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On the arrival of the Kalmyks from Russia to China in 1771
Ochirova Nina (Elista)

The last of the Oirats who surrendered to the Ching empire were the Kalmyks of the Volga
region. The majority of them constituted the Torguts, the most numerous tribe among them.
Ubashi, the vice-roy of the Kalmyk khanate arranged the flight of the most of it from Russia. Led
by Ubashi this group of the Kalmyks departed for Jungaria in January of 1771 and arrived there
in June of 1771. In this plans to leave Russia Ubashi was supported by some people of the
Kalmyk aristocracy, such as Tsebek Dordzi, Bambar and some others. The Torgut tayishi
Shereng who escaped to Russia in 1758 after the crushing defeat of the Jungar khanate, was also
among them. Having arrived in Russia he later became a strong advocate of returning to his
native land. The former events which took place in the Kalmyk khanate before the migration of
the Kalmyks to Jungaria and many obstacles met on this march through the harsh Kazakh
steppes are described in every detail by many researchers who used the Russian sources. The
English Sinologue Ch.D.Barkman having thoroughly investigated this subject wrote about the
Kalmyks who finally reached the Chinese border: “The terrible blow,s they had received at the
hands of the Kazaks and Buruts... and the long trek through Central Asia had left them utterly
exhausted and without the strength to force their way into Sinkiang and to ignore Chinese power
in that region”
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The total number of the Kalmyks who reached Jungaria is differently estimated
in various sources. In the Mongolian version of the Ch”ing source “Ch"in ting Wai fan
Meng-ku Hui pu wang kung piao chuan”, named “lledkel shastir” , it is pointed out
that more than 30 thousands of the Kalmyk tents (families) left Russia. The same
number we find in “Meng-ku yu mu chi”." The most authoritative Chinese source “Ta
Ch’ing shi-lu” says that 33000 families or 169000 people left Russia, of whom only
one half (about 85000 people) reached China." Having made a careful study of some
Chinese sources, including the statement of the Emperor Ch’ien-lung, Ch. Barkman
came to such a conclusion that “the likeliest number of Torghuts who reached China
seems to be that given by the Emperor Ch’ien-lung, i.e. approximately 85000, but in
any case less than 100000 people. Had there been many more, the Emperor would
have mentioned this with pride”." The figure given by him does not greatly differ
from the estimation by the present-day author A. Chernyshev who evaluated the
number of the Kalmyk fugitives as 80 thousands."

Worn-out by the hard journey and having lost tens of thousands of people for
some reason or other: losses in the killed, the captives, those, who died of cold,
hunger and infectious diseases, the Kalmyks reached the border of Jungaria at last and
stopped over at an locality named Tamuha, near the Chinese watches. The
representatives of the local authorities sent by II"is military governor immediately
came to them in order to find out the causes of their arrival and at the same time impel
them to surrender.

The unexpected appearance of the Kalmyks on the border of the empire greatly
worried both the local authorities and the central Ch"ing government. Some advisers
of the emperor regarded the bellicose nomads with suspicion. Their apprehensions
was based on the assumption that those newcomers from Russia could have harbored
some expansionist designs concerning the newly-won territories in Jungaria in their
minds. The more so, as there was a Torgut tayishi Shereng among them. It was the
same taishi Shereng who had treacherously killed one Manchu high official Tankalu
during the war with the Jungars. So he was considered by the Ch”ing authorities as an
insurgent, a “rebellious subject” of the Ch"ing empire who had previously flown to
Russia.

The local Ch”ing authorities took some preventive measures against the Kalmyks:
supplementary troops were sent to the Ili region from Khalkha and Inner Mongolia.
The commander-of-chief Sebden Baldzur received an order from the court to keep all
the forces under his command ready to action and in case of their insubordination to
the local authorities to punish the Kalmyk princes in a strict and severe way. But it
soon became obvious that all these apprehensions were groundless, the submission of
the Kalmyks was genuine. The khan Ubashi and his close surrounding with their
common people had to surrender and to pledge their allegiance to the Ch"ing emperor.
They were settled on the Chinese territory and the Ch"ing government lent them aid
when it saw their disastrous situation. The local authorities gave them everything
necessary for the first time: cattle, yurts (felt tents), rice, tea, fabrics and so on.

Having received the news about the Kalmyks arrival, the emperor Ch’en-lung
hurriedly dispatched his experienced adviser for the affairs with the Muslim tribes
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Shu-ho-de to Ili to negotiate with the Kalmyk khan Ubashi. Shu-ho-de was at Ushi (in
the south of T ien-Shan mountains) at that time. Shu-ho-de’s making use was caused
by the fear that the military government of the Ili region I-lie-du might not be able to
cope with the situation and on this ground Shu-ho-de was appointed as a military
government (chien-chiin) instead of 1-lie-du."!

The emperor transmitted an invitation to the khan Ubashi and the principal
tayishis though Shu-ho-de. He invited them to the audience with him to the Chengde
Mountain Resort where the imperial court escaped the summer heat and which was
actually an alternate capital of the Ching dynasty. There also were vast hunting
grounds of the imperial family there.

Before the Kalmyk princes went to Chengde the Kalmyks were settled on the
territory of Western Mongolia and Jungaria. The allotting of the land among the
nomads for pasture was carried out by the military governor of Ili I-lie-du and the
commander-in-chief of the local military units Sebden Baldshur. Both of them were
warned beforehand by the Ch"ing government that the Kalmyks had to be settled in
the deepest regions inside the country, but not in the borderland of the Ili region. The
government wanted to avoid any possibility of flight of the Kalmyks in the future.

Ubashi and several principal Kalmyk princes came to Chengde before the 15"
day of the 6™ month of the 36" year during Ch’ien-lung’s reign (1771) and they were
received by the emperor at the Mulan Imperial Hunting Ground. According to the
“lledkel shastir”, “when Ubashi with his people came there, they were invited to the
emperor’s residence and the emperor granted an audience to them. He spoke
Mongolian to them and after having asked them about their true thought, bestowed
ceremonial dresses upon them and ordered to take off their felt clothes that they
wore” "

Then the emperor proceeded to his magnificent country palace Bi-shu-shan-chuan
which was specially built in the outskirts of Chengde for the solemn reception
ceremonies of the envoys from the nomadic peoples. When the Kalmyk princes were
brought to the palace and entertained at a banquet in Bi-shu-shan-guan, the emperor
arranged festal ceremonies in the palace greenhouse and the palace shrine, and in the
evening he commanded to set fire to various lanterns and fireworks and bestowed
silver, colored silk and many other valuable presents upon every guest.""

The Kalmyk khan Ubashi, in his turn, presented the emperor two sabers: one of
them was decorated by seven precious stones and the other was guilted. He said that
those sabers had been taken off by his great-grandfather khan Ayuka from the country
Khongghor (presumably the Northern Caucasus). That khan bequeathed his sons and
grandsons to save those sabers for themselves from generation to generation, but
Ubashi presented those sabers as a token of that he “became a subject of the Heavenly
empire (i.e. China) for ever and he would not have to exhaust himself by wars”.
Ubashi and the representatives of the Kalmyk aristocracy were granted the Manchu
feudal titles. The title of khan was reserved for Ubashi with conferring him the title of
honour “Dzorightu” (‘“The Brave”).

The chief Kalmyk lama who was among the Kalmyk princes was most hospitably
entertained by the Ch"ing emperor and assured that the Kalmyks could freely practice
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their religion.

The voluntary submission of the Kalmyks (the Torguts) was regarded at the
Ch’ing court as a sure sign of the excellent rule of the Son of Heaven. On this
occasion the emperor Ch’ien-lung wrote a memorial and verses where he glorified
such an important event.

The wish of the Kalmyks to “return to civilization”, to “the country where the
Yellow Church flourishes”, their official submission to the Ch'ing dynasty allowed
the emperor Ch’ien-lung to state with pride: “After Our Heavenly Dynasty established
the new rule, taking the Mongols under its wardship and restoring peace and order
among them, all the Mongol tribes became our subjects now”.

The exodus of the Kalmyks from Russia to China had tragic consequences: the
Kalmyk khanate on the Volga river was liquidated, the once unified people was split
and divided into two parts. Their subsequent development continued in different
socio-political conditions.

" Men-gu-yu-mu-tszi. Zapiski o mongollskikh kochev iakh. Translated by P.S. Popov. St. Petersburg,

1895, P. 144,

i Barkman, C.D., op. cit., p. 107.

V' Barkman, C.D., op. cit., p. 107.

V' Chernyshev A.J., O perekochevke volzhskikh kalmykov v Dzhungariiu v 1771 godu.-in: XV-aia

nauchnaia konferentsiia “Obshchestvo i gosudarstvo v Kitae”. Tezisy dokladov. Chast 2. Moskva,

1984, p. 160.

¥ lledkel shastir, ch. 101, folio 27.
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