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SHAH ABBAS AND THE PILGRIMAGE TO MASHHAD: UPDATE 1: FROM ISFAHAN TO 

THE KHURASAN HIGHROAD 

 

ABSTRACT: 

This is the first of two linked papers exploring the 1000km walk of Shah Abbas from 

Isfahan to Mashhad in 1601. It fleshes out the first part of the Shah’s walk, by 

presenting results from two field trips to Iran.  Using a mix of current local knowledge 

and data from Google Earth, Shah Abbas’ exact halts are comparatively easy to 

identify. Travellers’ accounts from Shah Abbas’ Iran are then used to provide near-

contemporary descriptions for many of the stopping places.  A positive trial is also 

described of the practicality and accuracy of the rope-measurement (tanab) system 

used along the way.  
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Shah Abbas and the Pilgrimage to Mashhad: update 1: from Isfahan to the 

Khurasan Highroad 

“Starting the next morning, having put on a simple robe and shoes, the Shah set out 

on foot and walked for three days and with six hundred handsome young men” 

The Polish carpet merchant, Muratowicz, gives an eye-witness account of the start of the thousand-
kilometre walk. Szuppe, 1986 p100  

 

In 16011, Shah Abbas I2 left Isfahan to walk over one thousand kilometres: first 

heading northwards to Kashan; then north-east across treacherous salt desert and 

salt mud; before turning eastwards along the Khurasan3 highroad to reach the holy 

city of Mashhad.   

Nearly four hundred years later, in 1996, Charles Melville put this walking pilgrimage 

“on the map”4.  He compared the two best-known contemporary accounts, of 

Iskandar Beg and Munajjim Yazdi5, and introduced an account then newly found in 

the Christ’s College Library, possibly by a Mirza Muhammad Salih Munshi6.   

Melville reports that Yazdi accompanied the Shah and produced day-to-day records 

of the walk7.  These itemise thirty-six of Abbas’ stopping places and – following on 

the use of a tanab, a rope measuring-device – also record the distances between 

them8 (see Table SA1_1).  Melville applied Yazdi’s place-names to the War Office 

Quarter-inch maps9 and also compared Yazdi’s stage-lengths with those of other 

                                                           
1
 All dates are AD unless otherwise specified 

2
 Throughout, unless otherwise indicated, ‘Shah Abbas’, ‘the Shah’ and ‘Abbas’ can be taken to mean Shah 

Abbas the First.  
3
 Throughout this paper, I have utilised the transliterations used by Melville or – if Melville doesn’t refer to the 

place/ building – those used by local experts. 
4
 Melville, 1996 p.191 

5
 Melville, 1996 pp.199-200 

6
 Melville, 1996 pp.211-214 

7
 Melville, 1996 p.199 

8
 Melville, 1996 pp.202-203, Table 3 

9
 Melville, 1996 p.223 Footnote 49 
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travellers who had followed the same, or similar, paths10.  In this way, and for the 

first time, Melville produced schematic maps of the 1601 route11. 

He did, however, describe several significant issues arising from the data sources12. 

For example, there are important inconsistencies in the recorded duration of the 

walk: Iskandar Beg is insistent that Shah Abbas’ walk only lasted 28 days, while Yazdi 

– who was actually there – claims that it took 66 days. Two other accounts report a 

duration for the walk of either 40 or 41 days13.   

With the limited information supplied by Yazdi, there are also some difficulties in 

identifying the precise course of, and some of the exact stopping places along, the 

journey.  Some of the Shah’s halts were at buildings reported to be extant in more 

modern times, for example the Sardahan caravanserai14 and the ribat at Ahuan15.  

Others are either not at all specific, for example merely the names of towns like 

‘Simnan’ or ‘Sabzavar’, or are much more difficult to definitively locate (Table SA1_1 

as referenced above includes details of those specifically indicated as such by 

Melville16).   

Inspired by Melville’s work, and perhaps especially by the statement therein that 

retracing the route on the ground was “unfortunately impractical”17, I decided to see 

what more could be found within Iran.  This paper therefore updates Melville’s work 

with the results of two trips to Iran in 2008, including an investigation of the 

practicalities of walking whilst measuring distances with a tanab, the rope 

measuring-device used by Munajjim Yazdi and his team.   

                                                           
10

 Melville, 1996 pp.204-205, Tables 4a and b  
11

 Melville, 1996 p.201 Figure 2 and p.207 Figure 3 
12

 The two manuscript versions of Yazdi’s account in the British Library have slightly different distances for 
some of the stage-lengths (some included in Melville, 1996 p.203) and apparently different spellings for some 
of the names of the stopping-places.  This latter may well be due to the less careful handwriting in one of the 
versions (eg ‘jenar’ or ‘chenar’ at Natanz; pul ‘shah va reh’ or ‘shur ab’ in the salt mud area: personal 
communication, October 2009: Dr Mariam Jazayeri).  
13

 Melville, 1996 pp.191, 206, 208-11  
14

 Siroux, 1971 pp.169-170 
15

 Herzfeld, 1943 p.25 and Fig. 43.  Herzfeld visited Ahuan on 15 May 1925. 
16

 Melville, 1996 pp.200, 203, 205-6.  The eight places Melville describes as the most difficult to definitively 
locate are: Ribat-i Qazi Ahmad, Birka by caravanserai of Khwaju Qasim, Imamzadeh, Khoshab, Pul-i Shurab, 
Qarya Qid in Khar, Ribat-i Do Dar and Sakhtar.  
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The focus in the current paper is Shah Abbas’ route up to Kashan, and the 

subsequent journey across the “horrors of th*e+ salt waste”18.  Although Melville 

considered the early stages the most difficult to trace19, the names of the earlier 

halts are actually relatively specific20.  This means that it is potentially feasible to 

identify the actual stopping places along this section of the walk.   

Figure SA1_1 and Table SA1_2 summarise my results.   

 
Image 1:  Google Earth map of the 1000km walk of Shah Abbas in 160121 

A complementary paper reviews the later part of the Shah’s journey, along the 

Khurasan highroad22.   This is the usual pilgrim-route to Mashhad and is indeed “well-

worn”23.  Although the route itself is therefore relatively easy to follow, Yazdi’s 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
17

 Melville, 1996 p.200 
18

 Melville, 1996 p.212 
19

 Melville, 1996 p.200 
20

 For example, ribats, a caravanserai, and reservoirs or pools, all specifically named. 
21

 A magnifiable image is on http://www.carolinemawer.co.uk/shah-abbas/isfahan-1.php  
22

 Mawer, 2010b 
23

 Melville, 1996 p.206 

http://www.carolinemawer.co.uk/shah-abbas/isfahan-1.php
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names for the actual stopping-places in this section are much less explicit24, and their 

definitive identification is therefore actually much more difficult.   

When I was enquiring about possible stopping places and routes along both sections 

of the journey, local people, especially selected older men living in small towns or 

villages, were often both extremely knowledgeable and also very keen to help25.  

Older women, and younger people of both genders, were – I regret to say – almost 

invariably wrong when they made suggestions about locations.  The wide range of 

different local dialects, and the lack of vowels in written Persian meant that each 

contact with any potential informant typically took around 45 minutes26.  I always 

tried to ‘triangulate’ information – seeking data from more than one informant when 

this was possible.  More usually, I had to follow up several discrepant leads when, for 

example, two neighbours were both convinced that they held the key to my quest.  I 

kept detailed contemporaneous notes – both of information volunteered by local 

informants and also of my own observations – as well as photographing each 

potential location.  I also used a hand-held GPS (Global Positioning System) device27  

to record the latitude, longitude and altitude of all of the potential stopping places.   

This paper also utilises reports from Western travellers visiting Shah Abbas’ Iran, 

since a number of these travelled between Isfahan and Kashan in the early part of his 

reign28, and some – slightly later – journeyed through the salt plain and mud 

northwards to Ashraf and Farahabad29.  Such travellers’ descriptions do not exist for 

the later section of the walk along the way to Mashhad; so the complementary paper 

instead draws on other records of Abbas’ earlier journeys along the same or similar 

                                                           
24

 For example, various villages (eg Dehnamak, Lasjird) and towns (eg Damghan, Nishapur). 
25

 As I went on, I got better at spotting the specific elderly men who knew the most and who could produce 
their knowledge the most quickly. I also learned to choose older taxi-drivers with more local knowledge.  
26

 An Ottoman logistics briefing from the time of Shah Abbas betrayed the same problems with local variations 
in vowels as I experienced. Mawer 2010b gives more details of this. See Bacqué-Grammont, unpublished.  
27

 A ‘Garmin eTrex Legend’ 
28

 For example: Manwaring, Parry and Pincon (accompanying the Sherley brothers’ visit in 1589); Cartwright in 
1601; Muratowicz in 1601; and Gouvea in 1602.  
29

 For example della Valle and Silva y Figueroa, both in 1618; Herbert and Stodart (accompanying the Dodmore 
Cotton Embassy in 1628) 
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routes, and an unpublished Ottoman manuscript with details of logistics (stopping 

places, distances, water and grass) for a mooted invasion of Safavid Iran30.  

Google Earth – unavailable to Melville in 1996 – is used in both papers to help 

establish the location of stopping places.  This is done by comparing my own GPS 

records, the satellite images of localities,  and the (extrapolated) coordinates of 

those places shown on the War Office Quarter-Inch maps; and especially by 

comparing the distances to and from the more or less definitively identified stopping 

places31.   

Although these cannot be easily illustrated in this text article, the ‘real-time’ (and 

open access) properties of Google Earth make it possible for users to, for example, 

‘journey’ over or around ‘actual’ altitude hills or other topographic features (the salt 

plains of the Darya Namak are especially easy to see), and also to ‘zoom in’ on 

settlements, buildings, water sources, and sometimes even specific trees.  Google 

Earth therefore also allows a search for satellite images of any remains of Safavid 

constructions – some of which are clearly visible.  The most evocative Google Earth 

satellite images, along with additional photographs from my journeys, can be found 

on http://www.carolinemawer.co.uk/shah-abbas/index.php  

The walk from Isfahan up until the Shah’s eastwards turn along the Khurasan 

highroad is now discussed in detail, and with reference to specially-constructed line-

drawing-maps. 

                                                           
30

 Bacqué-Grammont, unpublished 
31

 For example, Sardahan, the stop after ‘Ribat-i Qazi Ahmad, was found to be an extant, if ruined, building by 
me, and recorded as such on my GPS.  It is also clearly visible on Google Earth. It is therefore a definite ‘known’ 
and, with Yazdi’s distance records, can be used as a fixed point to help decide whether Shah Abbas’ Ribat-i 
Qazi Ahmad is in present-day Dombi or in Bagherabad.  Mawer 2010b describes how one stage in the latter 
part of the walk is used to compute an ‘error factor’ for use when comparing ‘as the crow flies’ distances on 
satellite maps with Yasdi’s tanab measures. 

http://www.carolinemawer.co.uk/shah-abbas/index.php
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I. Leaving Isfahan 

Figure SA1_2 shows relevant details of Safavid Isfahan and Figure SA1_3 shows the 

route of the Shah’s walk up to Kashan32.  

 
Image 2:  Google Earth map of modern Isfahan, showing some key Safavid locations   

 

Iskandar Beg reported that Shah Abbas left Isfahan from the Naqsh-i Jahan Palace, 

stopping first just outside the city walls, at Masjid-i Tuqchi33.  There is a near-

contemporary description of the latter location from Figueroa who, when he left 

Isfahan on Sunday 28 May 1618 to travel to Kashan, was “quite well lodged in one of 

the rooms of the houses which joined a mosque, near to the wall of the City”34.  

Currently, the mosque no longer exists and the location is covered by a large 

                                                           
32

 Magnifiable equivalents are on http://carolinemawer.com/shah-abbas/isfahan-3.php and 
http://carolinemawer.com/shah-abbas/isfahan-8.php   
33

 Savory, 1978 p.800 
34

 Silva y Figueroa, 1667 p.203.  Figueroa then waited there the following day for the camels and mules of his 
caravan to assemble.  All the English ‘quotes’ from Figueroa and the other French sources I used (della Valle 
1664, de Gouvea 1646 and Szuppe 1986) are my own translations from the earliest French version that I could 
get access to. 

http://carolinemawer.com/shah-abbas/isfahan-3.php
http://carolinemawer.com/shah-abbas/isfahan-8.php
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roundabout.  The Cultural Service staff who took me to this site were, however, keen 

to show me the nearby ‘Park of the Birds’.  This is now a public park, but they told me 

it was previously routinely visited by elite Safavid travellers entering Isfahan via the 

Tuqchi Gate.  This is likely to be the Qushkhane or Aviary gardens, reported to be the 

site for the initial reception of dignitaries and ambassadors coming from the north35. 

After this, Iskandar Beg and the Christs’ College manuscript both report that the Shah 

went on to Daulatabad, from where he invited members of the court to accompany 

him.  Abbas’ party then left early the next morning before sunrise36.  Daulatabad is 

also now a roundabout, with no sign of any old buildings.  Again, however, Figueroa 

provides a description of the location:  his group moved from Masjid-i Tuqchi to stay 

in “Dolabat . . a little house of the King, which only had one room, and around it four 

small galleries and a private room, painted in a very old-fashioned manner, with 

scenes of hunting, feasting and women dancing in the way they dance in Persia”37.  

These ‘old-fashioned’ paintings were perhaps those which were in the building 

seventeen years earlier, in 1601, when the Shah halted there. 

Sefer Muratowicz, an Armenian merchant who travelled to Iran in 1601 to oversee 

the commissioning of carpets for the Polish King Sigismund III38, gives a fascinating 

description of a private dinner he had with Shah Abbas.  I would like to suggest that 

this dinner may well have taken place in Daulatabad , and on the evening before the 

Mashhad pilgrimage really starts39.  Muratowicz’s “Relation” 40 of his travels 

describes how he was summoned to dine privately with the Shah in an “orchard” just 

outside Isfahan.  There, Abbas is reported to have said: “Tomorrow I am leaving.  You 

will take the same road as me for the next three days (Muratowicz was returning to 

                                                           
35

 Babaie 2008, p.78 and footnote 34.  Also see modern photograph on http://carolinemawer.com/shah-
abbas/isfahan-7.php  
36

 Savory, 1978 p.800 and Melville, 1996 p.212 
37

 Figueroa visited here on 29 May 1618 (Silva y Figueroa, 1667 p.203) and also visited Dolatabad on his return 
to Isfahan on 12-13 August 1618.  
38

 Szuppe, 1986 pp.82-3.  Note that at least two of the commissioned carpets are thought to be extant, in the 
Residenz Museum, Munich.  Szuppe, 1986 p.85 
39

 Szuppe, 1986 p.99 Ref 120 suggests that this dinner was held in Chehel Sotun, but the latter palace was not 
completed in 1601 (Babaie 2008 p.xvii gives a date of 1647-50s), and is anyway not ‘half a lieue’ (one and half 
miles) from Isfahan. 

http://carolinemawer.com/shah-abbas/isfahan-7.php
http://carolinemawer.com/shah-abbas/isfahan-7.php
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Kashan) and after that we will bid each other farewell”41.  Then, “the next morning, 

having put on a simple robe and shoes, the Shah set out on foot and walked for three 

days and with six hundred handsome young men”42.  Muratowicz comments dryly: 

“As for me, I had a horse”43.   

Incidentally, this reference to shoes contradicts the idea – completely impractical 

bearing in mind the various and challenging terrains along the way – that the walk 

was barefoot44. 

The next recorded stopping place of Shah Abbas is Ribat-i Qazi Imad (50km from 

Isfahan45).  Melville found no mention of this in the sources or on any map, and 

suggested that it might actually represent a building in the village of Dombi46.  

Locally, though, I was told that Qazi Imad is another name for Bagherabad, where 

there are still the mud/mud-brick remains of an undated ribat47.  I also visited Dombi, 

to document the exact location there of both the caravanserai and another nearby 

building thought by Siroux to be a Mongol-era barracks48, but considered by Kleiss to 

be a Safavid construction on the königsweg (the ‘royal road’ from Isfahan 

northwards to the palaces of Ashraf and Farahabad in Mazanderan49).  Although the 

route to Dombi is ostensibly more direct, an assessment of the journey distances 

using Google Earth suggests that Bagherabad does indeed fit better with ‘Ribat-i Qazi 

Imad’50.  The relevant Quarter-Inch map also records “marshy land” to the north of 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
40

 I hope to explore this fascinating and valuable source in much more detail in a forthcoming paper. 
41

 Szuppe, 1986 p.100 
42

 Szuppe, 1986 p.100  
43

 Szuppe, 1986 p.100  
44

 Canby, 2009 p.106 
45

 All the ‘distances from Isfahan’ provided in this paper are derived from Yazdi’s tanab measurements, 
converted for ease of reading into kilometres, with one farsakh equivalent to 6km (or 150 tanabs) and one 
tanab equivalent to 39.9m 
46

 Melville, 1996 pp.200, 202 
47

 From the shapes of the arches, I thought that this fort appeared to be of Qajar construction – although this 
of course does not rule out rebuilding / renovations of the mudbrick.  There were no ceramic sherds visible to 
help with dating. 
48

 Siroux 1971 pp.105-108 
49

 Kleiss, 1986 pp.42-3; Kleiss, 1997 p.83. Of course, Ashraf and Farahabad were both constructed later than 
1601.   
50

 See footnote 31 above 
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Isfahan in the direction of Dombi51, perhaps making the ‘direct’ route less practical 

than it initially appears, especially in the late autumn/winter. 

 

II. Sardahan ς and the tanab 

Sardahan caravanserai52, the next stopping place for the Shah’s party (87km from 

Isfahan), is described by Siroux as “un nom toujours fameux” and as one of the few 

caravanserais to be marked on maps53.  Kleiss suggests that it was also on the Safavid 

königsweg54.  Stodart, arriving there with the Dodmore Cotton embassy on 4 May 

1628, described “Sardahone” as “a very poore place”, although he may have been 

adversely influenced by the sight of a man “stacked”, that is staked or impaled, 

there55.  I found the caravanserai surprisingly difficult to locate on the ground56 – 

although it does still look pleasingly like Siroux’s notion of a lost Italianate palace57 

and, once the map coordinates are known, Google Earth provides a truly splendid 

satellite view of the remains of the building and the pass that it commands. 

It was near Sardahan that I experimented with using the tanab – the rope-measure58.  

In Isfahan, I had been fortunate enough to meet the master craftsman in overall 

charge of renovating the Safavid buildings in New Julfa.  Although this man had no 

experience or knowledge of a tanab being used to measure walking-distances; he 

explained the different types of traditional rope to me59 and also described how the 

                                                           
51

 See the 9P series in the British Library cataloguing system for the India Office Quarter-inch maps, for 
example/9051/9P 
52

 Della Valle also visited Sardahan – describing it as being ‘alone in the middle of the countryside, without a 
village or houses, nor even any neary habitation . . one finds provisions nevertheless, because the Master of 
the Caravanserai always has with him the necessary provisions for those who pass along this route. Della Valle 
1664 II p.190 
53

 Siroux, 1971 p.167 
54

 Kleiss, 1998 p.97 
55

 Stodart, 1953 p.44 
56

 It is not visible from the modern road when travelling northwards from Isfahan to Kashan – the modern 
northern and southern carriage-ways are widely separated both from each other and also from the more 
traditional route. 
57

 Siroux, 1971 p.168 – and see http://carolinemawer.com/shah-abbas/isfahan-12.php  
58

 See http://carolinemawer.com/shah-abbas/measuring-with-a-rope.php for more details. 
59

 For example, stronger rope is used by qanat workers, as it has to reliably take the weight of a man and his 
load. 

http://carolinemawer.com/shah-abbas/isfahan-12.php
http://carolinemawer.com/shah-abbas/measuring-with-a-rope.php
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maximum length for rope was determined by the size of buildings, and therefore by 

the standard size of Safavid bricks.  He then helped me purchase and accurately 

measure a sturdy piece of rope, equivalent to a tanab at 39.9m long60.  A helpful 

lecturer from the Islamic Azad University in Isfahan, specialising in (modern) building 

metrics, persuaded some of her students to make up my small measuring team.   

 
Image 3: Google Earth map of Sardahan pass, showing the caravanserai remains 

 

Although I had been concerned about the practicality of using such a long rope to 

measure and walk over rough ground, we soon found a simple and fast way of 

working.  A minimum of three people are required: one leads off at the front, and 

when the rope is fully extended, the second person marks the spot, whilst keeping a 

tally.  The third person then catches up, whilst the first person can move forward 

simultaneously.  This means that the group can effectively move forward at near-

normal walking-speed, although in practice we were slowed somewhat since we 

were also making frequent GPS measures to allow a subsequent comparison of 

                                                           
60

 Marcinkowski, 2003 p.94. See also Melville, 1996 footnote 37 



12 of 38 – caroline@carolinemawer.com – May 2010 

 

accuracy.  After starting by simply walking in a straight line on flat ground, we also 

experimented on undulating terrain and in curves around small hills – and found 

extremely high levels of precision, as long as the tally was kept accurately. 

The complementary paper discusses the tanab measurements along a selected 

section of the Khurasan highroad in some detail61.  The route of this latter section is 

easier to establish, and is also straighter and flatter.  It is therefore better suited for a 

more detailed comparison of the various historical and modern methods for the 

measurement of journey distances. 

 

III. Up through Natanz to Kashan 

Melville suggested that the next halt Shah Abbas camped at – the plane tree at 

Natanz (123km from Isfahan) – was “the great plane tree described by Figueroa”62.  

This “monstrous” tree was the place “under which lodge*d+, from time immemorial, 

all the caravans passing from Shiraz and Isfahan to Qazvin and Tabriz”.  Even at 

midday, with the sun right overhead, the huge branches apparently shaded an area 

of more than thirty paces size, and Figueroa describes seeing a caravan of 200 

camels, horses and other beasts of burden easily accommodated in its shadow.  The 

tree was conveniently watered by a mountain stream, and it also offered a raised, 

comfortably breezy place for sleeping and storage of luggage.  Under the branches, 

“but far enough from its trunk, one sees a little house where people have barley and 

straw, as well as other provisions, for sale to travellers”63.   

When visiting Natanz, I was immediately impressed by the vast and obviously aged 

plane tree immediately in front of the Shaykh Abd al-Samad shrine.  Due to its great 

size, this particular tree is easily visible on the satellite images of Google Earth64.  

                                                           
61

 Mawer, 2010b 
62

 Melville, 1996 p.200 and his reference 42  
63

 Figueroa visited this tree on 8-9 August 1618. All the quotes and paraphrases subsequent to footnote 62 
above are from Silva y Figueroa, 1667 p251-2.  
64

 This tree is locally reputed to give the shade that has kept the Ilkhanid tile facade of the shrine in such good 
condition.  See a modern image on http://www.carolinemawer.com/shah-abbas/isfahan-14.php 

http://www.carolinemawer.com/shah-abbas/isfahan-14.php
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However, the tree Figueroa describes was apparently situated 200 paces from the 

shrine65.  Local Cultural Service staff showed me the remains of another ancient, 

once-huge tree which, from its location, may perhaps correspond to Figueroa’s – and 

Shah Abbas’ – tree66.  They also told me that the town of Natanz traditionally 

extended “az chenar ta menar” *from the plane tree to the shrine minaret+. 

 
Image 4:  Google Earth map of modern Natanz, showing the shrine, with minaret, and sites of extant 

plane (chenar) tree, plus the stump of Figueroa’s chenar.   
 

After Natanz, the subsequent stopping place is the ‘Birka by the caravanserai of 

Khwaja Qasim’ (159km from Isfahan). ‘Birka’ is an Arabic word generally taken to 

mean a small reservoir67; although local people did not recognise this usage and 

suggested that it might actually be a mangled version of ‘bekreh’, a commonly used 

                                                           
65

 Silva y Figueroa, 1667 p.251 
66

 This ancient tree, or – more accurately – its’ still just-living remains, is approximately the right distance (with 
a tall man taking long paces) from the shrine. It is in an old market place area in the modern town, which might 
perhaps have developed from the provisions for sale in Figueroa’s time.  It is near a now-canalised stream, 
which local people told me now flowed mainly during the winter and with the spring melt.  
67

 Covington, 2006, p18 
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word for ‘good clean desert’ in the local language of Baadi68.  Melville was not at all 

sure where this stop might be, but suggested that it was perhaps near Dehabad69.  In 

that village, the local headman was keen to show me a large old multi-storey mud 

building named for a ‘Hajji Qasem’, for whom there was a specially dedicated and 

decorated room70.  The headman is himself a ‘Qasem’71, as are the majority of the 

current village inhabitants, and Aqa Qasem also showed me where the main qanat 

(underground irrigation canal72) serving the village emerges from its underground 

channel.  He told me how, in his childhood, this opening was the site of a pretty tea-

house over a small pool – and we wondered if this could perhaps be the ‘birka’ of 

Shah Abbas.  When Pietro della Valle stayed in ‘Deh-abad’ in 1618, in the house of a 

man who was “very civil and courteous and who gave us a thousand caresses”, he 

especially noted the “several little currents of water quite full of fish . . the quantity 

was so large, that at all times, one could take an infinity [of these fish] in one’s 

hands”73 

Following this, Abbas and his party stopped at an ‘Imamzada’ (191km from Isfahan).  

There are over forty Imamzadehs in the local area74, so this site is particularly difficult 

to pin down.  Melville wondered if it was the shrine of Salih b. Musa al-Kazim 

                                                           
68

 ‘Baadi’ is derived from Pahlavi. The language is actively used – including by children and young people – in 
the town of Badroud and neighbouring areas on the edge of the desert right round to Semnan. ‘Bekreh’ is an 
important concept in a society who traditionally view what non-locals call ‘the desert’ as a fruitful resource for 
agriculture and a pathway for trading and communication. Personal communication: Zabihollah Solatian, 
November 2008 
69

 Melville, 1996 p.205 
70

 The village has two large mud buildings, both called ribat/fort, and both named for ‘Hajji Qasem’. The more 
‘modern’ is still in active occupation and appears, stylistically, to be Qajar.  The older – apparently with a 20m

2 

decoratively-plastered room on the second floor dedicated to Hajji Qasem – is currently being extensively 
renovated.  I stopped my visit inside the older building when one of the older men accompanying me fell into a 
deep hidden pit: after he was extricated, I declared that we should not try to climb to the second floor. 
71

 Though not a Hajji – he told me he was instead proud to be a Mashti.  Incidentally, the Qasems in Dehabad 
generally have unusual light hazel or blue eyes.  See: http://carolinemawer.com/shah-abbas/isfahan-15.php  
72

 Lendering, undated. Electronic resource 
73

 Della Valle, 1664 II p.192 
74

 Personal communications: various Cultural Service staff in Natanz, November 2008.  The especially large 
number of local Imamzadehs is due to the death nearby of one of the brothers of Imam Riza, when he was 
attacked here on his way to Mashhad to help Imam Riza.  The shrine for Imam Reza’s brother is at Abu 
Zaidabad, but many of his followers were either killed in the same engagement, or died later after settling in 
the area to be near the Abu Zaidabad shrine – and they too have Imamzadehs.    

http://carolinemawer.com/shah-abbas/isfahan-15.php
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“incorrectly positioned”75, and I confirmed that the location of the latter Imamzadeh 

does not fit with the distances given by Yazdi, wherever the Shah may have stayed in 

Kashan76.  Another option might be the “Emansade” where Figueroa stayed.  This 

was described as more than four leagues from Kashan, and as being a garden 

belonging to the King77.  However, in 1618 when Figueroa was there – so more than 

fifteen years after the walk to Mashhad – the building was not completed and, 

despite the “big canal of very good water”, the trees were very small.  Perhaps more 

importantly, Figueroa reports being “strangely persecuted . .  for the whole night by 

a sort of midge, which are so white and so small as to be imperceptible”.  Apart from 

producing painful burning over the face, arms and hands, this apparently also “gave a 

spirit of worry, which completely forbade any rest”78.  If these creatures had been 

around in 1601, the Shah surely wouldn’t have even have started any building.   

 

IV. Kashan 

Although there were undoubtedly many suitable places for elite lodging in Safavid 

Kashan79; I think it most likely that the Shah would have stayed in his own ‘palace’ 

whilst passing through on the walk to Mashhad.  Manwaring, arriving in the town in 

1598 with the Sherley brothers – and actually then accompanying Shah Abbas – 

reports how, on that occasion, “the King did lie at his own palace”80.  During the 1601 

walk (when the Shah halted 211km from Isfahan), a short residence at the royal 

                                                           
75

 Melville, 1996 p.205. Della Valle records that he saw – but did not stay at – a ‘large Mosque, with gardens, 
rooms and other conveniences for several people who live there . . They call this place . . Saleh-i Musa-
Cadhum’. Della Valle, 1664 II p.192 
76

 Using Google Earth, I assessed the journey-distances from Salih b.Musa al-Kazim using various possible 
stopping places in Kashan – including the current town centre, the shrine where Shah Abbas is reputed to be 
buried and the Fin Gardens. 
77

 Figueroa stayed here on 4-5 June 1618, then travelled four leagues until his party was met by dignitaries 
from Kashan with two ‘charges’ of fruit, one of snow, and some other refreshments appropriate to “the great 
heat of the season”; before they all travelled an additional half-league into Kashan itself. Silva y Figueroa, 1667 
p.207 
78

 Silva y Figueroa, 1667 p.207 
79

 Kashan was a thriving town by 1601: just one year before, Cartwright wrote that “the best trade of all the 
land is there” (Cartwright, 1611 p.58).  In 1598, the Sherley party apparently lodged in a nobleman’s house 
(Manwaring 1933 p.212) while in 1601, Muratowicz stayed in ‘the luxurious palace’ of Tahmas Beg, apparently 
the Shah’s 2

nd
 vizier (Szuppe 1986, p.94).  
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palace would also have facilitated the business carried out during one of the 

documented interruptions to the walk: Yazdi described how the Shah met a Russian 

Ambassador and a delegation of dissatisfied Christians from Lar81.   

This ‘palace’ may be the building mentioned by Gouvea as having, in 1602, a terrace 

“on the highest floor”82 – and described in more detail by Figueroa: “the house or 

palace which the King [Abbas] has in this town . . is in effect one of the most 

beautiful houses, the most comfortable and the best built, that the King has in the 

whole of his Kingdom”83.  It apparently had a “large and very lovely garden”, which 

opened into another and even bigger garden, with espaliers “so full of fruit” that it 

corresponded perfectly to Figueroa’s conception of the care that Oriental Kings 

generally took with their gardens, with an additional building used as a “Serail, or 

retreat of the wives”.  This ensemble was “a little in front of” a splendid caravanserai, 

“which has only been built a few years”84 – so presumably after 160185. 

In 1618, della Valle described the Shah’s palace in Kashan as being in a suburb of the 

town, facing one of the town gates, and fronted by a “beautiful Meidan – that is to 

say a square or, rather, a long and wide street, which ends at a gate of the town”86.  I 

could, however, find no definite remains on the ground of either Shah Abbas’ palace 

or his caravanserai87.  Especially bearing in mind Figueroa’s descriptions of the 

beautiful gardens, I was still not sure whether the palace was nearer to the current 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
80

 Manwaring 1933 p.212 
81

 Melville, 1996 p.210 
82

 De Gouvea 1646, p.154. This terrace was described as being of beaten earth, proof against the winter rain, 
but also as being made for after-dinner conversation and relaxation. This visit to Kashan was in 1602 – shortly 
before De Gouvea’s arrival in Isfahan on the 10

th
 November 1602  

83
 Silva y Figueroa, 1667 p.208 

84
 “that which most embellishes the place is a large caravanserai, which has only been built a few years [my 

italics+, capable of taking many people, and with several beautiful fountains and beautiful apartments” Silva y 
Figueroa, 1667 p.208 
85

 Cartwright, visiting Kashan in 1601, was most impressed with the trade there – “I am persuaded that in one 
year there is more silk brought into Caffan, than is broadcloth brought into the Citie of London” (Cartwright, 
1611 p.58).  Although he describes the palaces and other architecture in Isfahan, he mentions no specific 
buildings in ‘Caffan’ – further supporting a post-1601 construction date for the caravanserai.  
86

 Della Valle, 1664 II p.195 
87

 It is possible that the caravanserai is the beautiful two-storey building with apparently tiled spandrels 
depicted in ‘The Great Inn in Cashan’ 1686, British Library Shelfmark 51700(2). 
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town-centre or perhaps close to the Fin Gardens88.  Using Google Earth, however, to 

compare distances to the subsequent stopping place89, I can conclude that Abbas did 

not stay at or near the Fin Gardens.   

Yazdi reports that it was in Kashan and five days after his departure from Isfahan that 

Abbas received news of the illness of his aunt, Zainab Begum, and that he rode back 

from there to Isfahan in a single night90.  Muratowicz who, it was suggested above, 

dined with the Shah in Daulatabad just before the walk really started, reports seeing 

Abbas on the fourth day after their dinner, on the road to Kashan.  The Shah was on 

horseback, but noticed the merchant and reminded him to pass their previous 

conversation on to “His Majesty the King *of Poland+, your Lord and my brother, so 

that he does not forget that he will have in me a faithful friend”91.  This could be an 

eye-witness description of Abbas responding to the news of his aunt’s ill-health.     

 

V. Across the salt desert 

Figure SA1_4 shows Shah Abbas’ route across the salt plain and salt mud (together, 

called kavir) areas up to the Khurasan highroad.  

Leaving Kashan, Abbas next stopped only one farsakh (around six kilometres92) away, 

at Aran va Bidgul (222km from Isfahan).  This short travel-distance might be 

consistent with the lengthier halt in Kashan, with the Shah’s party effectively 

‘restarting’ their delayed journey.  Della Valle reports staying at a caravanserai in 

‘Bidgul’ in 161893, though I could find no extant Safavid caravanserai or other 

                                                           
88

 Abbas had various structures erected in the Fin Gardens, but I have found no specific dating for this 
construction work. Wilbur, 1957 p.506 
89

 Aran va Bidgul is the next stopping place.  I tried to also factor in the unknown-location ‘Imamzada’, but this 
unfortunately did not help pinpoint the location of either the Kashan halt, or the ‘Imamzada’. 
90

 Melville, 1996 p.210  
91

 Szuppe, 1986 p.100 
92

 Marcinkowski, 2003 p.91 
93

 Della Valle, 1664 II p.208 
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building there.  The congregational mosque is currently being rebuilt – but the oldest 

inscribed date I could find was 1197AH (so 1782AD)94.  

On from there was ‘Khoshab’ (241km from Isfahan), literally ‘good water’, which 

Melville suggested corresponds to the spring at Chahar Taqi on the Quarter-Inch 

maps95.  Local people took me to a depression in the ground with some vegetation 

and a few building remnants in the otherwise-dusty desert96. This they called ‘Khosh 

Ab’: the high underground water table means that watermelons will always grow 

well in season without any irrigation.  Comparing the two possible locations using 

Google Earth, neither seems exactly correct, although the map site of Chahar Taqi is 

probably nearest. 

 
Image 5: Google Earth map of the kavir area of salt plain and salt mud north-east of Kashan 

                                                           
94

 On some graffiti carefully preserved on a wall. The only actual inscription on the building, incised in an 
entrance hall, had the date 1321AH/1903AD 
95

 Melville, 1996 p.205.   
96

 These remnants were mainly made up of modern-looking baked bricks.  I saw no pottery or sherds.  See also 
http://carolinemawer.com/shah-abbas/isfahan-18.php  

http://carolinemawer.com/shah-abbas/isfahan-18.php
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Next came Dastkan (273km from Isfahan), where della Valle complained that he 

found “neither a village nor any sign of habitation, because it is impossible to live in 

this desert” but instead saw “only two caravanserais, built for travellers, in one of 

which. . we lodged”. This place he called ‘Deschien’97.  Present-day Dastkan is within 

sight of the fearsome white expanses of the Darya Namak, or ‘salt sea’.  There is 

minimal vegetation and no discernible remnants of any buildings, but only a simple 

bucket-well, with the most deliciously cool and pure water, and a small trough, 

presumably for the camels running wild locally.  It is located shortly after Maranjab, a 

heavily-restored Safavid caravanserai-cum-ribat attributed locally to Shah Abbas.  

Maranjab is not mentioned in any of the accounts of the 1601 pilgrimage, although it 

is perhaps possible that it was part of the post-walk building campaign described by 

Melville98.  

Although Yazdi names Hauz-i Aqa Muhammad, 11 farsakhs away over the Darya 

Namak, as the next stopping place99; della Valle reports being guided over the salt 

plains by pillars of black stones100 to a “small space of black, dry ground that the King 

[Abbas] caused to be brought once, because to satisfy his devotion, he went on a 

foot pilgrimage to one of their mosques, in Chorazan”.  Della Valle describes how the 

Shah did not expect to be able to walk over the salt plain in one day and how this 

facility was ‘now’ – that is in 1618 – used by winter caravans101.   I could find no trace 

of this area of black earth on my journeys or on reviewing the Google Earth satellite 

images102.  However, I did try out walking on the salt plains, to get an idea of how 

feasible the Shah’s daily walks actually were103.  Exactly like della Valle, I was lucky 

enough “not to be incommoded in any way” by water in the salt area: the ground 

                                                           
97

 Della Valle, 1664 II p.208.  See also http://carolinemawer.com/shah-abbas/isfahan-19.php  
98

 Melville, 1996  pp.212-4 
99

 11 farsakhs is equivalent to 66 kilometres: a challenging days walk, whatever the terrain. 
100

 Della Valle, 1664 II p.209 
101

 Della Valle, 1664 II p.210 
102

 I have however included it on my schematic Figure 4.  
103

 The second of my trips was purposefully planned for the same late autumn/early winter season that the 
Shah walked in – to ensure the day-length and weather was as similar as possible. 

http://carolinemawer.com/shah-abbas/isfahan-19.php
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was solid and the walking was – instead of challenging – truly “the most agreeabl*e+ 

that I can say”.104    

After the ‘black earth’ in the Darya Namak, therefore, came Hauz-i Aqa Muhammad 

(340km from Isfahan). This is an extant small pool with a tiny abambar (covered 

water-tank), now used for animal water supplies in the restricted-entry Kavir 

National Park.  It perhaps corresponds to the reservoir of sweet water that della 

Valle found, and utilised, on his journey105.    

Melville says that the Hauz-i Aqa Muhammad was “presumably” part of the post-

walk construction of a stone causeway with a water tank and pond106.  However, I 

would like instead to suggest pragmatically that this ‘new’ causeway corresponds 

more exactly to the extant Sang Farsh (stone carpet) over the salty mud area north-

east of the true salt plains of the Darya Namak.  Della Valle describes this as under 

construction in that area in 1618107.  Herbert – travelling in 1628 on the königsweg 

from Isfahan to Mazanderan, and so avoiding the Darya Namak altogether by 

travelling via ‘Suffedaw’108 – offers conflicting evidence about the causeway.  He 

describes a “paved cawsey” *causeway+, seemingly both before and after ‘Syacow’109.  

This latter was a place “notable in her caravanserai, which is built from the ground of 

good freestone, white and well polished, yea to the best of my remembrance . . this 

was the first building of this material I saw in eight hundred miles riding”.  This 

construction must be the gorgeous and unique white-stone building now called Qasr-

i Bahram by local people, and Siyahkuh or Abbasabad by Kleiss110.  However, the 

                                                           
104

 Della Valle, 1664 II pp.209-210.  His description – although in late January/early February – does indeed 
conform exactly to my own experience. I walked at dusk and into the night: the stars provided plenty of 
navigational help and avoided the sun-glare of the daytime. 
105

 Della Valle, 1664 II p.211. An alternative for della Valle’s reservoir is the extant abambar: Hauz-i Qayluqeh. 
This is still used by animals. For more details of this structure, see Kleiss, 1997 II Abb.132.  
106

 Melville p.212-4. I am not sure how Hauz Agha Mohamad can have been constructed after the 1601 walk, if 
the Shah stopped there. 
107

 Della Valle, 1664 II p.216 – and see du Val, 1680a. 
108

 Herbert, 1928 p.143-4 
109

 du Val, 1680b 
110

 Kleiss, 1985. Electronic resource  
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terrain leading up to ‘Qasr-i Bahram’ from ‘Suffedaw’ (clearly the present Sefid Ab111) 

is dry and hilly, rather than the “boggy loose ground . . covered with salt” apparently 

described by Herbert112.  Herbert’s fellow-traveller, Stodart, also only described a 

“causeeye” *causeway+ after ‘Siocooh’113.  This all suggests that perhaps Herbert’s 

account (and therefore also Du Val’s 1680 map of his trip114) is in error. 

 
Image 6:  Qasr-i Bahram / Siakhuh / Abbasabad 

 

As well as ‘Qasr-i Bahram/Siyahkuh’ there are two other Safavid buildings in this 

area.  All three are situated close together, and between the difficult terrains of the 

salt plains [the Darya Namak] and the salty mud (see Image 5 or Figure SA1-4 as 

above)115.  ‘Ayn ol-Rashid’ is described locally as the caravanserai used by 

commoners travelling through the area, and may perhaps be one of the buildings 

                                                           
111

 This is named as ‘Suffidobe’ by Stodart, Herbert’s travelling companion (Stodart, 1935 p.46).  As well as the 
clear similarity in the names to the current ‘Sefid Ab’, the current building remains correspond well with 
Stodart’s description of the location: “a howse lying upon the side of a hill, wher ther was a very fayre tanck 
over agaynst the doore, the water being brackish”.  
112

 Herbert, 1928 p.143 
113

 Stodart, 1935 p.46 
114

 du Val, 1680b 
115

 I have discussed these three structures in more detail in Mawer, 2010c 
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mentioned by della Valle in 1618116; while ‘Qasr-i Bahram/Siyahkuh’ is locally 

reputed to have been built as a hunting lodge for Shah Abbas, and ‘Haramserail’ is 

currently thought by local experts to have been the accommodation for Abbas’ wives 

and children when he was hunting locally.  Despite these celebrated royal links, the 

especially palatial accommodation at Qasr-i Bahram117, and documented graffiti 

suggesting that Qasr-i Bahram had already been constructed118; none of these three 

buildings are mentioned as being visited on the 1601 walk.  Yazdi does, however, 

describe Abbas returning to Isfahan in late 1602 from the Balkh campaign via the 

‘Siyahkuh’ route and staying at the ‘Shahi’ caravanserai119, which latter surely 

corresponds to ‘Qasr-i Bahram/Siyahkuh’.   

North-east of the patch of easier land where Qasr-i Bahram, Haramserail and Ayn ol-

Rashid are located, comes around thirty kilometers of salty mud.  In marked contrast 

to the trouble-free walking over the salt plain of Darya Namak, della Valle describes 

battling along a difficult, dirty and muddy ‘road’, with the horses sinking in up to 

their girths, until they reached the start of the ongoing construction – apparently 

ordered by Shah Abbas – of a paved route120.  The very real travel difficulties across 

the mud were obvious when I was in the area, and further support my proposal that 

the post-walk building campaign described by Melville was focused in the salt mud 

area.  Incidentally, the Sang Farsh is clearly visible on satellite images – a striking 

testimony to Safavid construction, when the road-builders were working in such 

challenging conditions. 

The next halt for the Shah was Pul-i Shurab (literally, ‘Bridge over the Salty/Sour 

River’: 367km from Isfahan).  According to della Valle, and also as witnessed more 

recently by me, many small streams cut the muddy route, with various more-or-less 

structures traversing them.  For della Valle, the largest of these was over a river 
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 Della Valle, 1664 II p.211 
117

 Qasr-i Bahram / Siyahkuh is just as impressive even today as Herbert described it to be, and has an 
especially palatial shahnishin, with unusual underground stabling. See also Kleiss, 1997 pp.80-81 
118

 In 1971, when AH Morton visited the site, some graffiti was recorded which included a date of 
AH1001/AD1592. Personal Communication: Mariam Emamy, April 2010. 
119

 Melville, 1996 p.213 
120

 Della Valle, 1664 II p.216 
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named – albeit in the Turkish idiom – for its sour and salty waters.  This latter was 

more spacious and included facilities for those wanting to rest there121.  I saw the 

remains of two substantial bridges122 – although there was a distinct disagreement 

between my two local experts as to which of these was actually Pul-i Shurab.  Using 

Google Earth to assess the distances to the neighbouring halts, I have been able to 

work out who was correct.   

 
Image 7: Google Earth map of the salt mud area north-east of Qasr-i Bahram; showing the Sang 
Farsh and sites of the multiple water-courses and the bridge (Pul-i Shurab). 

 

Just beyond the salt mud area123, the Shah then stopped at Sar-i Cheshma (394km 

from Isfahan). ‘Cheshme’ means ‘spring’ and, from the Quarter Inch maps, Melville 
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 Della Valle, 1664 II p.216 
122

 Siroux includes a beautiful photograph of what looks like a Safavid bridge in this area sometime before 1944 
– almost complete and in remarkably good condition compared with the crumbling pillar remnants I could find 
(Siroux, 1949 T LXXX1 N.6). I might note here that I think it is possible that that Siroux did not himself visit the 
area – he confuses photograph attributions between Sefid Ab and Qasr-i Bahram/’Siah-kouh’, and credits a 
Mme Vostang with the local photographs he prints (Mawer, 2010c, and Siroux, 1949 p.72 footnote 2). 
123

 The edge of the salt mud area is currently being ‘reclaimed’ for agricultural use – though since this is being 
done by irrigation with pumped groundwater, the local groundwater levels are dropping, and there will 
therefore ultimately be increased salination in the area. 
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considered this as “evidently Chashma Bulala”124.   On the ground, although I could 

find no sign or memory of anything so-named; I did find the remains of a spring 

called ‘Shah-i Chesma’, which had dried up within the relatively recent memory of 

the local agriculturalists.  This was said to have had some link with Shah Abbas, 

although no-one was sure what that might be.  The distance to the previous stopping 

place is certainly consistent with Yazdi’s records.  

The last halt before the Khurasan highroad was named as ‘Qarya Qid in Khar’ (407km 

from Isfahan).  Melville was not able to identify this place, and suggests that it is 

“possibly to be equated with Herbert’s Gezz, though, from the distances given, it 

must have been located near Rashma”125.  Local people suggested that this halt 

therefore might be the town currently called Garmsar – previously sometimes 

named as ‘Reshme’.  Alternatively, they told me that ‘qaryeh’ is a local word for 

‘village’ and, noting the Turkic sound of the remainder of Yazdi’s place-name, they 

also eventually decided that the most sound-similar alternative in the vicinity was 

‘Qin der Geh’.  This used to be a small village, but when the local qanat dried up, the 

people left, and it is now an agricultural area, with a pumped water supply.  Using 

Google Earth to check distances, however, neither possibility is altogether 

convincing. 
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 Melville, 1996 p.204 
125

 Melville, 1996 p206. Della Valle, 1664 II p.217 merely says of ‘Rescme’ that it was a little township where he 
stayed in a caravanserai. 
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VI. The Khurasan highroad 

The Shah then turned eastwards onto the Khurasan highroad.  This last section of the 

walk contains 23 of the Shah’s 36 stopping places (see Figure SA1_5)126, and is 

discussed in more detail in the complementary paper127.  As mentioned above, while 

the route is relatively easy to follow, the vague names given for the stopping places 

and the lack of the relevant detailed accounts from Western travelers mean that the 

stopping places are actually more difficult to identify than those discussed here.  A 

quite different methodological approach is therefore used.  Although only three of 

the stopping places are identified with any certainty; several proposals are made, 

both about the 1601 walk, and about the early part of Shah Abbas’ reign.  

Specifically, it is suggested that the Shah camped at several additional stopping 

places, not recorded by Yazdi.  More generally, it is also proposed that the 1601 walk 

coincides with a shift in focus for Shah Abbas, as the Uzbeg problem is resolved.   

This has significant effects on the built environment in Khurasan, perhaps especially 

linked into Shah Abbas’ famous 999 caravanserais. 

 

VII. Conclusions 

Investigations on the ground in Iran added substantially to Melville’s map-based 

analysis of the 1601 thousand-kilometre walk of Shah Abbas from Isfahan to 

Mashhad.  Paradoxically, the earlier parts of the walk investigated here – although 

noted by Melville to be more difficult to trace on the maps – have produced some 

quite definitive results for the actual stopping places, in terms of their detailed on-

the-ground location. 

Actually experiencing the terrain on the field trips was extremely useful.  This 

allowed, for example, a positive trial of the tanab measuring system; and a better 

practical understanding of the distinctly different salt plain and salt mud 
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 Or 41 stopping places if the ‘black earth’ seen by della Valle, and the other stops at the very beginning of 
walk are all included. 
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environments in the kavir area, leading to a more evidence-based approach to Shah 

Abbas’ post-walk building programme.  A more immediate familiarity with the local 

landscape and various local settlements also somehow made it easier to ‘read’ the 

various other data sources – both traditional and electronic. 

Underpinning the work was the extensive local historical knowledge generously 

given by local people – particularly older men.  Sadly, the vital continuity of local oral 

history is now being broken.  Younger people, at least those I asked for help, do not 

seem to be learning from their elders; and are anyway now increasingly moving away 

from the villages.  I was lucky enough to be researching before this precious local 

data-resource is lost forever. 

The more conventional data sources of Persian manuscripts and oral history may 

seem quite distinct or perhaps even alien to the electronic resource of Google Earth.  

However, in practice, they actually complement each other well.  Google Earth 

facilitated quicker and more unambiguous identification of Shah Abbas’ stopping 

places from the information included in Yazdi’s account of the walk, for example 

confirming that Bagherabad was a better ‘fit’ for Ribat-i Qazi Imad than Dombi – with 

the more conventional maps then suggesting a rationale behind this.  Incidentally, 

Google Earth also allows those who cannot immediately visit the actual locations in 

Iran to ‘see’ some of the buildings the Shah stopped at, and to get some idea of the 

landscape that Abbas travelled through. 

Once the stopping places were positively located, reports from Western travellers in 

Shah Abbas’ Iran give richly detailed near-contemporary descriptions – even 

including information about some of the interiors of relevant buildings.  Especially 

exciting are Muratowicz’ eye-witness accounts of his dinner with the Shah; then the 

walk starting the next day, probably from Daulatabad; and his subsequent encounter 

with Abbas on the road to Kashan, on the fourth day.  
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 Mawer, 2010b 
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Although there are still significant unanswered questions, on-the-ground 

investigations, alongside a careful review of relevant textual and electronic sources, 

have therefore substantially fleshed out the story of the first part of Shah Abbas’ 

1601 walk from Isfahan to Mashhad.   

This walk took place just as Abbas was finally quelling the civil mayhem he had 

inherited, and coincided with the beginning of a much more outward-looking period 

– especially for trade and commerce.  While there were undoubtedly many 

additional influences, perhaps the Shah’s personal experience of the practical 

difficulties of travel across Safavid Iran may have led not only to the specific building 

programmes discussed here, but also have acted as a driver and key inspiration for 

the development of the substantial commercial and trading infrastructure that 

underpinned the success of Shah Abbas – and so of Safavid Iran.   
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Table SA1_1: Route taken by Shah Abbas in 1601, and stage-lengths along the way   
back to main text 1 

 Yazdi's distances
1
 Km fr. 

Isfahan
2
 

Notes from Melville 1993 (M) 
Farsakhs Tanabs 

Naqsh-i Jahan Palace       From Iskandar Beg, not included by Yazdi 

Masjid-i Tuqchi       From Iskandar Beg, not included by Yazdi 

Daulatabad       From Iskandar Beg, not included by Yazdi 

Ribat-i Qazi Ahmad  8 50 50 M says: not sure of location: not mentioned in 
other sources - perhaps Dombi 

Sardahan caravanserai 6 27 87   

Pay-i Chinar Natanz  5 147 123   

Birka by caravanserai of 
Khwaju Qasim 

6 7.5 159 M says: not sure of location: perhaps near 
Dehabad 

Imamzada 5 65 191 M says: not sure of location: if not as described by 
Figueroa, perhaps shrine Salih b. Musa al-Kazim 

Kashan  3 55 212 Abbas returned to Isfahan for illness of Zainab 
Begum; met Russian ambassador and delegation 
from Lar here 

Aran va Bidgul 1 103 222   

Khoshab 3 46 241 M says: not sure of location: probably Chahar Taqi 

Dastkan 5 50 273   

Black earth patch     340 As described by Della Valle 

Hauz-i Aqa Muhammad 11 21.5 367   

Pul-i Shurab 4 85.5 394 M says: not sure of location: perhaps where the 
path crosses Shur-Rud 

Sar-i Chashma 4 62 407   

Qarya Qid in Khar 2 33 441 M says: not sure of location: perhaps near Rashma 

Dehnamak 5 92 463   

Abdolabad 3 103 478   

Ab e Barik 2 75 483   

Lasjird   140 499   

Sarkha-yi Simnan 2 85 521   

Simnan 3 110 548   

Chasta Khuran 4 75 563   

Ribat-i Ahuan 2 77.5 602   

Ribat-i Qusha 6 75 621 Nuqtavi dervish shot here 

Qaziq Sultan 3 35 640   

Damghan 3 25 642   

Damghan gate to gate   47 680   

Dehmullah 7   722   

Ghuriyan 2 20 735   

Bedasht 3 50 755   

Mayamay 10 34 816   

Alhak 10 85 879   

Mazinan 9 94 937   

Sadkharv 4 50 963   

Sabsavar 10 115 1027 Missing son of Abd-al Mumin Khan's wife 
presented to Abbas here 

Sabsavar gate to gate   29 1029   

Ribat-i Do Dar 7   1070 M says: not sure of location: probably Zafaraniyya 

Kalidar 2 110 1087   

Nishapur 9 10.5 1141   

Kutal Sakhtar     1141 M says: this is likely to be Sakhdar 

Mashhad 14 149 1231   

1: From Table 3, Melville, 1993 pp202-3.   2: Calculated, with 1 farsakh = 150 tanabs and 1 tanab = 39.9m 
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Table SA1_2: Stopping places for Shah Abbas on the 1601 walk from Isfahan up to 
the Khurasan highroad: Results Summary  
back_to_main_text_2 

 

Stopping place Findings 

Naqsh-i Jahan Palace Was in the palace area, to the west of the Ali Qapu Gate, 
Maidan Shah, Isfahan. Now destroyed. 

Masjid-i Tuqchi Now a roundabout. Just outside Tuqchi Gate in 1601. 

Daulatabad Now another roundabout. 'Orchard' house in 1601. 

Ribat-i Qazi Imad  Fort site in Bagherabad village. 

Sardahan 
caravanserai 

Extant building in the Sardahan pass. 

Pay-i Chinar Natanz  200 paces from the shrine of Shaykh Abd al-Samad. Just-
living remains of the actual tree may be extant. 

Birka by caravanserai 
of Khwaju Qasim 

Likely to be near the older of the two buildings dedicated 
to Hajji Qasem, in Dehabad 

Imamzada Not definitively found. May perhaps be 'Emansade' 
described by Figueroa, or extant shrine of Salih b. Musa al-
Kazim 

Kashan  Probably 'palace' of Shah Abbas as described by varlous 
Safavid travellers.  This building seems to be no longer 
extant. 

Aran va Bidgul Small town exists - exact halt not definitively found. 
Caravanserai described by della Valle in 1618 no longer 
extant. 

Khoshab Not definitively found. May perhaps be Chahar Taqi spring 
on War Office maps, or existing Khosh Ab 

Dastkan Water source extant.  Two caravanserais described by 
della Valle no longer extant. 

"Black Earth" Not found, although clearly described by della Valle 

Hauz-i Aqa 
Muhammad 

Extant abambar in the restricted entry Kavir National Park 

Pul-i Shurab Remains of two possible bridges are extant. Pul-i Shurab 
can be identified using distances on Google Earth 

Sar-i Chashma Recently dried up spring, Shah-i Cheshma, fits well with 
Yazdi's distances.  Melville's 'Cheshma Bulala' not found. 

Qarya Qid in Khar Not definitively found. Neither Garmsar (for Reshme) or 
Qin der Geh fit well with Yazdi's distances. 
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Figure SA1_1:  The 1601 walk of Shah Abbas from Isfahan to Mashhad: stopping places all along the way 
back to main text 2 
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Figure SA1_2: Safavid Isfahan: showing key buildings constructed before and after 1601  
back to main text 3 
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Figure SA1_3: The 1601 walk of Shah Abbas: the route and stopping places from Isfahan up to Kashan 
back_to_main_text_3 
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Figure SA1_4: The 1601 walk of Shah Abbas: the route and stopping places over the kavir area 
back to main text 4 
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Figure SA1_5: The 1601 walk of Shah Abbas: the route and stopping places along the Khurasan highroad to Mashhad  
back to main text 5 

 


