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' S THE STRUGGLE for hegemony unfolded in the former Junghar border-
4£-%.Jands in the west, a parallel but very different process was taking place
in the Russian territories bordering Mongolia and Manchuria in the east. In
the former, the Russian Empire’s policy was tentative, acutely conscious of
the limitations of its military capacity and the fragility of its footholds on the
Irtysh; in the latter, the new imperial configuration enabled frontier officials
like Varfolomei Iakobii to dream of epochal shifts encompassing at their
outermost limits the collapse of the Qing Dynasty and the absorption of
Khalkha Mongolia and Manchuria into the Russian Empire. The paradox
was that the border in this region had been fixed and stable for decades. It had
been mostly cielimited'&uring the preparation of the 1727 Treaty of Kiakhta,
Russians—notably merchants, Cossacks, and inmates of the vast convict-
labor silver mines of Nerchinsk—had been living there since the middle of
the seventeenth century. Interimperial interactions on this frontier were
highly regularized, with well-defined protocols for dealing with cross-
border raiders and fug'itives. At the same time, the Russian-subject Buriats
(northern Mongols) maintained religious and family ties with the Qing-
subject Khalkha, which enabled constant cross-border interaction between
them: It was in fact precisely these features of the frontier that enabled the
Russian Empire to construct an intelligence network that drew on dozens
of agents, spies; and informers in Mongolia.
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