 



Empress Catherine II monitored these bloody engagements with intense personal interest. In a 

letter dated 22 September 1769 addressed to the celebrated French philosopher Voltaire, she 

crafted a highly distorted, imperialist narrative of the conquest: 

What say you, my dear sir, if I inform you that the beautiful Circassian ladies, 

thoroughly disillusioned by their confinement within Istanbul's seraglios where they 

are kept precisely like animals in stables, have successfully persuaded their fathers and 

brothers to formally accept Russian sovereignty? These are the peoples who inhabit the 

beautiful realm of Kabardia; this submission followed a spectacular victory achieved 

by our Kalmyks, supported by our regular infantry, over the Kuban Tatars, who are 

the loyal subjects of Mustafa and inhabit the lands traversed by the Kuban River 

beyond the Don. 

 

In reality, Catherine's assertions were pure political propaganda. Circassian women in Istanbul 

exercised zero influence over the strategic decisions of the Xase. Furthermore, Catherine was 

entirely aware that her public claims of absolute pacification were an outright lie. This is 

exposed by her secret instruction to General de Medem sent in November 1769, in which she 

explicitly acknowledged that Kabardian submission was purely nominal and transient: 

Regarding your report on the Kabardians who have supposedly accepted our rule: We 

must exercise extraordinary caution to permanently enforce that authority over them. 

Now, while they remain terrified of our military power, is the optimal moment to tame 

them precisely as one tames wild animals. Rather than allowing them to torment 

themselves with the constant suspicion that we intend to oppress them, it is far more 

prudent to lead them to believe that we intend to preserve their internal laws, requiring 

their service only when it aligns with their own desires. 

 

The Illusion of Peace and the Gastotti Mission (1769–1771) 

The winter of 1769–1770 brought a temporary, fragile calm to the region. Capitalizing on this 

ceasefire, the imperial administration dispatched Captain Michael Gastotti of the Kizlyar 

garrison into the interior of Kabardia. His overt, official mission was to conduct a topographic 

survey to locate unoccupied lands along the Kashkataw tract and the Chegem, Cherek, and 

Urukh rivers for the permanent resettlement of one hundred pro-Russian Abaza families. 

However, the density of the indigenous Adyghe population rendered this impossible; Gastotti's 

final report in December 1769 stated that every single acre of arable land was fully occupied by 

historic Greater and Lesser Kabardian settlements, leaving absolutely no room for external 

colonization. 

Crucially, topographic research was merely a cover for Gastotti's primary assignment: a 

sophisticated intelligence analysis of the internal power dynamics and political factions within 



the Kabardian aristocracy. In his comprehensive Conceptions, submitted to the imperial court 

on 15 October 1769, Gastotti outlined the precise strategic formula that Russia would use to 

dominate the region for the next half-century: 

It is absolutely paramount that we systematically ignite internal strife and discord 

among the Kabardian princes. We must deploy every available resource to ensure that 

these competing aristocratic factions never conclude a permanent domestic peace with 

one another, unless such an agreement directly advances our imperial interests. 

 

This strategy proved devastatingly effective. The fragile unity that the princely houses had forged 

in 1762 was thoroughly dismantled by 1769. Following the conclusion of de Medem's campaign, 

the Xase resolved to dispatch a second extraordinary embassy to St. Petersburg. However, 

whereas the 1764 embassy had represented a unified state under a single prince, the 1770 

mission was deeply fractured, with each competing aristocratic faction sending its own separate 

envoy. 

To fully understand this internal collapse, it is necessary to examine the historical alignment of 

these factions. By the mid-seventeenth century, the historic Idar Clan—the descendants of Ivan 

the Terrible's father-in-law, Prince Temruko—had been systematically extirpated or exiled from 

Kabardia. Absolute territorial control had been seized by the descendants of Temruko's 

arch-nemesis, Pshiapshoko Kazi. Although Kazi was assassinated during a vicious blood feud in 

1615 alongside seven of his family members, he left behind three sons: Jambolet, Misost, and 

Hatakshoko. These three brothers founded the dominant princely dynasties that ruled Kabardia 

during its final century of independence. Later, two of Jambolet's sons, Bechmirza and 

Kaytouko, established their own sub-clans, resulting in four competing princely houses. 

By 1720, the grandsons of Jambolet, Misost, and Hatakshoko were engaged in a continuous, 

merciless civil war. The Misost and Hatakshoko clans formed a powerful alliance known as the 

Baksan Faction, establishing their capital along the Baksan River. In opposition, the 

descendants of Jambolet—the Bechmirza and Kaytouko families—formed the Kashkataw 

Faction, based at the Kashkataw tract. This bloody civil war devastated the country for decades 

until 1756, when both factions signed a formal peace treaty declaring the Chegem River to be 

their internal sovereign border. Lands to the north were assigned to the Baksan Faction, while 

lands to the south fell under the control of the Kashkataw Faction. 

In the 1770 extraordinary embassy to St. Petersburg, these two rival factions were represented 

respectively by Jankhot Sidak (for the Baksan Faction) and Kourgoko Tatarkhan (for the 

Kashkataw Faction). Despite their bitter domestic rivalries, the formal demands they presented 

to Catherine II were identical to those submitted six years prior: the immediate demolition of 

Mozdok and the complete cessation of imperial interference in their sovereign affairs. 



The Border on Fire: The Kalmyk Defection and the Battle of the Kuma 

In the spring of 1770, while the ambassadors were negotiating in St. Petersburg, a violent 

conflict erupted in Eastern Circassia, triggered by a bitter personal feud between General de 

Medem and the imperial ally, Khan Oubasha. In December 1769, operating entirely without de 

Medem's authorization, Oubasha had launched a massive independent raid into the territory of 

Besleney, burning dozens of Circassian villages along the Laba and Urup rivers. When de 

Medem discovered the operation, he was furious; he delivered a stinging reprimand to the 

Kalmyk Khan, strictly forbidding any independent military operations along the frontier without 

direct imperial orders. 

The Kalmyk leadership took profound offence at this public humiliation. Crucially, while this 

military dispute served as the immediate catalyst, the underlying cause of the escalating tension 

was St. Petersburg's aggressive implementation of plans to strip Kalmykia of its autonomy and 

colonize the Caspian steppes. Recognizing that the empire was encircling their territory and 

stripping away their traditional nomadic freedom, the Kalmyks resolved to launch a massive 

national uprising and defect from the empire entirely. 

Unaware of the impending Kalmyk defection, General de Medem marched his imperial forces 

into Kabardia during the summer of 1770, establishing a base camp near Mount Beshto to await 

Khan Oubasha's cavalry. Sensing a critical opportunity, the Circassians rapidly assembled a 

massive army, reinforced by elite regiments from Besleney and Temirgoy. Meanwhile, the 

Kalmyk nation was already massing along the banks of the Volga River. When de Medem finally 

received confirmation that his primary military force—the 20,000 Kalmyk horsemen—had 

abandoned the empire and were marching east, he was completely terrified. Recognizing his 

extreme vulnerability, he immediately abandoned his positions and fled to hide behind the 

fortifications of Mozdok. Concurrently, Major Peter Tatarov, the imperial supervisor of 

Kabardia, was violently driven out of the country along with his entire military escort. 

The entire Caucasian frontier was instantly engulfed in flames. Despite facing a simultaneous 

mass uprising in Chechnya, the imperial high command managed to scrape together a regular 

force of 2,000 men. On 17 October (4 October old style) 1770, this imperial force collided with 

the advancing Circassian army along the Kuma River. The battle was a bloody, indecisive 

stalemate. However, the following morning, the endemic rivalries between the Circassian 

princes erupted into open violence within the command staff. The unified army dissolved in 

discord, and the individual tribal contingents abandoned the field, returning to their respective 

principalities. 

Despite this tactical retreat, the Eastern Circassians rapidly reorganized their forces, launching a 

coordinated offensive that blockaded the Russian garrisons inside their isolated fortresses and 

fortified Cossack stanitsas. This total blockade completely severed all overland communication 

between the Russian Empire and the Christian kingdoms of Georgia, who were desperately 

awaiting imperial military assistance. Moscow dispatched an agent named Osip Abayev—an 



Ossetian convert—to slip through the lines to the court of King Solomon of Imeretia to request a 

relief army; however, Circassian patrols intercepted Abayev in Kabardia and executed him on 

the spot. 

On 18 January 1771, the Kalmyk defection reached its dramatic climax: 28,162 Kalmyk kibitkas 

(wagons) completed a mass migration across the Ural River, heading for the borders of the 

Chinese Empire. While roughly 11,000 tents remained along the Volga, they were entirely 

incapable of projecting even a fraction of the immense military power previously wielded by 

Khan Oubasha. The primary military instrument that Russia had used to balance Circassian 

cavalry superiority had vanished from the geopolitical arena. 

Imperial Duplicity and the Charter of 1771 

With the Caucasian Line exposed and vulnerable following the Kalmyk exodus, the tsarist 

government was forced to temporarily suspend its aggressive offensive and deploy sophisticated 

diplomacy. Throughout the winter of 1770 and the spring of 1771, the imperial cabinet focused 

on designing a strategic compromise to pacify the Kabardians. 

Simultaneously, the deep-seated fractures within the Kabardian delegation in St. Petersburg 

completely undermined their diplomatic position. Even as they negotiated for the national 

survival of their homeland, the rival ambassadors actively sought to subvert each other. 

Kourgoko Tatarkhan, representing the Kashkataw Faction, engaged in secret, separate meetings 

with Russian ministers behind the back of his fellow envoy, Jankhot Sidak of the Baksan 

Faction. Tatarkhan informed the imperial cabinet that the Baksans were irreconcilable enemies 

who would never submit, noting that they had already surrendered high-ranking hostages to the 

Crimean Khan and maintained active diplomatic channels with Istanbul. In a spectacular act of 

treason, Tatarkhan explicitly advised the Russian government to arrest Jankhot Sidak during his 

return journey and hold the children of the Baksan leadership as permanent state hostages in 

Astrakhan. 

Ultimately, Tatarkhan failed to deceive the imperial authorities. The cabinet recognized that he 

was merely exploiting Russian power to advance his own narrow factional interests. The 

historian Peter Butkov documented the internal cabinet debate, noting that the imperial 

ministers concluded that because the Kabardians were fanatically attached to their personal and 

national freedom, there could be no greater insult than seizing their finest noblemen by force. 

Such an act would convince the entire population that Russia intended to enslave them, 

provoking an immediate, uncontrollable explosion of violence across the frontier. Furthermore, 

the cabinet noted that arresting Jankhot—who had traveled to the capital as a formal member of 

a diplomatic commission—would be a profound breach of imperial honor and would 

permanently deter other Caucasian leaders from engaging in future diplomacy. The cabinet 

concluded that as long as there remained any hope of pacifying the region through easy, 

diplomatic means, the state must strictly refrain from any display of overt force. 



On 30 August 1771, the Kabardian ambassadors were summoned to receive a formal Imperial 

Charter issued in the name of the entire Kabardian people. In a calculated move to reward 

treason, Prince Kourgoko Tatarkhan was permanently commissioned as a Captain in the 

Imperial Russian Army. The text of the Charter demonstrated that the empire was prepared to 

make significant tactical concessions to buy time: 

●​ 1. Financial Compensation for Slaves: Catherine II agreed to pay a substantial bounty of 50 

roubles for every fugitive slave of Christian (primarily Georgian and Armenian) descent who 

had fled Kabardia to seek asylum in Mozdok. 

●​ 2. Return of Circassian Serfs: Crucially, all runaway serfs of ethnic Circassian origin were to 

be immediately arrested and returned to their legitimate lords in Kabardia. 

An imperial source explained the pragmatic rationale behind this concession, noting that the 

cabinet concluded that the runaway individuals of Kabardian origin who fled to Mozdok were 

universally 'corrupt, treacherous, and unreliable.' They utilized Christianity solely as an 

opportunistic tool to escape legal bondage or evade punishment for violent crimes committed in 

their homeland. Furthermore, intelligence revealed that many of these runaways acted in 

collusion with their original lords, robbing legitimate Mozdok citizens before fleeing back across 

the border to split the spoils. 

The Charter also decreed that if any high-ranking pshi or warq chose to resettle in Mozdok, his 

entire landed estate and all movable properties were to remain behind in Kabardia. However, on 

the primary, non-negotiable demand—the destruction of the fortress—the Empress was 

absolute: 

The military settlement founded at Mozdok we, Great Empress, by our Imperial 

Majesty, shall never consent to demolish. It has been established entirely outside of 

your legitimate Kabardian soil, and thus its continued existence in no manner violates 

your historic property rights. 

 

Notably, the extraordinary status of the Adyghe polities within imperial diplomacy is highlighted 

by the fact that the only other leaders in the entire Caucasus region whom Catherine II ever 

addressed with a formal, sovereign Imperial Charter were the kings of Georgia. 

These halfway diplomatic measures completely failed to satisfy the Circassian leadership. 

Following the return of the embassy, a Grand Xase convened to review the terms. The assembly 

expressed unanimous disdain for Catherine's Charter. The Supreme Prince of Kabardia, 

Hatokshoko Kasey, delivered a defiant address to the delegates: 

If Russian supremacy is identical to the authority they exercised over the 

Kalmyks—who were systematically plundered, ravaged, and oppressed until they were 

forced to flee the empire entirely—then the Circassians will be forced to execute the 



exact same strategy, abandon the plains, and flee deep into the mountain strongholds 

to wage war. 

 

A continuation of the war was now entirely unavoidable. The Kalmyk exodus had left the 

imperial frontier severely weakened. General Potto noted that the vast steppe area between the 

Volga and Kalaus rivers had been rendered so empty that when the war chief Haji Karamirza led 

a rapid cavalry raid in 1771, his columns penetrated deep into the historic lands of the Don 

Cossacks entirely unopposed. The Circassian raiders completely destroyed the fortified village of 

Romanovskaya, and only during their return journey did they engage in a chaotic skirmish with 

Major Kridner's Hussars, who pursued them back to the Kuban River. 

In 1772, a devastating outbreak of the plague swept through Circassia, forcing the Adyghe to 

temporarily suspend all military operations. However, the Russian forces were entirely 

incapable of exploiting this biological catastrophe. General Potto observed that 'the betrayal of 

the Kalmyk Khan, the ongoing mass insurrection in Chechnya, and the non-stop military 

disorders within Kabardia kept General de Medem so thoroughly overwhelmed that he was 

incapable of launching any serious offensive for three consecutive years.' Every available regular 

regiment had been diverted to the primary theatre of war against the Crimean Khanate. 

The First Stage of Legal Termination: The Treaty of 1772 

Despite these severe logistical delays, the tsarist government remained determined to erase the 

legal consequences of the 1739 Treaty of Belgrade, which guaranteed Kabardia's status as an 

independent sovereign state. While de Medem held the line in the Caucasus, regular imperial 

armies breached the lines of Perekop and successfully invaded the Crimean peninsula. On 7 

November 1772, the Crimean Khan, Selim Giray, capitulated and signed a restrictive, 

Russian-imposed Treaty of Eternal Union and Friendship. Article 3 of this document directly 

targeted the sovereign status of the Caucasus: 

All the Tatar and Circassian peoples, alongside the Tamans and the Nekrasovtsy 

Cossacks, who were under the nominal jurisdiction of the Crimean Khan at the 

outbreak of this war, shall remain under his rule. However, Greater and Lesser 

Kabardia are henceforth declared to be absolute, permanent subjects of the Russian 

Empire. 

 

With this stroke of a pen, Catherine achieved her primary diplomatic objective. In reality, the 

Crimean Khan had never possessed legitimate sovereignty over Kabardia, and he lacked any 

constitutional authority to trade away Circassian independence. However, with regular Russian 

infantry occupying the Bakhchisaray Palace, the defeated Khan—and subsequently the Ottoman 

Sultan—were prepared to cede any territory required to ensure their survival. This treaty 

constituted the first formal step toward the legal destruction of Kabardian sovereignty. To 



ensure absolute compliance, the independent-minded Khan was promptly deposed and replaced 

with Sahib Giray II, a highly compliant imperial puppet. 

In December 1772, a Russian reconnaissance patrol captured a group of twelve high-ranking 

Circassian princes who were hunting within Kabardian territory. This unprovoked act of 

hostility triggered an emergency meeting of the Xase, which on 26 January 1773 authorized an 

ultimatum to General de Medem: 

We demand the immediate, unconditional release of our captured princes. Should you 

refuse, we formally declare that we no longer recognize ourselves as Russian subjects 

in any capacity. Though we are far too weak to inflict symmetric military damage 

upon the vast Russian Empire, Almighty God is merciful, and we place our absolute 

hope in Him; every single Circassian will choose to die on the battlefield rather than 

submit to such unprovoked outrages. 

 

Lacking the regular troops required to confront this ultimatum directly, de Medem reverted to 

the imperial strategy of covert destabilization, attempting to ignite internal conflicts to keep the 

Circassians occupied with domestic security. He opened secret negotiations with elite elders of 

the neighboring Ingush clans, offering substantial financial incentives and lands near Mozdok if 

they agreed to accept imperial rule, convert to Orthodox Christianity, and form an active 

military alliance against Kabardia. 

The Circassian leadership immediately issued a sharp warning to the imperial command, 

demanding that they cease all interference in Ingush affairs. The Xase explained that the Ingush 

had been legal subjects of the Kabardian state since ancient times and paid regular tribute to the 

principalities. Seeking to exploit the situation to escape their tributary obligations, the Ingush 

elders sent a formal letter to de Medem stating: 'While it is true that we historically paid a 

temporary tribute to the Kabardians—consisting of one sheep per household, or a piece of iron 

for those who possessed no livestock—we have never recognized ourselves as Kabardian 

subjects. We absolutely refuse such subordination now that we have accepted the supremacy of 

the Russian Empire and many of our people have embraced Christianity.' The Ingush explicitly 

utilized their religious conversion to secure imperial military backing against the Muslim 

Kabardian state. 

General de Medem immediately deployed a regular Russian military detachment into Ingushetia 

to protect the clans from Kabardian punitive expeditions. Simultaneously, he sent an urgent 

dispatch to St. Petersburg requesting immediate reinforcements, warning that 'Kabardia's anger 

regarding the Ingush dispute is a mere pretext; the true cause is their eternal, deep-seated 

enmity toward the empire, and without the application of systematic terror, they will never be 

brought to obedience.' 

Recognizing that their ultimatum had been ignored, the Circassian high command mobilized for 

total war. They dispatched Prince Kaysin Kilchouko—the highly sophisticated diplomat who had 



led the 1764 embassy to St. Petersburg—on an extraordinary mobilization mission. Kilchouko 

traveled through Lesser Kabardia, Chechnya, and the heavily fortified Kumyk villages of Aksay, 

Anderi, and Kostyuk, eventually reaching Tarki in Dagestan, successfully forging a grand 

anti-imperial coalition of mountaineers. 

Alarmed by the scale of this pan-Caucasian mobilization, Catherine II sent a restrictive order to 

de Medem, commanding him to restrict his operations to purely defensive measures and avoid 

provoking the mountaineers. She wrote: 

The Kabardians, by virtue of their martial lifestyle and geographic location, will 

always be highly inclined toward swift raids and military defiance, and due to their 

Islamic faith, they remain inwardly hostile to us as Christians while naturally aligning 

with the Ottomans. However, historical precedent demonstrates that they only achieve 

absolute unity when defending their immediate homes and families from external 

danger; they have never successfully maintained unity for outbound operations outside 

their homeland. 

 

The Empress concurrently ordered de Medem to force the 3,000 roubles that the deputies had 

rejected in 1764 upon the Kabardian leadership as a diplomatic bribe. 

By May 1773, the coalition had successfully assembled its forces. Several thousand elite 

cavalrymen from Kabardia, Besleney, and Temirgoy, alongside veteran Kumyk warriors from 

Dagestan, crossed the Malka River and established a massive battle camp just thirty kilometers 

from Mozdok. Official Russian intelligence reports asserted that the Circassian coalition army 

was 25,000 men strong. Historical analysis reveals this number to be an extreme exaggeration; 

neither then nor at any subsequent period could the sparsely populated Caucasian polities 

simultaneously field an army of that scale. The size of the force was deliberately inflated by the 

imperial staff to justify the profound cowardice of General de Medem. 

The Circassians mockingly referred to the Russian commander as Ineral Degu—the 'Deaf 

General'—due to his severe hearing loss. Mozdok was garrisoned by a regular force of 2,342 

men. Terrified that his fortifications would collapse under a direct assault, de Medem completely 

panicked. He immediately released all twelve captured Circassian princes without conditions. 

Furthermore, in a complete reversal of imperial policy, he formally recognized Kabardian 

suzerainty over the Ingush, noting in his official report that 'it is prudent to cease irritating the 

Circassians by attempting to lure the Ingush away, since the Ingush elders have themselves 

acknowledged that they paid tribute to the Kabardians in sheep and iron.' He promptly ordered 

the total evacuation of all Russian troops from Ingushetia. 

For reasons that remain contextually obscure, having secured a complete diplomatic and tactical 

victory, the Circassian coalition chose not to launch a frontal assault on Mozdok. The grand 

army dissolved, and the individual contingents returned to their homes. Catherine's assessment 

proved partially correct: the coalition was structurally unsuited for protracted offensive 



campaigns outside its immediate territory. This sudden demobilization was likely accelerated by 

the sudden death of Hatokshoko Kasey, the Supreme Prince of Kabardia. In the summer of 1773, 

the Xase elected a new Supreme Prince, Tatarkhan Jankhot, a prominent representative of the 

Bechmirza Clan and the brother of Kourgoko Tatarkhan, the ambassador who had negotiated 

the 1771 Charter. 

The Climax of the First Stage: The 1774 Campaign and the Myth of 

Naurskaya 

In December 1773, the Ottoman-Crimean alliance made a final attempt to alter the strategic 

balance. A well-equipped army of 10,000 men landed at the Natoukhay fortress of 

Soudjouk-Kale (modern Tsemes/Novorossiysk) in Western Circassia. This expeditionary force 

was commanded by Devlet-Geray, a pretender to the Crimean throne who was backed by 

Istanbul and supported by Tatar factions who refused to submit to the Russian puppet, 

Sahib-Geray II. Devlet-Geray's primary strategic objective was to crush the imperial forces and 

subdue the pro-Russian Nogay hosts along the Kuban, thereby demonstrating the military 

capability required to seize the Crimean throne. 

By the final third of the eighteenth century, the military power of the Crimean Tatars had 

severely deteriorated, representing a mere shadow of the formidable hosts that had devastated 

Central Europe and Russia in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The Crimean Khanate 

was gasping its final breaths; decades of continuous, bloody warfare against the Circassians had 

shattered its military elite. Historical records reveal that between 1700 and 1735 alone, over 

80,000 invading Tatar warriors had been annihilated within Kabardia. By 1774, an army of 

10,000 Tatars posed little threat to the battle-hardened Circassians. As Artemy Volynsky, the 

Governor of Astrakhan, had noted as early as 1721: 'Should the Tatars or Kumyks advance in a 

force of a thousand men, two hundred Kabardians are entirely sufficient to completely destroy 

them.' 

Devlet-Geray established his base on the Taman Peninsula (derived from the Circassian word 

Teman, meaning 'swamp') and launched an offensive targeting the Yedisan Nogay Horde, which 

had aligned with the pro-Russian Kuban Tatars. This movement was immediately detected by 

imperial intelligence. With the war in Crimea concluded, a substantial portion of the veteran 

Russian army was transferred to the Kuban frontier. On 2 April 1774, these regular divisions, 

commanded by Brigadier Brink and supported by Yedisan cavalry, decisively repulsed 

Devlet-Geray's attacks. Defeated on the coast, the remaining Ottoman-Tatar forces marched 

inland toward Kabardia. 

The Kabardian leadership dispatched senior representatives from both political 

factions—including Misost Bamat and Hamirza Aslanbek—to meet with Devlet-Geray. Following 

intense negotiations, they concluded a military treaty to launch a grand, coordinated assault on 

Mozdok. On 10 April 1774, Shirin-beg, a high-ranking envoy representing the Crimean Tatars, 



arrived in Kabardia to finalize the operational plans. He was being hosted at the fortified village 

of Hamirza Hatakshoko when pro-Russian scouts detected his presence and sent an urgent 

report to Mozdok. 

The imperial command reacted instantly, dispatching a powerful combined-arms strike force 

under Major Kridner, comprising a full regular infantry battalion, Dragoon squadrons, line 

Cossacks, and four heavy field artillery pieces. The size of this detachment and its significant 

artillery component demonstrate that the Russians anticipated fierce, organized resistance. 

Kridner's columns surrounded Hamirza's village, and following a desperate, bloody battle, 

successfully breached the defences and took both Shirin-beg and Prince Hamirza prisoner. 

Despite launching furious cavalry counter-attacks to rescue their leaders, the Kabardian forces 

were unable to break Kridner's disciplined infantry squares, and the prisoners were successfully 

delivered to the dungeons of Mozdok. Under intensive interrogation, Shirin-beg confirmed that 

Devlet-Geray's entire army was marching on Kabardia. Both prisoners were eventually released 

following the formal conclusion of the war a few months later. 

Shortly thereafter, Devlet-Geray's main army—now reinforced by elite cavalry regiments from 

Besleney, Temirgoy, and the Abaza tribes—entered Kabardia and established a base camp along 

the Malka River. At this juncture, a display of political duplicity occurred: Kabardia's Supreme 

Prince, Jankhot Tatarkhan, alongside Prince Devlet-Geray Kasey, approached Major Kridner to 

loudly declare their loyalty to the empire. They urgently advised the Russian Major to launch an 

immediate pre-emptive strike on the advancing Crimean army to protect the 'loyal' segments of 

the Kabardian population, confidently assuring him that the majority of the population would 

immediately turn their weapons against the Turks the moment they witnessed a display of 

imperial military power. 

Lieutenant-General de Medem authorized the operation, placing a force of 1,356 regular troops 

under Kridner's command. Kridner marched his column to the strategic site of the modern 

Yekaterinogradskaya stanitsa (known in Circassian as Zey Pache, meaning 'cornel forest'). 

However, upon arriving at the rendezvous point, Kridner discovered only Prince Devlet-Geray 

Kasey accompanied by a tiny escort of eighty Kabardian horsemen. The prince delivered 

devastating news: the entire display of loyalty had been a calculated deception to draw the 

Russians into an ambush; virtually the entirety of Great and Lesser Kabardia's aristocracy and 

commoners had already joined the Ottoman-Crimean army and sworn a holy oath to destroy the 

imperial forces. Recognizing the trap, Kridner executed a rapid retreat to the walls of Mozdok. 

On 10 June 1774, Devlet-Geray's unified army, now operating in full coordination with the 

complete military host of Kabardia, advanced on Mozdok. However, facing the formidable 

artillery and deep defensive lines of the fortress, the Crimean commander lacked the courage to 

launch a direct assault. Instead, he chose to divert his forces to storm the heavily fortified 

Cossack stanitsa of Naurskaya. 

Naurskaya was defended by a determined garrison of line Cossacks under the command of 

Ataman Ivan Saveliev, a veteran officer who had spent his entire life waging war against the 



Circassians. Saveliev had previously commanded the assault columns at the bloody engagement 

of Eshkakon in 1769, where he had been severely wounded and subsequently awarded a gold 

medal bearing the Empress's portrait. He would continue to fight the Adyghe until his death in 

1812. 

The siege of Naurskaya has been heavily mythologised in Russian imperial historiography, 

transformed into a foundational patriotic legend that makes separating historical truth from 

fiction exceptionally difficult. However, the concrete military outcome is undisputed: after a 

desperate, twelve-hour frontal assault, the Circassian and Tatar columns were repulsed with 

heavy losses. In a striking twist of fate, while clearing the battlefield, the defending Cossacks 

discovered the body of Prince Kourgoko Tatarkhan among the slain Circassian nobility. He was 

the brother of the Supreme Prince Jankhot Tatarkhan and, crucially, the very same ambassador 

who had negotiated the 1771 Charter in St. Petersburg and secretly suggested that the Russians 

arrest his fellow envoy. 

Following the disaster at Naurskaya, Devlet-Geray retreated into the interior of Kabardia, where 

his rearguard was hit again by regular Russian forces during a sharp engagement at the 

Gundelen River. The Ottoman-Crimean intervention had collapsed completely. 

The Legal Annexation and the Metamorphosis of War 

On 10 July 1774, the Russo-Turkish War concluded with the signing of the Treaty of 

Kuchuk-Kainarji. Having suffered a total military defeat, the Ottoman Empire followed the exact 

precedent set by the Crimean Khan two years prior, completely sacrificing Circassian 

independence to secure peace. Two specific articles of the treaty legally sealed the fate of 

Kabardia: 

Article 21: Both Kabardias, that is the Greater and Lesser ones, since they are direct 

neighbors of the Tatars, maintain deep historical connections with the Crimean Khans. 

For this reason, their future affiliation with the Russian Empire remains subject strictly 

to the absolute will and counsel of the Crimean Khan and the Tatar elders.​
​
Article 22: The Treaty of Belgrade signed in 1739 is hereby completely destroyed and 

annulled, alongside all subsequent international conventions in which the Kabardias 

were declared to be an independent sovereign buffer state between the two empires. 

 

With the formal destruction of the Belgrade Treaty and the Crimean Khan handing Kabardia to 

Russia as a diplomatic gift, the independent status of Kabardia was de jure terminated. The 

international legal barriers to imperial expansion had been erased. 

De facto, however, the Circassians of Kabardia fiercely rejected this imperial paper annexation, 

maintaining an uncompromising war for independence for fifty-one more years. The armed 

resistance only concluded in 1825, by which point Kabardia had suffered an apocalyptic 



catastrophe, losing over 90 percent of its total population and 74 percent of its historic sovereign 

territory. Unwilling to live under imperial subjugation, nearly half of the traumatized survivors 

(erasing over seventy entire villages) abandoned their ancestral homeland and fled across the 

frontier into the Trans-Kuban region of Western Circassia to prolong the struggle. Their 

descendants form the core of the contemporary Circassian populations within the modern 

Karachay-Cherkess and Adygea Republics. In the Adyghe language, these displaced freedom 

fighters became known as the Hajiret, meaning 'those who have resettled.' 

The paramount consequence of the first stage of the Russo-Circassian War, which concluded in 

1774, was not the formal legal termination of Kabardian sovereignty, but a fundamental 

metamorphosis in the very nature of the warfare deployed by both sides. Following 1774, the 

Russian Empire abandoned tactical, isolated expeditions, shifting instead to a strategy of total 

territorial annexation. This was executed through the systematic construction of vast networks 

of fortresses and Cossack settlements, combined with the physical extermination or forced 

deportation of any community that refused absolute submission. It was precisely after 1774 that 

the imperial state began the large-scale colonization of annexed Circassian lands, settling 

massive waves of Don and Volga Cossack hosts across the region. 

Following the brutal campaigns of 1777–1780, Kabardia was stripped of its finest, most fertile 

agricultural lands situated between the Kuma and Malka rivers—the region known today as the 

Caucasus Mineral Waters. This vital territory was permanently severed from the state by the 

construction of the Azov-Mozdok Line, a formidable defensive frontier bristling with artillery 

and regular infantry. 

Simultaneously, the character of the Circassian resistance underwent a profound ideological 

transformation. Following the disasters of 1774, the Adyghe abandoned purely political and 

territorial concepts of national defense, reframing their struggle in deeply religious terms. The 

war for independence was elevated into a holy defense of the faith against imperial expansion. 

This profound shift is recorded on a historic tombstone erected in 1779 on Ketouko Island in the 

Malka River, marking the final resting place of a warrior slain in battle against the imperial 

forces of Generals Jacobi and Fabrizian. The deeply moving Arabic epitaph reads: 

Here lies Koushmazouko Noukh, the son of Aslan-Geri, who fell gloriously in the 

Gazavat against the infidels. May Almighty Allah have absolute mercy upon his soul. 

 


