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INTRODUCTION

Tue River Oxus rises in the snows of the Pamirs,
in that remote region where Afghanistan joins China,
and the two keep apart the territories of India and
Asiatic Russia. The Oxus flows west till it reaches
the Aral Sea, and at its source the mountains on its
left are the boundary between British and Afghan
territory. On the British side are the two States of
Hunza and Ishkoman, both in the Gilgit political
agency.

The Indus, in its long and tortuous journey from
Tibet to the Arabian Sea, leaves Baltistan and flows
south, skirting the Gilgit Agency, and passing through
the wild republics of Kohistan till it emerges at
Attock in the comparative peace of the Punjab.
Between the source of the Oxus in the north and the
Indus in the south lies the Gilgit Agency, an ap-
panage of the Maharaja of Kashmir and under the
charge of a British political agent. In this distant
and rugged region the mountains of the Karakoram,
Hindu Kush and Pamirs unite and form an intricate
network of glacier, peak and valley. In deep narrow
valleys nestle villages where straightened fields are
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tended with endless labour, and thus a considerable
population, which has preserved its customs and
independence for centuries, is supported. In them-
selves these communities are often small and insignifi-
cant, but in the aggregate they form a considerable
and varied population, which occupies an important
and extensive part of the Frontier tracts of India.
Indeed, the Gilgit Agency is one of the gates of India.
It is possible for a man to go to the north of Hunza
and stand in a place where he may look down into
Afghanistan, on the source of the Oxus, with Soviet
Russia beyond, and Chinese territory close on his
right with the streams draining into Central Asia and
finding their way to far Lop Nur, whilst behind him
the melting snows send their water to the Indian
Ocean.

If this spectator be well mounted, he can leave
Misgar, the most northerly village of Hunza, cross the
frontier into Chinese territory, ride across that narrow
tongue of land and over an easy pass and, if he has
started early, he can reach Kizil Robat, the farthest
post south-east of Bolshevist Asia, and do his shop-
ping in a Russian bazaar.

In the past eight years it has fallen to my lot to
visit the Gilgit Agency a number of times and the
following account has resulted from these journeys.
Visitors are rare, and are not encouraged, since the
economic situation has always to be watched. The
garrison has to be victualled from Kashmir, with diffi-
culty and expense. One of the chief anxieties is the
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scarcity of fodder, which makes transport dear and
inadequate. For six months in the year, too, the
Agency is cut off from India owing to the impossibility
of crossing the high passes which lie on the route,
whether from Kashmir or from the south.

The Agency has some unpleasant neighbours in
the disorderly republics that surround it, and the two
valleys of Darel and Tangir, lands of blood-feuds and
vendettas, are a constant nuisance to the officials.
These two States are typical of the other republics
that lie in Kohistan. These petty democracies are
interesting but disagreeable survivals of a turbulent
past, and have no attractions whatever, and certainly
no virtues to justify their continuance as indepen-
dent communities. These non-Pathan republics have
failed to evolve any system of self-government. They
have continued for generations wholly unable to govern
themselves, heedless of their own chosen assemblies,
and depending solely on the knife or the rifle to
settle their difficulties or to avenge themselves. It
is a state of affairs which the independent Pathan
tribesmen would never tolerate.

This book makes no pretence to being exhaustive
or authoritative. It endeavours to give no more than
an account of this remote region where life is still
simple, and where many attractive customs survive.

The following books have been of use to me,
though one or two of them are, of course, quite out
of date : In the Footsteps of Marco Polo by Clarence
Dalrymple Bruce, The Marches of Hindustan by David
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Fraser, The Making of a Frontier by Colonel A. G. A.
Durand, Political Frontiers and Boundary Making by
Sir Thos. H. Holdich, Where Three Empires Meet by
E. F. Knight, Chinese Central Asia, etc., by C. P.
Skrine, Tribes of the Hindoo Koosh by Major ]J.
Biddulph, Jammu and Kashmir by Frederic Drew,
Among the Kara-Korum Glaciers in 1925, with Con-
tributions by Ph. C. Visser, by Jenny Visser, Results
of a Tour in Dardistan, Kashmir, Little Tibet, Ladak,
Zanskar, etc., by G. W. Leitner.

I wish to express my thanks to my friend Mr.
David McLean for the help that he has given in
preparing my book for publication.

R. C. F. S.



CHAPTER 1
THE GILGIT AGENCY

IN the north-west of Kashmir State, running up to
and on the right of the Indus, is the Gilgit valley,
and in it is the Political Agency of the same name.
Although the settlement of Gilgit is actually ad-
ministered by the officials of the Maharaja of Kashmir,
the headquarters of the Agency have long been es-
tablished in the same town.

Just below Gilgit, the Hunza river flows from the
north into the Gilgit river, and in its valley are the
two States of Hunza and Nagir under their Thums
or Mirs.

Up the Gilgit valley, about twelve miles from the
town, begins the Jagir or Fief of Punyal, situated
on both sides of the river; immediately beyond is
the Governorship of the two States of Kuh and Ghizr.
To the east of these states is Yasin, or, as it is known
in the Chitrali or Khowar language, Warshigum.
Beyond this again is the Governorship of Ishkoman.

The Political Agent at Gilgit has control of the
four Governors—who are appointed and removed at
will—and also of the two chiefs of Hunza and Nagir.
The states ruled by the four Governors are known

as the political ilaqas.
15



16 BETWEEN OXUS AND INDUS

Gilgit is reached from Srinagar, the capital of
Kashmir, through Bandapur, forty miles from that
city, on the shores of the Wular lake, from which it
is not quite two hundred miles by a good mule road
to Gilgit. At first the scenery is pleasant, as the road
goes up to Tragbal with its fine view over the valley
of Kashmir, over the pass and through the well-
wooded Gurais valley from which the Burzil Pass
(13,773 feet) is reached. In summer this is an easy
ascent, over grassy slopes covered with flowers and
with not a trace of snow. In early spring it is a very
different matter. Then avalanches are numerous, and
it is seldom that some casualties do not occur. Early
winter is also alarming ; no one who has been much
in Gilgit has not experienced difficulties on the
Burzil. Indeed, this pass is quite a felicitous subject
of conversation, as its dangers are common to all ; it
is the lion on the way to Gilgit, and is really a serious
obstacle that nothing can improve. There 1s an
alternative way, the Kamri Pass, which, except for
scenery, offers no advantage as it opens later and
closes earlier.

After the traveller has crossed the Burzil he is
in another country. Thick forests and abundant
grass have disappeared, and the descent into the Astor
valley reveals a comparatively barren land. Trees
become less and less plentiful, rock and stone far
more so. Passing down the Astor valley the road
winds down the famous Hattu Pir, a cliff face that
is constantly slipping, and that is scarred with the



THE GILGIT AGENCY 17

remains of the many difficultly aligned and skilfully
built paths, most of which have fallen hundreds of
feet into the river below. In some places there are
galleries cut out of the cliff and supported on wooden
struts, but generally the track is a series of zigzags.
A heavy rock, stone shoot, or sharp shower of rain,
any one of these is enough to destroy the tenderly
cared-for road clinging so precariously to the hillside.
Below is Ram Ghat, and the Shaitan Nara where the
road crosses the Astor river by a suspension bridge.
Once I came here and found two bridges—a wise
precaution for the position is an important one—
with a convenient little rest-house. A while later
I returned, the rest-house was in the river and one
of the bridges had been torn away with it by the
hillside slipping and rocks falling. It is a hopeless
task, and year after year alterations and repairs have
to be laboriously carried out, but all work is no more
than makeshift, since nothing is durable when built
on the crumbling Hattu Pir. From the top of the
seven twists or chakkars of the path over a spur of
the Hattu Pir a dreary expanse of barren hill, plain
and desert is seen, relieved by two green patches
which accentuate the inhuman aridity. Behind, the
barren hills of Astor are relieved by the forests of
the chilgoza, or edible pine, and occasional red roses.

The road now follows the Indus river, that strange
and immense river which through all its course from
its source in Tibet to the Arabian Sea flows through

barren and desolate land. Whatever settlements are
2
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found on its banks depend not on the great river
that rushes uselessly past but on streams from the
hillsides. The plain of Bunji that now stretches
before us is no exception; war and flood have de-
stroyed its cultivation and now its dismal stony ex-
panse gives no hint of former habitation. The present
village of Bunji, small but pleasant, is the only oasis.

After crossing the Indus at Partab Pul below its
junction with the Gilgit river the track turns and
follows the latter valley. It passes through abundant
cultivation, here shaded by a long avenue of willow
trees and enters Gilgit from the south. The place
is attractive with a good bazaar, the best outside the
valley of Kashmir, pleasant gardens and houses, and
good water. The drawback to Gilgit is its situation,
as it is wedged between two walls of barren reddish-
brown rock that rise like ramparts on both sides of the
river. In the settlement itself all is green and fresh,
but there is no escape from those walls towering
grimly over the verdure. For two months in the
summer the heat, sand flies and mosquitoes are
intolerable ; Gilgit is then a city of the dead which
not even the fruit can charm into life. The winter
is rather agreeable ; there is little snow, it does not
lie, and the really cold period is short. Fuel is
scarce, and its supply is a problem which no one has
solved, although all that is needed is an extensive
planting of poplar trees.

The feature of Gilgit is its gardens, and the
Residency possesses the best. It is the headquarters
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of a Kashmiri Wazarat or province, with a Governor
or Wazir, an embarrassing arrangement as the Political
Agent of the Indian Government lives there also,
and two kings of Brentford create a situation intoler-
able to both.

The outlying district of Chilas belongs to the
Wazarat, but is in the charge of a British Political
Officer who is under the Political Agent at Gilgit.

Chilas is six marches or eighty-five miles from
Gilgit, down the Indus river, and is remarkable as
being the only part of Indus Kohistan that has come
under control : the rest of that extensive region
consists of a number of small republics which de-
monstrate only the bad qualities of that form of
government and prove its complete unsuitability to
Eastern peoples. The theory is that these Kohistan
States are governed by a jirga or assembly, but it is
generally so large as to be unwieldy ; no one obeys it,
and there are no chiefs or leaders to enforce obedience.

Chilas has improved somewhat but is still un-
satisfactory, and the people, although they are not
Pathans, seem to possess all the bad and none of the
good qualities of that race. In summer Chilas is
hot, in winter tolerable, and it is famous for the Chilas
fly, a foul insect with a very poisonous bite.

Chilas was seized by Algernon Durand in 1893,
after some fighting, and the Government of India
appear to have regarded its occupation with no en-
thusiasm. It had once before been attacked, by the

1 Cf. The Making of a Frontier by Col. A. G. A. Durand.
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Sikhs under Suja Singh about 1843, but with no
success. In 1850 the Chilasis plundered Astor,
whereupon the Kashmiri forces entered the country
and reduced the people. It must be admitted that
Chilas is a nuisance, but far less so since it has been
under our administration. Indeed, it is regrettable
that all these small states have not been taken over,
a feat that calls for no great expenditure or organisa-
tion. It is unsatisfactory for a remote province like
Gilgit to have an Alsatia on its borders, and the
road from Chilas to the Punjab by the Babusar Pass
is exposed to the raids of the Indus valley tribes,
though these savages are not so much a menace or
a danger as a complication which needs dealing
with.

This is, perhaps, a suitable place to refer quite
briefly to political conditions in the Gilgit area, which
has of late years fallen from its former eminence as
a key-point of Empire. When Imperial Russia was
threatening India Gilgit was in everyone’s thoughts,
but now that the threat has disappeared it has become
an official backwater, without honour in the courts
of the great. Whether in fact this is justified may be
queried, for in these days of aircraft and rapid com-
munication, when even motors may come within
reach of Gilgit, conditions have radically altered.
Gilgit is in a very forward, even an exposed, position,
though the narrow valleys and stupendous moun-
tains may continue to form a secure barrier for some
time to come.
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Apart from immigrants, the people of the Gilgit
Agency are wholly Mohammedans, and many of these
are Maulais or Ismailis, that is followers of His High-
ness the Agha Khan. Hunza, Punyal, and most of
Yasin are Maulai. Nagir is wholly Shiah, of which
sect there are 3oo families in Hunza also. Ishko-
man, Ghizr and Kuh are mixed Sunni and Maulai.
In Yasin there are some Sunnis, whilst Gilgit is
Shiah and Sunni. Chilas is wholly Sunni.!

The Gilgit Agency produces the crops usually
found in other parts of the Himalaya, but a good deal
of rice of inferior quality is also grown, principally
in Gilgit itself, but some even as far north as lower
Ishkoman, though it is hardly worth cultivating.
The determining factor is the cost of rice at Gilgit
where much is imported from India; the price is
consequently high since the local grain fails to satisfy
the demand.

Fruit is abundant and excellent. Apricots pre-
dominate, but apples and pears are plentiful. Gilgit
produces quantities of grapes but of an inferior kind
since the vines are not properly attended to, but
allowed to grow in picturesque festoons in a semi-
wild state. Peaches grow everywhere and are good ;

1 Maulais or Ismailis: a Mohammedan (Shi‘ite) sect, followers
of the Agha Khan, who claims descent, in direct line, from Ali
by his wife Fatima, daughter of the Prophet.

Shiah and Sunni: the Shi‘ites regard the first three Khalifahs
(representatives of the Prophet), viz. Abu Bekr (father-in-law of
the Prophct), Omar and Othman, as impostors, recognising only
Ali who, according to the Sunnis or Sunnites, was the fourth.
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the best are those of Hunza, though those of Punyal
are also esteemed.

Agriculture in the Gilgit Agency has much to be
thankful for; the snowfall in the lower wvalleys is
light, but in the hills it is ample for irrigation, and
thus there is never a shortage of water.

The chief need of the people is employment.
From its nature, the country can only support a
limited population, and with no trade there is no
money, and with no employment there is much
loafing : if the men of Yasin, Hunza and Punyal
were enlisted in the police or army the situation
would be relieved. The other states, however, pro-
duce so poor a type of man that they cannot be helped
by the offer of Government service. The curse of
the country, besides the unemployment of the surplus
peasants, is the attitude of the Gushpurs. A Gushpur
is a member of one of the ruling families who enjoys,
owing to his social status, a certain prestige with,
unhappily, certain privileges : he belongs in fact to
a decadent, arrogant, greedy, privileged class, which
will not work but expects to be supported in idleness.
In some states the services of one or two peasants are
placed gratuitously, and as a matter of right, at the
disposal of each Gushpur. Every European is pes-
tered by these hungry drones. It is impossible not
to feel sorry for them, for they are largely the victims
of tradition and environment, but it is equally impos-
sible to help them. They intrigue and cabal and, in
their way, are a nuisance. In the good old days war,
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sudden death, and other eventualities, incidental to a
wild and undisciplined existence, modified the problem.

Now, alas ! it increases with the blessings of peace.
The Governor of Ishkoman, Mir Bais Khan,

suggested, during the Great War, that a regiment of
Gushpurs should be raised and sent to the front.
If they died, well and good, their name would be
honoured : if they came back they would have
justified their position. In any case the Gushpur
question would be ameliorated. This sensible, if
cynical, proposal was unfortunately ignored, though
it seems incredible that not a single one of this in-
digenous nobility went to the front. 'The peasants
who suffer somewhat though not seriously from the
privileges of the Gushpurs are always making fun
of them, and call them by harsh if amusing names.
Yet, when on one occasion a Gushpur enlisted in
the Kashmir artillery the head of his house was
furious, and preferred that he should die of ennui
in poverty than lead an active and useful life.

Gilgit proper is noted for two peculiarities. Its
land tenure does not follow the Shariat (Moslem law)
when there are no sons to succeed, and it is at Gilgit
alone that the ceremony of Kalak Malak takes place,
which is a notification of the marriage and an assess-
ment of the presents. Generally speaking, however,
Gilgit is no more than a rendezvous, a cosmopolitan
district rapidly losing the distinctive qualities it once
had in the old days of its independence.
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CHAPTER 1II
THE FIEF OF PUNYAL

IT is proverbially difficult to leave a town in the
East and start on a journey to regions where bazaars
are unknown. I always used optimistically to an-
nounce that we should leave on a certain day, but it
was the needs of my servants and not the wishes of
their master that decided the date of our departure.

When I left Gilgit, I was accompanied by Abdulla
Beg and Daulat Shah, both belonging to Hunza,
who had been with me on two previous journeys in
Central Asia. Unfortunately, the former fell ill in
Chitral and had to return to his home. My old cook,
Aziza Rathar, a Kashmiri, also accompanied me.
He had fed me on the same two journeys referred
to, and I felt that if he wanted to come he should
be allowed to do so, especially as I had survived
his ministrations for so long. As a matter of fact,
the journey proved too much for him, or else he felt
that he had made his pile. At any rate, his interest
in his cooking-pots was not as great as it should
have been, and I suffered considerably from his lack
of enthusiasm. He had with him the same fellow-
villager as he had taken on the last journey. This
was a willing, decent creature named Abdulla Rathar,
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but as we had already one Abdulla his name was
changed to Subhana, a fashionable Kashmiri name.

On our way from Gilgit we fell in with Hasil Shah
who had been to sell a cow or to recover a horse.
He was an active, strong, Hunza man, so he joined
our troupe. In view of Abdulla’s subsequent illness
and departure, this was fortunate.

Gilgit is a small place, but the bazaar is good
and, had we been moving forth from a metropolis,
there could have not been more fuss and delay.
It was mid-June, and the little settlement, crushed
between its high barren mountain sides, blazed with
heat. Everyone wished to leave and seek higher and
cooler places, so that transport, always a difficulty
in Gilgit, was very scarce. At last, after many dis-
appointments, five ponies turned up—not enough, of
course, but then no transport ever suffices in the East,
for there the loads are not designed to fit the animals,
and the unhappy beasts are always the sufferers.
So the riding pony became a pack horse, and a
miniature tragedy ensued, for Aziza the cook was
obliged to walk ! If we had left him behind to find
a mount he would never have come after us, for his
brains refused to work if he were six feet from his
cooking-pots. He had no common sense, and often
suffered from its absence. Thus he had to leave
Gilgit on foot, an ignominious exit for a good cook.
It is a Persian practice to limit the first day’s march
to a few miles, and we did the same. There was the
village of Henzal eight miles off, and the cook’s
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feet, the heat, and the hour of departure pointed to it
as a desirable halting-place.

It was on the afternoon of 19 June 1933 that I
sadly left my kind hosts, Major and Mrs. Gillan,
and their delightful garden, and resolutely but re-
luctantly took to the road. The great king mul-
berries were fat and luscious, and squirted their
juice all over one. The apricot trees were weighed
down with fruit, and the lawns were dappled with
the wind-falls. Sweet-peas, a treasured scarlet an-
tirrhinum, and other flowers glowed in the heat,
and there was I, leaving this alluring spot and the
kindest of friends to wander through gloomy, rocky,
broiling gorges.

It was indeed hot, perfect June weather. The
wheat had been cut, and was standing in small
bundles, whilst the newly uncovered soil was being
hastily ploughed for the next crop, usually maize.
When two or more crops are produced in one season,
it is unwise to dally over the interval. As Gilgit is
one of the highest places where rice can be cultivated
with any success, some of the fields had been planted
with it. The carriage from Kashmir is considerable
and for that reason alone it was worth planting.
It is a poor sort, and even the Kashmir variety is
without honour amongst experts. Many of the rice
fields had been sown ingeniously in concentric rings
to simplify irrigation and to economise the ground.

As we ascended the valley of the Gilgit river
the scene was fascinating. Graceful trees, abundant
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crops, and bright clear streams formed a striking foil
to the baked and barren hillsides. It is this eternal
contrast between the desert and the sown that appeals
unfailingly to the Western mind. We in England are
unaccustomed to vegetation and aridity being near
neighbours, and we never cease to marvel at the feats
that the power of water can achieve in a desert place ;
the spectacle of the wilderness blossoming like the
rose always enthrals us. In this glaring, stark, burning
country, with rocky valley sides rushing upwards like
monstrous walls to thin glaciers and scanty snows
high above, these emerald villages soothe and allure.
No wonder the native rejoices in an orchard, and in
the ripple of water. So, too, did I when I passed a
chenar (plane tree) by a noisy water mill and crystal
stream, by which I would gladly have sunk to rest.
Below, on our right as we shuffled along the sandy
track, was the Gilgit river, tearing along—a desperate
river, ugly with its black turgid flood. Some fisher-
men were casting their nets; only two days before
one of their kind had fallen in and been drowned.

The road led over the wide Kargah stream,
cascading down, white and glistening. Above were
Buddhist remains, and below long canals to carry
water to Gilgit. I admired this clear dancing water
but the prosaic practical Abdulla scoffed at my foolish
sentimentality. ‘It is horrible water’, he said, ‘it has
no flavour, gives bad pains in the belly, and is famed
for the goitre it causes.” Behind me rose the great
pinnacles of Dubanni and Haramosh, caught by the
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golden setting sun, whilst even the dreary lower
hills were bathed in purple.

We slept at Henzal and next day left Kashmir
territory, entering the State of Punyal. In Kashmir
the cow is sacred, for the ruler is a Hindu, and when-
ever we left or entered its territories, the Moham-
medans used to make facetious remarks about beef.
My two Kashmiris, although Moslems, had been so
used to the sanctity of the cow that they could never
overcome their scruples about eating beef. The
Hunza men would roar with laughter at the Kashmiris’
gingerly approach to a piece of beef. Perhaps this
was why Aziza the cook had never learned how to
prepare any form of beef; he either kept the meat
till it went bad or served it up as tough as stirrup-
leather.

The track was good, very different from the rough
path which the Gilgit Mission used in 1885, and where,
a few miles beyond our camp, they lost a pony and
four thousand rupees in silver. The apricots were
ripe but only just so, for we were moving steadily
upwards. Abdulla would climb a tree and sit in the
branches eating the fruit, shaking some down for
Daulat and myself ; he looked like an overgrown
bear, and about as attractive. The farmer, hitherto
unseen, would turn up like magic when we entered
his orchard. Property owners, the world over, seem
invariably to arrive at inopportune moments !

Gulapur was the first village we came to in Punyal,
and very beautiful it looked with masses of pome-
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granate flowers rising from glistening leaves. Natives
are very fond of pomegranates, whilst most Europeans
regard the fruit as messy and unsatisfying.

The Raja of Punyal, Anwar Khan, lived on the
opposite side of the Gilgit river, and, as there was
only a rope bridge, it was his custom to cross it
and meet the passing traveller on the road. This
simple act of courtesy saved the visitor trouble and
the Raja much expense, as there was then no need to
offer hospitality to the passer-by. Protected by his
tiresome means of access, the Raja could watch,
with polite indifference, his fellow-chiefs and their
numerous relatives passing along, close yet remote,
as no horse could come to him, and he was seldom
asked to put anyone up. The average hill-chief is
economical. Indeed his economy is at times akin to
miserliness. So, when the Raja’s munshi (clerk) asked
me when I should be passing the bridge, I blandly
said that I should cross, and call personally on the
chief. This was the wrong answer, but I was quite
firm, although the munshi pointed out that there
was only a rope bridge, no sahib ever crossed it—
an untruth—and that generally I was obviously an
unwise ignoramus. It was clear that if I were to see
Cher Kila (often misspelt Sher) or the rock fort,
the capital of the state, I had to cross the rope bridge.

A rope bridge consists of three ropes of twisted
birch or willow bark. The performer walks on one
rope, made of smaller ropes, usually three twisted
together, and clings grimly to the other two which
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are used as flexible insecure bannisters or rails, joined
by short withies to the footway. The ends of the
ropes are lashed to baulks of timber buried in stones,
on either bank. The bridge is in a half circle. The
traveller goes down steeply till a third of the way
across where it is comparatively level, until the last
third is reached when he climbs steadily. 'The whole
device is economical, practical, easily constructed and
quite suitable for the needs of the people, but to the
boot-wearing European the passage of these bridges
is detestable, and, to add to his trials, there are cross-
pieces or thwarts of wood to keep the hand-rails
apart; it is no easy task to climb these in mid-
stream : also the sag is always considerable. Here at
Cher Kila the river was one hundred and twenty
yards broad, and it took me ten long minutes to cross.
The water was foaming and tossing, it was deadly
cold from the great flood of glacier water, and I
tottered across splay-footed and miserable, clutching
convulsively at the rough side ropes. The Raja
met me at the bridge head, wearing a very fashionable
‘sports’ coat, and a neat pair of shoes. He led the
way over the bridge with skill ; I felt like a new pupil
of some expert tight-rope walker, though when we got
to the middle of the bridge and it swayed to and fro
with our weight, I felt more like a monkey at the
end of a rope. Had I been endowed with the pre-
hensile bare foot of the native, I should have had no
trouble at all, and would have crossed the bridge,
hopping over the cross-pieces like an accomplished
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acrobat. But crossing a swinging stile in midstream
was too much. When I finally returned to the
starting-place, having crossed the bridge twice, I
nearly smacked Abdulla Beg’s face when he observed
that it was a good bridge, easy to cross and very steady.
Of course, travellers in the Himalaya know these
bridges well. Kashmiris detest them and often have
to be carried over blindfold. I asked if there were
many accidents. ‘No’, was the answer, but some-
times men who have drunk too much lose their foot-
hold and get drowned. The men of Punyal are
notoriously fond of liquor.

On reaching the left bank, I followed the Raja
through fields and orchards to his bungalow, where
we sat in a large cool room, free from flies, and talked
for an hour. A plate of large white apricots, another
of smaller ones, and a third of plums, all ripe and
good, were placed beside me, and I was given tea.
My host was a pleasant active man of thirty-five,
though looking older. His family is descended from
Shah Burush, whose brother, Shah Kator, is the
ancestor of the present ruler of Chitral. Both
brothers were grandsons of Shah Khushwagqt, and in
this part of Asia the Khushwagqt lineage is as esteemed
as that of Plantagenet. Thus it will be seen that the
chiefs of Punyal are largely Chitrali in descent.

My host’s father, Mohamed Akbar Khan, was
still alive, an active and irascible old gentleman of
eighty. Years ago he arranged the murder of two
men, an incident of no importance in these regions,
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but not encouraged by the Government, who com-
pelled him to retire to confinement in Kashmir,
whilst a brother of his, Sifat Bahadur, ruled the state
during his son’s minority. But the peace and remote-
ness of Kashmir failed to mellow the old chief, who
was later allowed to come back and proved rather
a tiresome bore. He invariably abused his son, the
present Raja, calling him soft and easy-going, not
worthy to occupy the seat of his tyrannical ancestors.
Well, that may be, but his much-abused son is ap-
proachable and sensible, and he should have many
years of good work before him.

Of the states of the Gilgit Agency, Punyal is the
most promising. The people are shrewd and in-
telligent, and there is a supply of water, famed for
its purity and abundance in a region where water is
scarce. The soil is fertile, and the state is accessible,
as there are no passes to cross, and a good road goes
through it. The only trouble is the system of land
tenure, which will be referred to elsewhere.

The Raja’s bungalow was on the edge of the polo
ground ; opposite was a handsome mosque with
well-carved woodwork, ornamented with rows of
markhor and ibex horns. The fine old fort by the
river’s edge was in sad disrepair, and it could only
be a matter of time before it would be a mere heap
of ruins. As I looked at it I felt repaid for cross-
ing the rope bridge. After taking the usual photo-
graphs—a ceremony that no traveller with a camera
should ever omit—I left the capital of Punyal, being
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escorted by the Raja to the right bank of the Gilgit
river, where I bade him farewell.

The valley now widened ; I saw before me an
open plain with some fields and much tamarisk.
The latter was in flower, its delicate pink feather
strewed the plain so that the whole valley glowed
rosily in the sun. Often a dingy shrub, due partly
to its habitat in dusty, open fields and partly to its dull
green colour, the tamarisk is rarely impressive, but
here it was a beautiful delicate lacelike growth, filling
the whole expanse with colour, and standing out
against a background of light green fields. The road
continued to be desperately hot, for the valley between
the villages was barren beyond belief and the rocks
radiated heat. So small blame to us if we rested in
an occasional garden, and ate apricots, not, alas, quite
ripe, and inclined to give us internal twinges. I was
shown too a curious raspberry-like fruit, the jomi,
said to grow only in Punyal.

As I traversed the country I came to the conclusion
that the people did not appreciate how well off they
were. The Punyalis are splendid climbers and good
fighters, second only to the men of Hunza, but none
the less they are unenterprising and dirty, though
now that at last the pressure of population is making
itself felt, they have to bestir themselves. They
refuse to go into service and thereby lose much useful
employment. Like all races either of Chitrali origin
or under Chitrali rule they are inordinately pleasure-
loving and comfort-seeking. They love the juice of

3
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the grape, either as wine or, preferably, in the form
of that trebly distilled liquor, potent and unrefined,
which would make any Western head ache for weeks.

The Punyali may be better than his neighbours,
but his ways are somewhat disconcerting and his
fertile land i1s wasted on him. No matter how harsh
and rugged his mountains, his villages are beautiful,
with a richness and lavishness unknown elsewhere
in the neighbourhood. Whatever faults the men of
Punyal may have, the women at any rate are hard
workers, and do most of the field work. Their men
folk hate agriculture, and substitute for a love of
husbandry a taste for litigation, a sad declension
amongst hill-men. Hitherto the Punyal women have
incurred some opprobrium by their refusal to wear
pyjamas, but they are not alone in their dislike of
these elegant garments. However, no good Moslem
can afford to ignore convention, and pyjamas are
coming into use and their wearers into good repute
amongst their neighbours.

No, decidedly the Punyali, though no blot on the
landscape, like the people of Nagir and Ishkoman,
is less pleasing than he should be and does not live
up to his surroundings. I thought so indeed when
I crossed the stream to Gulmit Tao and watched it
cascading from the glen. White foam flecked the
broad green water, large walnut trees overhung the
torrent, and there was a confusion of rocks, rapids,
wild roses and ferns, with a water-mill silent in the
background. Below me was the black greasy Gilgit
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river, and beyond, on the far side, the village of
Bubur, said to be the most beautiful in the country,
with wonderful orchards, gleaming with their crisp,
new leaves. Further up the glen wild almonds
abounded, useful for their oil and for their wood, for
polo sticks. We passed men rolling stones down the
hill and so clearing ground for new fields. Women
were washing for gold—a miserable unremunerative
task—and were cutting corn. They did not thresh
it, however, but merely stacked it, as time is too
valuable with a second crop to be planted at once.

Although we were now 7,000 feet up it was still
amazingly hot, but very pleasant camping in an orchard
with a burn humming close by and the river roaring
below. We had many visitors, so Daulat would
prudishly put up a large and elaborate screen when
I wanted a bath. I protested that I was no purdah
woman, but he declared that there were females at
hand, easily shocked, and so much protection was
desirable for both parties. Even Abdulla Beg thought
the zariba rather too complete, and more suitable to
a woman lying-in than to a sahib taking a bath !
Custom, of course, prevailed, as it always does in the
East. I retired behind the screen, the bashful fairies
were driven off, a party of village elders retired to
a modest remoteness and the conventions were safe-
guarded.

Just before the northern boundary of Punyal is
reached the valley contracts and then opens out into
a wide plain with scattered villages, reminding us
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of Ladak. Near the gorge on the left bank were
hot springs, from which the water is taken away in
bottles. The more diseased or more energetic of the
inhabitants used to visit the place and bathe.

We came to a wide open plain where the Ishkoman
and Gilgit rivers join and the track plunged into a
gloomy ravine with steep red-brown cliffs. It was
a poor place in any circumstances, with a few willows
and tamarisks by the water’s edge and some scattered
wild almonds. The road was bad, up and down
a rough hillside, till we came to Hopar, and beyond,
in a depressingly barren stretch of country a stone

cairn marked the boundary of the States of Punyal
and Ghizr.
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CHAPTER III

THE TWIN STATES OF KUH AND GHIZR

WHEN we left Punyal at Hopar we entered the district
of Kuh which, with Ghizr, is under a Governor who
lives at Gupis. These Governors are called Raja in
common talk, and sometimes even Mehtar, after the
Chitrali fashion.

I had with me an old retainer, Murad Shah, who
had found me out with the unerring instinct that
guides a vulture to its carrion, for carrion I was likely
to be if I did not resist his demands. As we entered
the new state Murad Shah pointed to some poor
fields and said that they belonged to the Raja. ‘And
that’, said Daulat, pointing to a miserable lean-to
hovel, ‘is doubtless the Raja’s palace.’

Murad Shah was rather put off by this treasonable
remark, but at that moment a man came round the
corner. He was ill-clad, with no shoes, and a single
tooth quivered on the right side of his jaw. He was,
however, the Raja’s factor, said he was poor, and ob-
tained an alms. We laughed, pointing to the fields,
and asking how he dared plead poverty with all that
before us and what his master gave him. ‘Well’,
said Abdulla Beg, ‘here are two annas and now give us
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a blessing.” 'The man lifted up his hands and poured
a benediction on us. The success of our journey
proved the efficacy of our investment! Such was
our absurd introduction to the new state.

We wound up a valley with the Gilgit river still
beside us, roaring and fuming, and passed the village
of Roshan with a great rock jutting into the stream.
The old fort had been allowed to fall into ruin, and
the picturesqueness of the scene had suffered. The
lumbarder (headman) of the place accompanied me,
a pious soul who spent his time invoking blessings on
the Government through which peace and plenty had
come to the land. With one eye cocked on me, as
a source from which further plenty might come, he
heaved a sigh and said devoutly: ‘By the gracious
fortune of the Government, there are now no dragons
in this village.’

As I have a special affection for dragons, those
much maligned beasts, I was astonished, and wondered
who had played the réle of St. George and exter-
minated the dragons of Roshan. It seems that years
ago, so long ago that his name was forgotten, a great
man or buzurg had come to the village, where for
generations a dragon and his mate had preyed on the
people. Not only had mere bullocks and sheep been
devoured, but stalwart youths and comely maidens.
But the buzurg’s spells were strong and both dragons
had been turned into stone. So worked up had the old
headman become that he turned round with a screech
of triumph, and said : ‘Look at the cliff behind you.
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There they are, the two stone dragons !’ Seeing was
believing, for, looking up, I saw in the strata of the
cliff the petrified male dragon, a long lissom alarming
brute, and a few yards above, and almost parallel
with her mate, the she-dragon, slimmer and smaller,
but still a veritable dragon and no doubt of evil
intent. The buzurg had done his work so well that
I thought his name might have been remembered.
Dragons are comparatively scarce in Mohammedan
countries ; I was thus particularly gratified to come
across them at Roshan.

A few miles further on we reached Gupis, the
most important place in the Agency after Gilgit but,
like most of such places, rather a disappointment.
It boasted a garrison of Kashmir troops and revelled
in such luxuries as a hospital, telegraph office and three
miserable shops.

The Governor of Ghizr and Kuh is appointed by
the British Government, like his colleagues of Yasin
and Ishkoman and, although he usually enjoys the
position for life, the tenure is neither fixed nor he-
reditary. 'The arrangement is satisfactory and might
well be followed in Hunza and Nagir, where its intro-
duction would be welcomed by the people.

In 1933 the Governor was Mohamed Rahim Khan
who had only just been appointed. He succeeded
Murad Khan who had been forced to retire on pen-
sion because of his age, very much to his annoyance
but to the possible benefit of the country. The new
Raja had been wazir of Chilas, where I had met him
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some seven years previously. My present visit was
not a success. Perhaps his promotion had turned his
head, but Mohamed Rahim Khan earned the distinc-
tion of being the only person who was discourteous
to me in the Gilgit Agency. Consequently, we only
met very formally in a tent, pitched in a garden
where the new chief was building himself a house.
It was rather a forlorn site, a cross between a neglected
allotment and a speculative builder’s failure. In this
part of the world the Mohammedans are not tee-
totallers, and so I was offered a whisky and soda.
It was lucky that I was what my hosts were not,
as the soda was so sweetened that my fellow guest,
Ajab Singh, the genial commander of the Kashmir
troops in Gilgit, hardly managed to conceal his sur-
prise. But his good manners triumphed and he con-
gratulated our host in devising a new and agreeable
drink. After a short stay, for relations were strained,
I took my departure and left the scene of carnival
and carousal. We exchanged the usual presents: the
Governor gave me a sheep and some eggs and I sent
him fifty shotgun cartridges.

The Raja had a son who came to see me, a good-
looking, well-mannered, pleasing youth, who spoke
some English acquired in the school at Srinagar,
where he had failed to pass any examinations, so his
parent had recalled him. I must say that my sym-
pathies were with the son. These Rajas send their
boys to Srinagar and, as a rule, get no result from
their outlay, which is a heavy expense for a petty
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chief. The boys may be good lads but, coming from
the simple life of their remote villages, the gaieties
and distractions of a large city demoralise them.
When you have never seen a motor or a cinema,
or even a wheeled vehicle or a decent shop, the
spectacle turns your head. So these young lairds
lose their heads and their father’s money in the
whirl of life in Srinagar. They are wholly unable
to settle down, and return under a cloud to their
native mountains. It is all very unsatisfactory, es-
pecially since they have nothing to do when they
do return. They are gushpurs, or members of the
ruling class, and never will do a hand’s turn of honest
work. This youth was no exception. He was a
jemadar in the Gilgit scouts and did some training
every year, but most of his life would be wasted
in loafing, intriguing and dissipating, all with the
approval of his foolish old father.

Kuh—which means the ‘lowland’ or low country
—and Ghizr consist of the lower and upper parts
respectively of the long valley that runs from Shandur
on the Chitral border to the junction of the Gilgit
and Iskhoman rivers. It is, on the whole, a dull
country, with an unusual amount of rock and stone
in a land unduly endowed with both. There are,
however, some good grazing grounds. Trees are few
and the open naked expanses rather dreary. Like
their neighbours of Punyal the people of Ghizr are
too lazy to take service ; men from Hunza do most of
the odd jobs. Yet at the end of every winter the
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folk of Ghizr are starving, and in 1933, when a late
spring followed a long and early winter, they were in
a particularly bad state. Mountaineers may be hardy
and hard-working but not so the hill-men of Ghizr,
where there is only one crop in the year and that
one too much for the peasantry. Hard work is not
relished in Chitral, but even so men come over from
that state in the winter to do odds and ends of labour
which might appropriately be done by the loafers
of the country. Certainly it was a dull land: we
trudged along, winding round cliffs and over the
spurs of valleys, rewarded by no views and irritated
by the blazing sun and the radiation from the rocks.
The water was good. The wise man never drinks on
a march, but then the wise man has never wandered
up these arid baking valleys in a torrid glare, with the
air dry and refined and the pack mules kicking up
the sand as they lurch along the road. Had the wise
man done so, he would say otherwise or else he would
say nothing at all, for his mouth would be too dry to
utter a word. Water was abundant, clear, pure and
cool, and only a fool would in these circumstances
have turned away from such a gift of God.

We met a Pathan from Swat fleeing his country,
no doubt for very good reasons ; he was accompanied
by his wife and child, and a good dog like a Lhasa
terrier. 'The man seized my arm and begged me to
buy it, saying it would eat anything; but his wife
so clearly longed to keep it that I had not the heart
to take the animal, though probably the dog lost
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a good home ; I wished afterwards that I had been
less sentimental. To our relief the valley gradually
widened, and instead of a river flowing between
two walls we saw a green land with poplars, weeping
willows and wild roses. In the midst of this was a
fine stretch of plain which had gone out of cultivation
as the kul, or irrigation channel, constructed with
great labour and expense, had broken down and
the delectable land had been rendered useless. No
matter how lazy the people may be they take great
pains over their irrigation, for on that everything
depends. Looking up, we saw this tenuous little
channel or canal crossing the face of a high cliff,
in some places supported by struts across the sheer
rock, in others high on a wall of stones. 'The aqueduct
curved round nullahs and ran over spurs, a remarkable
feat. Yet the people who had undertaken the work
had not the energy to repair it or even to keep it in
order—all their toil had been expended in the initial
effort of its construction. The Governor had offered
to put it right if he were given half the area watered.
This was a fair deal and had been agreed to, so
perhaps the labour would not be wasted. In a land
where the average yield is only sixfold, every rood of
soil must be utilised.

We found the villagers, as I have said, famished,
for the old crop had been eaten up and the new one
had not yet ripened. This is always a difficult
interval to bridge, and there were no apricots here,
as in Hunza, to enable the people to carry on.
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We now reached Pingal, the last village in Kuh,
and a pretty place if dull. The influence of Chitral
was noticeable when we entered Ghizr, where the
people spoke Chitrali or Khowar, and used antimony
round their eyes. This practice is common enough
amongst women in India, though why it should be
considered beautifying is hard to say; but to see
unwashed men and grubby little boys using it, or,
failing the real stuff, smearing on charcoal, is quite
absurd, and the appearance of the users is equally so.

Beyond Pingal the valley narrowed, and there was
a darband, or a stone wall, built as a barrier across the
valley, a contrivance very popular in hill warfare,
and doubtless of value in former days. Here the
walls were dilapidated and the forts collapsing, and
this one seemed more a specimen of the art of bluff
than of serious defence. Beyond this wall the valley
again opened out at Rawat, the hills took on softer
outlines, the country seemed less cramped, and we
realised that Ghizr was an upland region where trees
were few, crops scantier, and life uncomfortable.
‘Why’, asked Abdulla and Daulat of the people of
Pingal, ‘do you live in such hovels ? They are not fit
for a byre. You have three feet of snow in winter and
have to spend much time in your houses. Why
not build decent ones whilst you are about it > The
reply was artless and convincing. ‘We are too lazy.
We like comfort and hate exertion, so are content to
exist in these houses. They are bad and miserable
but we cannot be bothered to build better ones.’
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There was a chorus of assent from the bystanders,
and I knew that we had the character of the people
of Ghizr described by themselves.

When we were near Chashi, we passed close to
the right of the road two of those curious circles of
stones that have baffled archzologists. These circles
were eight to ten feet across, made of boulders arranged
with a flat surface outside ; they are about three-and-
a-half feet above ground and one to one-and-a-
half below. The boulders were thus about four-and-
a-half to five feet high. The centre of the circle was
piled with stone, either by accident or by design.
These two circles—others are found elsewhere, at
Gupis for instance—were close together, and probably
were burial places, but the local natives knew nothing
about them and cared less.

The road led above the village of Chashi, and
below us were flat-roofed houses, each with a square
hole in the roof for smoke and light; the temptation
to lob stones into some of them was hard to resist.
By the roadside was a woman rocking what looked like
a small balloon of skin; it proved to be a tedious
method of butter-making. The bag was large and it
was no easy task to keep on shaking it.

We now wound up a great moraine, blocking the
valley and making quite a climb, till we saw in its
folds the green lake of Pandur and beyond a broad
level plain through which the river wandered by flat
green fields, the whole known locally and fantastically
as ‘Little Kashmir’. It was indeed a contrast to the
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gorges we had come through, and a relief to let the
eye roam over an expanse of meadow and swamp.

The Ghizr river has been stocked with English
trout, and they afford good sport. The natives smack
their lips and loudly praise the flavour of these fish,
commenting too on the pleasing absence of bones.
We failed to catch one, and were sorry not to eat
English trout in the Karakoram. The fish are largely
poached, but appear to be not only holding their own
but even to be destroying the native fish. Beyond this
plain was the large straggling settlement of Ghizr,
with a great deal of scattered cultivation, much grass
and swamp, but very few trees. The place was ex-
posed, but well-watered, though the crops are indiffer-
ent as they ripen late in this altitude of 10,000 feet.
We saw a woman drying the flowers and stems of
the marghon, or blue campanula, which are boiled
and eaten during the winter.

The last village in the state was Teru and, although
we were now fairly high and near the Chitral water-
shed, the scenery was disappointing. In front of us
to the west was a great rocky massif with two small
glaciers, but it was all far too like that through which
we had been wandering for the past fortnight to be
really interesting.

As we left Teru for the Shandur Pass larks soared
and sang blithely, the cuckoo joining in. The fields
with their thin crops extended to the very top of the
pass, but the peasants dwell in Teru, living, during
the time of sowing and harvesting, in small huts.
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The road led up a charming glen, with a clear torrent
rushing down it. Willows, roses, yellow broom and
a lavish display of other flowers brightened the way.
On a level meadow some small black cattle were feeding
and beyond was a wide open plain thick with yaks
and cows ; the sight made my Hunza men burst with
envy ! A little further on was the hardly perceptible
watershed, for the Shandur Pass is a pass in name only,
so gentle are the approaches on either side, and at
its crest the State of Ghizr and the Gilgit Agency ended.
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CHAPTER 1V
THE COUNTRY OF YASIN OR WARSHIGUM

SINCE this book does not profess to deal with Chitral
I pass over the route traversed from the border at the
Shandur Pass to the northern extremity of that state,
where we camped on 15 July 1933 at Chigar, on
the Chitral side of the Darkot Pass. This pass is
15,380 feet in height and divides Yasin from Chitral,
and over it we had to go to return by Yasin to Gilgit.

The usual and direct way to Yasin is from Gupis,
but the Darkot is a recognised if little used pass:
the Pamir Boundary Commission left and returned by
this route.

We started for the pass very early hoping thus to
meet hard snow, but our early rising was in vain.
The day was dull and overcast, the snow as soft as
cotton-wool, and we made poor progress. Our wretched
yaks with their small feet sank to their bellies and
groaned dismally as all yaks do. Near the first or false
crest the snow was harder and, after five hours from
camp, we reached the summit of the pass. There we
paid off the Wakhis and were met by the villagers of
Darkot, for the rule is that each district does its own
porterage ; any infraction of the rule means a fine of

at least one sheep.
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My men complained bitterly of the pass, a veritable
tyrant of a pass, as they described it. 'They had had
plenty of experience of passes and I have crossed very
many worse. [ quite agree that from the Yasin side
the long pull-up would be very tedious and that at
least one intermediary camp would be needed. From
the Chitral side the gradient is not severe and the pass
can at worst be called tiresome. On descending from
the crest, however, our troubles were by no means
over; we had more soft snow and then a second
glacier to traverse, very difficult to walk on. After
that we went down and down, like going down the

side of a house, till we reached the valley.
After the dreary scenery of Punyal and Ghizr, and

the open but uninspiring uplands of North Chitral,
we rejoiced at the glorious prospect before us. Facing
us were the great Darkot glaciers, three sheets of clear
ice, and some hanging glaciers in the smaller valleys.
Below was the local hot spring, a very famous one.
‘Indeed’, said the village headman, ‘the like of it is
unknown in the whole world : truly a splendid spring.
If a man bathe in it he either dies at once or gets well,
so that he and all know immediately what his fate
will be.’

The flowers surpassed anything we had seen in-
Chitral, masses of large cream aquilegia, and a long
sweep of hillside crowded with flowers and herbage,
thriving on the rich black loam.

But still we went on, ever downwards and, as we

peered into the valley below, it all seemed to us as far
4
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off as ever. We had had with us for two days an old
Maulai pir (religious leader) who with his dyed beard
and deep groans had puffed along, bewailing to me
in bad Persian the horrors of the road and, since the
old gentleman’s usual mode of progress was on horse-
back, I sympathised with him as he ploughed the soft
snows of the Darkot. He had been to Zebak, in
Afghanistan, to interview his spiritual head, and had
found the pious journey a very weary pilgrimage.

We passed a darband, or fortification of towers
and stone walls, stretching across the valley where
the river was confined in a very narrow gorge, and
whence the view up the pass was superb. Finally,
quite exhausted, we reached the village of Darkot,
having taken ten hours from the start.

Here I was welcomed by the Governor of Yasin,
Raja Abdur Rahman Khan, of the Khushwaqt clan,
and the brother of the uncivil ruler at Gupis. The
old man had ridden twenty-three miles to meet me,
but I was not in a fit state to see anyone, least of all
a potentate. Daulat had preceded me to spy out the
land and had told the Raja that the sahib was in no
humour for casual chit-chat. After sitting with me
on a charpoy for ten minutes, the Raja considerately
left me; I was thus enabled to have a hot bath and
become fit for society. Abdur Rahman Khan was
a man of nearly sixty, well-built, active and genial.
He came to tea with me and slowly munched Aziza’s
excellent cake ; slowly because he had only three teeth
left (and they were loose) in his lower jaw, and none
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in his upper. He was just about to leave for Kashmir
to obtain new teeth, and had been collecting money
from his relations to pay for them. He had asked
his near relative the Mehtar of Chitral for a thousand
rupees ; I never heard how much he actually received.
I found the Raja a most entertaining companion and,
tired though I was, I thoroughly enjoyed my evening
with him. After tea we adjourned to the polo ground
which was partly the bed of a stream and partly a
piece of dusty ground. Everyone played at once and
there was no limiting the number of players: very
bad polo it was, but all the more exciting to watch
as the crossing was persistent and the escapes truly
miraculous. Real democracy only exists in an auto-
cratic country where there is one ruler and everyone
else is equal, and it was instructive to see the Raja,
the headmen, and all the ragtag and bobtail of the
countryside, in fact, everyone who possessed a horse,
playing together in perfect good-fellowship and com-
plete indifference to person. They all galloped about
wildly in a cloud of dust, and enjoyed it enormously.

Yasin polo is bad, because there is little chance to
practise. In summer the people are busy in their
fields, and the ponies on the upland pastures. In
winter the snow hinders playing, so games are com-
paratively few. No polo in these regions can be played
without a band, so two men with surnais (pipes), a
man with a drum, and a marvellous expert on two
kettledrums sat in a row, banging and blowing with
ceaseless vigour. They were the Governor’s private
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troupe of minstrels and had come with him from Yasin
town. Intheevening the Rajaand I watched the people
dancing round a large bonfire, while the spectators sat
or stood in a circle. ‘You see, sahib’, said the old chief
apologetically, ‘this is a frontier country and the women
will come and look on. Most improper, 1 suppose,
but they are but jungly folk.” He feared that I might
think such behaviour unbecoming, as he glanced at
the roof-tops crowded with the fair ones of Darkot,
all enjoying the show and anxious to see their men-folk
dance. To encourage the dancers and make them
brisk and agile, headmen with long wands stimulated
the spectators to cheer and to applaud. The dancing
was good, but far the best performer was a deaf and
dumb man who danced with vigour, great origin-
ality and skill; he was highly applauded. All the
dancers wore their chogas and the flapping of the ends
of the long sleeves, in time with the music, was a feature
of the show. Much of the dancing was twirling round
and round with arms outstretched like a dancing
dervish. There was singing too at first—in Persian
and Chitrali, but later in Burishashki, the local lan-
guage. All were understood, but the last was pre-
ferred. One very old man and a youth brought down
the house, hopping about with their flat caps adorned
with flowers, and singing with gusto a comic song of
great savour. Another performer danced along be-
tween verses which he sang, whilst the audience joined
in the chorus.

The whole spectacle was not so monotonous as are
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most Eastern dances. Hands were vigorously shaken
in the air, a particular feature, but all the dancers
were full of energy. They skipped, they hopped, they
galloped, they pranced and leaped, whilst the bonfire
blazed and we all howled encouragingly. At last all
were tired and went to bed.

Darkot was the scene of the murder of George
Hayward, the explorer, on 18 July 1870 ; he had come
to Yasin and was on his way to Badakshan. The story
of his death has been put into moving verse by Sir
Henry Newbolt, but I could find no corroboration
of the details. Colonel Lockhart, later Sir William
Lockhart and Commander-in-Chief in India, was the
head of the Gilgit Mission which travelled in these
regions in 1885 and 1886, and he interviewed an eye-
witness who described to him the scene as given in
the poem. Briefly, Hayward had been warned that
Mir Wali, the Mehtar of Yasin, meant to murder him,
and so he sat up writing all night trying to prevent
sleep overpowering him. Finally, he did fall asleep ;
he was seized and bound, but allowed to ascend a
mound nearby to look once more on the rising sun.
The man who gave these details to the mission de-
scribed Hayward as he went up the hillock as ‘tall
against the morning sky, with the rising sun lighting
up his fair hair as a glory ; he was beautiful to look at’,
He then returned, said ‘I am ready’, and was at once
slain.

Mir Wali, the instigator of the murder, met his
fate a good deal later at the hands of Chitralis who
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had been sent in pursuit of him by the Mehtar, Aman-
ul-Mulk, under Muhi-ud-Din, usually known as
Pahlwan Bahadur, afterwards the ruler of Yasin.
That Pahlwan Bahadur was a half-brother of the
fugitive did not matter. It may be observed that
it was not to avenge Hayward’s death that Mir Wali
was slain.

When the pursuers caught up to Mir Wali, they
fired at him, hitting him in the thigh. He fell off his
horse, and Pahlwan Bahadur ordered his men to
cut his brother’s throat. Two men ran forward to
do so, but the wounded man drew his English pistol
and shot them both. Two more came up, and these
he killed with his sword. Bubuku, his Punyali servant,
a small man with a lion’s heart, threw himself in front
of his master to protect him, shouting to Pahlwan’s
men, ‘Why do you kill your Raja?’ Finally Mir
Wali was slain, but Bubuku was spared, and died
later, in 1922, in Gakuch.

The Government of India seem to have taken no
steps to avenge Hayward’s murder; the Mehtar of
Chitral merely pursued and slew Mir Wali because
he wanted Yasin, and the murder afforded a good
pretext for getting rid of one relative to give his
property to another. What signified the death of
an Englishman, or the death of any man to Aman-ul-
Mulk, murderer of his nearest relatives ?

Murders of adventurous Britons are singularly
rare, and in the wild regions of the North-West
particularly so, and I was at pains to make inquiries,
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aided by my Hunza men who spoke the same tongue
as the men of Darkot. The villagers said that
Hayward was seized during a meal, bound and carried
off with his five servants to the mouth of the valley
leading to Ishkoman, apparently the Nia Bar, and
all were at once killed with the sword. Hayward
offered his murderers all he had if they would spare
him and his men, but they refused, observing cynically
that they would have all his property in any case.
The actual scene of the murder was under a cliff at
the mouth of a small nullah where it joins the main
Nia Bar half a mile from the site of the camp. 'This
nullah is now known as the Farang Bar or Frank’s
(foreigner’s) nullah. At the time of the crime, Hay-
ward’s interpreter, or clerk, was away but was told on
his return to the village that the sahib had gone to
explore certain valleys. After feeding the man with
lies for a month, they murdered him.

The story told me about this murder is corro-
borated by Drew! who gives an account of it. The
picturesque descriptions which Sir William Lockhart
and others have given are discounted by his matter-
of-fact narrative, which declares that Hayward was
taken in his sleep, led a mile into the pine forest and
killed by a blow from a sword. Drew buried Hayward
in Gilgit cemetery.

The Darkot villagers said that the arrangements
for the crime were in the hands of a Chitrali called
Bileni, but that the actual murderers were Mushir-i-

! Yammu and Kashmir, by Frederic Drew.
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Din and Muhabi Hakim, both of Barkolti, a large
village north of Yasin town. A headman of Sandhi
played a conspicuous part.

It is said that some of Hayward’s effects, a tele-
scope, a saddle, and even a pistol are still in Yasin.
The man who had the telescope was discovered with
it in his possession, but managed to get off by bribing
a Maulai pir to say that the telescope had been brought
from Bombay where the Agha Khan had given it as
a present. There is truly no tale to which a pir will
not give colour.

I asked why Mir Wali had the explorer murdered.
The people said that it was the sahib’s second visit
that made the chief nervous. He feared that a British
occupation was imminent. I suspect that cupidity
and cruelty were the motives, for Mir Wali, like most
of his kind, was a black-hearted savage. In Newbolt’s
poem a reference is made to the Laspur Hills. These
are out of sight, hidden by great snow peaks, but
there is a Daspur mountain on which I noticed the
early sun first strikes.

The villagers say that since the murder all the
ibex have fled the country. Formerly the animals
were so numerous that when the corn was being cut
the harvesters would be on one side of the standing
wheat and the ibex on the other—a picturesque
exaggeration. Now there are no ibex.

From what I saw of the Darkotis, I should say
that the murder must have been a task after their
own hearts. We noticed that these villagers could



YASIN 57

not sit together for half an hour without quarrelling
violently. We heard that when five or six pilgrims
from Central Asia arrived at Darkot on their way to
Mecca, starving and bewildered, not a finger was lifted
to help their brother Moslems. Once a Darkoti
refused to provide grass for the Political Agent’s
horse, but his brother did so and was duly given a
rupee. For a year the two brothers wrangled and
fought over the money.

When I was at Darkot a lame man ran away. How,
I asked ? But perhaps it was not a very rapid move-
ment as he took a shepherd’s daughter with him.
The father, not a man of the country, came to the
abductor’s brother and discussed the outrage. Long
the two talked, and at last the Yasini killed a sheep
and entertained the aggrieved parent who grew cheerful
at the thought of some compensation for the loss of
his daughter. He received it in full, in true Darkoti
fashion, for his host drew a knife and thrust it hard,
into his heart! Nobody minded. The murderer
lived his life, blithe and care-free, and his brother
married the lady.

There was good pasture near Darkot, but the sheep
and goats were never taken further than a strip of
swampy land close to the village where the grazing

was scanty and not nutritious. It was just laziness.

The lassitude of Chitral had extended to Darkot.
So far as we were concerned, the chief event at

Darkot was the purchase and killing of a calf. The
Kashmiris were thrilled, especially the camp cook,
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who had never been present at such an auto-da-fe,
for in very truth that is what the death of a cow is
to a Mohammedan, and its preservation to a Hindu.
But I did not benefit. As I have said, Aziza, owing
to inexperience, failed to understand the keeping pro-
perties of prime beef, and the village dogs got my
share, a very savoury one it must have been !
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CHAPTER V

LOWER YASIN

WE had entered Yasin from Chitral by the Darkot
Pass; we now intended going down to the capital,
for so the village and fort of Yasin may be termed,
and, after, regaining Darkot by the Thui valley and
over an unknown pass to that village. Then, leaving
Darkot for Ishkoman, we hoped to cross by yet another
unexplored route, and so to see most of the country.
Distances were not great, the weather was fine, the
people were friendly, and the old Raja did all he could
for us. So, after a short rest, we started down the
valley for Yasin; the further we descended the more
fertile the country became. Indeed, the whole land
was prosperous, for it is a great granary, an unusual
gift of Providence in a region where food is always
scarce. Yasin, however, thanks to its level valley
bed and its abundant water, even exports its barley
and wheat, which are grown intensively. There was
only one drawback, most of the country produced
only a single crop, for the elevation is high and the
season comparatively short.

Fruit trees were rather few, as they shade the ground,
which was all needed for corn. Still there were some
fine walnut trees, as well as some apple, apricot and



6o BETWEEN OXUS AND INDUS

mulberry, but, compared with the other parts of the
Agency, their number was insignificant. The Yasinis
work fairly hard and seem to be good cultivators, but
in many villages they only manure their fields once in
three years. They have not enough cattle to do so
more frequently, as there is a shortage of pasture-
land.

As we progressed I thought Yasin a comfortable
country. Every village had its own glacier and so
abundant water, with a sloping plain of good soil,
easily worked and irrigated. We found their houses
fair, their orchards small but pleasant, their bread
leavened and well-baked, and their crops splendid;
a very smiling country and very decent folk.

We passed the fort of Mir Wali, now a heap of
ruins though it figures so bravely on all the maps,
as well as that of Gauhar Aman, grandfather of the
old Governor, a mighty murderer and a strapping
tyrant. Our escort was dull. They knew nothing of
jinns which had left the country since the British
came, and had gone, no one knew whither. One
fellow, however, did enliven the march by pointing
out the places where previous sahibs or their horses
had fallen over the cliff !

The Yasin river became wider and wider, till it
filled the whole valley, nigh a mile broad, with the
hot grey stones of its dry bed, broken by occasional
casual channels. As we approached Yasin the bed
contracted. We crossed a shaky bridge to the right
side of the stream and entered a level stretch, barren
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and mirage ridden, the Dasht-i-Taus or Desert of
the Peacock.

‘Now’, I said to the escort, ‘we will shoot some pea-
cock. Tell Daulat to produce the guns.’

‘What do you say?’, howled the escort, ‘shoot pea-
cocks, and where?’

‘Why, here is their plain and so we can shoot them.
Are we Hindus to be thus prevented?’, I asked.

‘But, Sahib, there are no peacocks. There never
have been any ’

And so on. Then why this deceiving name ?

Years ago this area was cultivated. The old
irrigation channel was still visible, and the present
Raja, by making new water-courses, was bringing
it into bearing once more. Houses were being built,
trees planted, and land ploughed. All this was
interesting and edifying, but I failed to connect it
with peacocks. The first explanation was as follows:
A peacock shines and flashes, it is brilliant and gorgeous,
and implies wealth and grandeur. In Persia, for
example, there is the peacock throne. So, although
the land may be desert now yet it can gleam like
gold, like the sheen of a peacock’s feather. I thought
this very poetical, and wholly unconvincing. I pre-
ferred the other explanation which was this. Years
ago a peasant fell in love with a chief’s daughter and
she with him, but the ruler disliked the idea. ‘How-
evet’, he said, ‘the girl is yours if you will bring water
to that piece of ground (pointing to the Peacock’s
desert) and cultivate it.” Off went the youth and,
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with the native cunning of his race, dug a long trench
or kul, as an irrigation channel is called, and planted
his sword upright in it. He returned to his chief
and said: ‘Look! there is the water channel and
there (pointing to his sword) is the water flashing
like a peacock’s feather.” He convinced the father
and won the girl. It was a pretty tale, and I should
say wholly mythical.

The plain may be cultivated but, I fear, is unlikely
to gleam again like a peacock’s tail. In the middle
still stood the remains of the old fort which the
Chinese built when they held the country, and which
may be turned into a farm-house if cultivation in-
creases.

The Governor’s son, a subahdar in the Gilgit
Scouts, met me as I drew near the town, and took me
to the rest-house. High on the hill behind was a
monument, and I was delighted to find that it was
a memorial to Queen Victoria, that admirable woman
who is believed by many of these simple tribesmen
to be still alive. At any rate, I used often to be asked
after her health.

I visited the Governor, whom I found near the fort,
and we sat placidly together eating apricots, a diversion
that never fails. Behind us on a bed was his son,
very ill with typhoid. His father assured me that the
lad only took barley water, but the doctor had a very
different tale. He complained that the boy’s mother,
sisters and wife gave him all he wanted to eat, from
green apricots to roast mutton, and that his protests as
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well as his appeals to the father had been disregarded.
It was a typical instance of the stupid indulgence and
stubborn indiscipline general in the East. The patient
had never learnt to deny himself, and his women-folk
thought it cruel to refuse him anything.

In the evening the old Governor came to dinner,
which was a soft meal suitable for a guest with only
three teeth and those all loose. ‘If you do not mind’,
said the chief, ‘I shall eat with my fingers’, and pro-
ceeded to do so. Washing his right hand, and rolling
up his sleeve, he made the pilau and curry into neat
little packets, and popped them into his mouth. I
much prefer the natural East to a caricature of the West ;
it is always distressing to see a sophisticated native
playing at roller-skates with his knife and fork, the
food flying off the plate to caracole over the table.
I had, unfortunately, no liquor to give my visitor,
and I fear he missed it, for he loved his glass. How-
ever, I rejoiced to see him eat well, as I hate a man
who toys with his victuals. Afterwards we sat out in
the moonlight and talked for a long time.

‘Sahib’, said the Raja, ‘I like my food. I am known
as Roti Bahadur (the knight of the trencher, it may be
translated) and all the other Rajas laugh at me. But
with my new teeth from Kashmir I shall be able to
eat beef and mutton, not just rice and curry as I have
had to do for these past years.’

Long we talked, whilst the mosquitoes hummed
gently ; next day I went down to his palace and took
photographs. He then showed me over the old fort,
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of which only one tower remained. In old days one
of the rooms was a small durbar hall, a lofty, well-
designed apartment with black carved wooden pillars,
still marked where the Kashmiri troops had slashed
and chopped during their occupation of Yasin in 1863.
There was a good octagonal skylight, and a pleasant
view of the valley. Sifat Bahadur had destroyed the
rest of the fort to build a palace, but he died before
the work was finished.

Since Yasin is such a great grain-growing country
the supply authorities in Gilgit buy some 3,000 maunds
yearly. The people would gladly sell more, indeed
all they have, and trust to luck to last out the winter,
but the Government has to protect them from their
own improvidence, and the amount purchased is
strictly limited.

The Governor received 1,100 maunds of grain a
year. It sounds a great deal, but actually is very
little. The custom of the country is to feed your
retainers, and there were 150 of these satellites, in-
cluding the Raja’s sons, his wazir (minister) and a
horde of hangers-on. This custom is very irksome
and should now be modified, especially as the Raja has
no means of limiting his uninvited guests or of levying
a larger contribution. When polo is played visitors
are frequent : they drop in from anywhere, arrive at
any time of the day or night, and expect to be fed,
housed, and bedded. Minor officials are always coming
to see their prince and expect to be entertained. It is
even harder for the Raja’s sons, who themselves live on
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their father’s bounty, and so have no means of satis-
fying local custom. If a party of men call on one
of the sons, to ‘salaam’ him, a mere visit of courtesy,
tea has to be provided. Free hospitality is always
expected from the chief. Feudal ideas are still rife
and have to be considered, but it is a great strain.
It is true that the words of the hymn, ‘nothing in my
hand I bring’, are not applicable in these hill states.
Every visitor is expected to bring something, even
though it be only a handful of dried apricots, but the
balance when struck is heavily against the Raja. Most
of the rulers are mean, niggardly and avaricious, to
an extent that amazes even the most well-informed
European. They grudge their nearest kin the smallest
advantage. Most of these gentry are only too well
able to take care of themselves, but my friend of Yasin
was open-handed and unbusinesslike. His ailing son
had married a daughter of the Mir of Hunza, and
there were still some of her Hunza attendants with her.
These men complained bitterly of the mismanagement
of the Yasin household, and how they could hardly
get enough to eat. I was not surprised, as the genial
old ruler never could be economical.

Despite their fine land and ample crops, or
perhaps because of them, the Yasinis are rather in-
dolent, though they must rank with, though after,
the folk of Hunza and of Punyal as a race of men
amongst a rabble of hill-apes. They like their food
and, given the chance, will eat six or seven times a

day; they are passionately fond of tea, taken with
5
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salt and milk. Like most of the local tribes, they eat
meat chiefly in the winter, slaughtering and drying it,
and then gradually working through it. Despite its
productiveness the country is not well situated, as it
lies off the main stream of traffic and has no trade at
all. Indeed, business is carried on by barter, to the
great loss of the agriculturist.

At Yasin I found an old friend, one Sher Ghazi,
a Chitrali shopkeeper, whom I had often met in
Turkestan and who had entertained me splendidly.
Here, too, he proved most hospitable, and lived in
Turki style. He poured out his woes to me, and the
gist of it all was shortage of cash. He had to pay for
his tea and cloth in rupees, but his customers paid
him in corn, of which he already had a thousand
maunds in store ; he could not well pay the merchants
in Gilgit with five hundred pony loads of grain! The
people, he said, had ample food but no means to pro-
cure small luxuries such as tea, salt and spices. So
much is now said about the beautiful simplicity of
barter that it was interesting to see how it did not work
in practice.

I said good-bye with real regret to Raja Abdur
Rahman Khan, never thinking that we should meet
no more. The old Governor went to Srinagar and
much enjoyed himself. The Kashmir authorities made
him a state guest which gratified him very much, and
he was returning with a light heart and a mouthful of
new teeth, when, on the Burzil, he contracted diarrhcea
which developed into dysentery. He ignored his
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illness, feasted with his friends at Gilgit and drank
bottles of new strong wine with the Raja of Punyal,
never letting the Agency surgeon know that anything
was wrong. During his absence his son had died of
typhoid, killed by foolish indulgence, but the news
was kept back from his father, as no one wanted to
spoil the old man’s holiday. However, a Kashmiri
pundit, with a talent for malicious malapropos, met
the Raja near Gakuch, and pertly condoled with him
on his loss. 'The shock was too great for the old man,
weakened by his malady, and he died at Gupis on
26 September 1933.!

Peace be to him! He was a genial, easy-going

prince of the old type, dying out even in the remote
regions of the Karakoram and Hindu Kush.

1 He was succeeded as Governor of Yasin by Mir Bais Khan,

Governor of Ishkoman, a man of conspicuous ability, and not a
Khushwagqt.
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CHAPTER VI

THE UPPER VALLEYS OF YASIN

THE Governor of Yasin, like most of the upper classes,
was well supplied with wives and sons, even though
all were not lawful, so that when we left the capital
to return to Darkot by way of the Thui valley, he
sent another son with me. This specimen of the
royal house was Mohamed Nadir Khan, an agreeable
youth who hated walking since he always rode : tram-
ping along a hill-path where riding was impossible
consequently distressed him. He wore a golden-brown
velveteen coat, an elaborately worked pair of home-
made stockings, and baggy trousers of white linen with
embroidered ends, decorated with little blue spots.
He was a gay and encouraging figure which I could
identify anywhere, was pleasing to look at, and had
the elements of good manners.

It was an advantage of travel in Yasin that the lan-
guage was usually the same as in Hunza. The Raja
himself always spoke Chitrali, his native tongue, which
was the language both of Yasin town and of the neigh-
bouring village of Sandhi.

Leaving Yasin and crossing the Desert of the
Peacock, we turned next into the Thui valley which



THE UPPER VALLEYS OF YASIN 69

is one of the recognised routes to Chitral. For the
first stage we were able to use two mares, each with
a skittish foal, round the necks of which were amulets
to protect them from harm, for the young are ever
exposed to accidents. We made poor progress and
soon lost our tempers, as the Yasinis had as much
idea of tying on a load as of tying a salmon-fly and,
as usual, my Hunza men had to do the job. No
easy task, as the ropes were old and rotten and a good
wrench broke them. My stalwarts were well used to
doing other people’s work, but they did object when the
others refused to learn how it should be done. At
last, after much cursing and abuse, we reached Harf,
one of a string of small villages in the Thui valley,
and camped in a delightful orchard. Barley was
being cut but the weather was dull and ominous,
with a little rain. The villagers cheered us by saying
that rain might always be expected when the barley
was first cut. They grumbled about the poor yield
of their fields, due to lack of manure; we explained
that we could not make up the deficiency. It was a
great pity, we said, that the women did not work in
the fields as in Hunza and Punyal. The only out-
door work the women will do is growing vegetables,
and not many of these, as we found to our cost when
we went to get some.

Four miles above Harf we turned in a northerly
direction, left the Thui valley, and entered the Daspur
or uninhabited valley. We toiled up a steep spur,
then up a broad glen choked and ruined by moraines
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but with abundant water, brushwood, and even trees,
with a few patches of arable land that had escaped
the destructive stones and were cultivated in alternate
years. Here, too, for the first time we saw those odd
brushwood shelters, conical and comical, the summer-
houses of the upland shepherd or casual cultivator.
We passed many old and deserted fields, destroyed
by avalanches, and we understood why the valley had
been called the Uninhabitable One. So rough was
the track that even Aziza the cook had to walk, an
undignified experience for an old gentleman of his
skill and importance. At the head of the main valley,
where it divided up into small nullahs, we camped
below a great glacier that had thrust itself across the
floor of the valley and had curled up its opposite side
like the tongue of some ice giant. There were huts
too and we were most grateful, for they proved a boon
during a heavy thunderstorm. True, they were full
of dung and fleas, old bones and live ticks, but any
shelter was welcome to our coolies.

Next day we started to cross the Ghamubar Pass,
a fine resounding indigenous name which unfortunately
means nothing more than Glacier Valley Pass, a foolish
name in a country choked with glaciers. The main
valley had turned west, ending in a splendid cirque
of ice and snow, whilst we turned east, skirting the
edge of the glacier for five hours, till we reached the
summit of the pass. Daulat encouraged Aziza, who
was toiling drearily up a shale slope, as steep as a
gallows, by assuring him that he was going along
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like a young ibex—a remark received in dour silence,
for Aziza was no humourist and disliked Daulat.

On our right as we proceeded was a glorious glacier,
and from the top of the pass we looked back on a
superb panorama. Below, at our feet, lay Darkot with
its fields and broad jungles by the river. We went
down a shale slope with great speed, congratulating
ourselves that we had not to climb it, as the gradient
was severe. Our onward rush was checked to gather
wild rhubarb which, young, tender and refreshing,
was growing in great quantities by the way. Then
we fumbled along, over soft snow and rough moraine,
till, quite tired out, we camped for the night by some
willows, with the nose of the great Darkot glacier a
few yards off across the stream. A grassy flower-
strewn slope was in front of me, whilst my tent was
in a mass of wild spirea. Everywhere, too, were wild
roses of a brilliant pink that I have never seen equalled.
We did not go on, as it was too far for tired coolies,
and next day, the 23rd July 1933, we reached Darkot.
There was no path, so many false casts were made.
A good deal of the way was on the narrow top, often
only six inches wide, of the moraine bank by a glacier,
and we became thoroughly sick of mincing along this
wall for two miles. We had grand views of the triple
Darkot glaciers which afford as fine a spectacle as
anything I know. They pour down the mountain
side in a foam of froth and ice, with needle-like peaks
soaring above, and hanging glaciers glittering. Be-
neath, at their snouts, lay the fields, trees and streams



72 BETWEEN OXUS AND INDUS

of Darkot; it was this contrast of the frozen heights
and smiling crops, side by side, that made the scene
so strange and lovely.

After a couple of days at Darkot we left for
Ishkoman, the next-door state, climbing steeply up a
hill above the Nia Bar, which irrigated the settlement.
We had good views, and the patchwork of cultivation
glistened below us. The people, however, complained
loudly of the Qalang, a small dry insignificant ravine
which, after heavy rain, comes down in spate and de-
stroys the fields. They pointed angrily to a large area
of good land swept by the flood and covered with
stones.

We found at the top of our climb that there were
fields and houses; a pleasant grubby old man wel-
comed us with tea, so we went into the village, and
I picked my way about the offal. In summer, the
Yasinis live on the flat rooftops where they build
shelters of branches and beams and camp agreeably,
using the inside of the houses for cooking only. I
did not know whether the fleas also camped out so
I sat gingerly on the edge of a charpoy (native bed)
and hoped the vermin were indoors. There were
many children dressed either in the scantiest of rags
or in nothing at all ; but the weather was so glorious,
with the sun shining in a clear sky, that there was no
reason why they should wear anything.

I took some photographs, to the delight of the
people. I never understand the pleasure that some of
the wildest savages derive from being photographed.
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It is the greatest joy that can be given, and is worth
much bakshish. The promise too of a photograph
fills the cup of happiness to overflowing, though I
fear that it is one seldom redeemed. But this is an
imperfect world, even for simple aborigines.

We saw much good grazing, as we wandered on,
but there is a lack of winter pasture in Yasin, and
consequently a shortage of ghi (butter). This was a
standing grievance of the Raja of Yasin against his
brother the Governor of Kuh and Ghizr. The latter
had more ghi than he could use, but refused to let
his brother have any. The Governor of Yasin wanted
a whole valley to be handed over to him, for the sake
of the ghi, but his brother would not listen to the
proposal. He was not going to supply the butter
for his brother’s bread. The quarrels of the two old
men over their pats of butter had become a regular
joke in the countryside, and a reference to the
Governor’s ghi was sure to provoke a smile; there
certainly was something ludicrous about the quarrel.
I could not help feeling, however, that the lack of
ghi in Yasin was largely due to the unenterprising
inhabitants. We had seen a great deal of the hill
country and were surprised at the ample grazing as
well as the abundant fuel, two products so rare in
most parts of the Karakoram and the absence of
which the Yasinis eternally grumbled about. When
traversing the rich upland in July we had seen few
cattle grazing just when the hillsides should have
held numerous herds, for the summer grass was at
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its best. The season is a short one, but the grass was
wanted ; and even allowing, as I have said, for a
shortage of winter grazing, it seemed clear that the
Yasinis were too indolent to develop the resources
of their country. Daulat and Hasil, both of Hunza,
cast covetous, angry eyes on these wasted prairies.

On reaching the heart of the valley, we saw abundant
gentians but none of the large blue ones, which I have
failed to find anywhere in the Karakoram. We had
a delightful camp below the pass, on grassy turf with
a burn close by and good fuel. Alas, the large green-
eyed horse-fly swarmed everywhere, avid of blood
and abominably persevering, but the moment the sun
declined and the air became a little cold, they all
vanished. Happily the small grey horse-fly, whose
sole object in life is to bite the end of the human nose,
was absent—mercifully, as we were fully occupied
with the other species.

A few hours brought us to the top of the Atro
or Atar Pass, on the watershed between Ishkoman
and Yasin: it is an easy pass, particularly so on the
Yasin side. On the way up, yellow and red stonecrop
was abundant, as well as yellow ranunculus and pro-
digious quantities of the inevitable and inedible wild
onion.

We liked our Yasin coolies. They were a willing
crowd, and even managed to tie the loads on to the
ponies, so we hoped against hope that the people of
Ishkoman would not meet us on the border. But
when we were near the crest of the pass we saw a number
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of men awaiting us, though how they had discovered
our movements I had no idea. Custom, and a very
strict one, had as usual triumphed. So we dismissed
our followers from Darkot and handed ourselves over
to the people of Ishkoman.
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CHAPTER VII

ISHKOMAN AND ITS GLACIERS

WE had entered Yasin by the back door, and we came
to Ishkoman in like manner, for the usual approach
is from Gilgit, by Singal, a good, well-kept mule road,
very hot in summer.

The Ishkoman coolies took us over on the top of
the Atar Pass. And as we caught sight of them we
realised that we were not gainers by the change.
They carried loads without reference to size or weight,
and chattered discordantly as they went on their way.
Daulat was not far wrong when he observed, after
watching the new coolies, ‘Any Wakhi woman of
Hunza is worth three of these useless men.’

We went down a very steep gradient, but not
swiftly, for the coolies stopped constantly, sat down
every few hundred yards and made the air resound
with their shrill squabbles. However, we did get
along and, just as I was gingerly descending a par-
ticularly awkward slope, up jumped a son of the Raja
of Ishkoman, accompanied by three men with tam-
bourines and another with a basket of apricots. This
was true politeness, but I felt wholly unworthy. Here
was the Raja’s son, Mir Ahmed Khan, an active young
man, well turned out. There were we, dirty, un-
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shaven and unkempt. Workmanlike, I daresay, but
not elegant or picturesque, decidedly not that! We
shook hands, talked, and resumed the difficult scramble.
I tried to climb down with ease and insouciance that
I might be worthy of the three musicians who walked
in front with agility, banging on their tambourines
and singing songs in the Shina language.

It was, of course, ridiculous and incongruous to go
in procession amongst the glaciers and uplands of the
Hindu Kush, but luckily a ford caused a change of
formation, and the road became so abominable that
there was an end of all minstrelsy till we reached camp.
I had taken this unknown track as I wished to see the
Atar or Atro Sar, a lake about two miles long, which
I did not recognise when I first caught sight of it,
for it was sage-green in colour and a very singular
spectacle. The lake, formed by two moraines which
had joined in the valley bed, was fed by glacier streams
so dirty and dingy that the water might well have been
even more opaque than it was. There was over half-
a-mile of dry lake bed at the upper end, but whether
this was due to a permanent fall in level or merely
to a smaller water supply after the winter snows had
melted it was impossible to say, though local tradition
gave the former reason as the cause. Our camp lay
at the lower or eastern end, and we walked along the
south side of the lake, making very poor progress.
Indeed, we could hardly do a mile in an hour as the
shore and hillside were a mass of tumbled boulders
and stony slopes, a hard bit of walking ; we reached
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the end with thankfulness and camped on a grassy
alluvial spit of land, with trees and brushwood.
Looking east, I saw, towering in grandeur, the great
rock peak of Kanpur,! rising straight up from its girdle
of glaciers, a very noble sight.

The scenery, indeed, was fine, especially looking
over Ishkoman from the summit of the Atar Pass,
where the distant peaks of Hunza came into view.
Close by, on our immediate right, was a great cirque
of snow. Curiously enough, the view behind over
Darkot was most disappointing and the great massif
with its glaciers and corries had dwindled into an
insignificant and even commonplace heap. We were
too high, or the direction was wrong, for, viewed from
above Darkot, this group had presented itself as a
superb piece of mountain landscape.

Having climbed a high pass and walked from
dawn to dusk we were disinclined for revelry but,
with fuel in abundance and a hospitable host, we had
to dismiss our languor and prepare for amusement.
So the Ishkomanis came and danced with a vigour
and skill which I wished had been devoted to carrying
our kit. As I looked at the audience standing round
the fire and sprung from heaven knew where, I thought
it was long since I had seen such undersized, poorly
developed, ill-nourished creatures. With their small
stature and long flapping sleeves they skipped and
pranced in the fire-light, looking exactly what Daulat

1 The name is probably Kampir or Kampiok, meaning ‘old
woman’.
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called them, newly hatched chickens. The more I
saw of the inhabitants of Ishkoman, the more was I
struck by their degeneracy ; they were poor in physique
and lacking in brains ; a strange type of mountaineer !

When I asked about the three tambourine players
who banged and thumped so assiduously, I was told
there were no musicians in the whole state. No
one knew or troubled to learn how to play the surnai
(pipe), the kettledrum or fiddle, or any instrument
either string or wind. These absurd pygmies in front
of me, whacking their doleful tambourines, represented
the sole musical talent of Ishkoman. Nothing better
could be produced locally and, if it were required,
players were summoned from Hunza. The longer I
stayed in Ishkoman the more I realised how meagre
were the abilities of the people.

A drum had burst in the night, so the next day
there were only two musicians to play us out, banging
and screeching with unimpaired vigour. We went
down and down, a rapid fall, passing numerous summer
grazing grounds, and being met with shafial. Shafi
is the vernacular for bread, and it was the custom for
the women to hold a large cloth across the road and
so close it. We handed over some money and the
headman came out with a large wooden platter of
bread and butter. We all took a morsel and went on.

To my surprise and delight, as we went further
down, I saw real pines growing in abundance, and the
whole of the Maithantar (Distant Pasture) valley was
clothed with them. Birch and especially poplar were
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numerous; the latter were shedding their seeds of
cotton-down which lay in soft heaps on the ground.
In Turkestan the careful women collect the down and
stuff pillows with it. In Ishkoman there were no
pillows to stuff.

The path was deplorable, and though wood was
so abundant the bridges were usually a bough flung
haphazard over a stream and as thick (and useful) as
a barber’s pole. We ambled along the higgledy-
piggledy track, as confused a path as the minds of those
who used it. There was no effort either to align or
repair it, and these signs of slovenliness on all sides
began to depress me.

I was told that there were neither carpenters nor
masons in the country, so that all building or working
in wood was out of the question. There was gold in
the Ishkoman river, but neither man, woman nor
child knew how to wash for it. No one in the country
could weave decent frieze which was obtainable in the
neighbouring valley. It seemed, indeed, that no one
could do anything. Seventy per cent. of the people
were diseased ; it was all depressing.

The people were Maulais, and thanks to certain
innovations of the Bombay hierarchs of the sect, their
religious obligations had been reduced to a bare
minimum, so that their religion entailed fewer duties
than any other creed on earth. Religious stimulus as
well as religious control were thus both absent. Liquor
too is allowed and even encouraged. To put it mildly
the people, one and all, are topers, brewing a potent
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and malodorous spirit from mulberries. This poison
is widely drunk. A man with a copper pot, such as
is usually kept for brewing tea, began to boil some
water over our fire, but the vessel had held mulberry
spirit, and the stink it gave off was vile, so we bade
him be off with his infernal machine.

There seemed abundant land in the country, for
when we passed the summer settlement of Handis,
with ample fields and water on both sides of the stream,
we found that the people only cultivated one side each
year. 'The possibility of bad harvests or bad seasons
never worried their lazy minds, for their mistaken
economy was but due to sloth.

We were traversing the valley of Ishkoman proper,
the first, and for long the only, settlement in the country,
the inhabitants of which could alone boast of being
true Ishkomanis. Elsewhere there were Wakhis at
Imit and also folk from Chitral, Yasin and Gupis
lower down, even a few Pathans and some rubbishy
Seyyids, but the original settlers were confined to the
Ishkoman river valley, in itself only a tributary of the
main stream.

Why these people should have degenerated it is
hard to say. Their ruler said that they were so isolated
and neglected that they had been left to themselves,
with deplorable results, hidden away in a remote
valley with no stimulus and no encouragement to
better themselves. Ishkoman itself was a small settle-
ment with a fair amount of cultivation around it, but

it had no claim to distinction. The fort was in ruins,
6
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no famous warrior nor holy pir had ever lived in the
place, it had been the scene of no fighting, and its
chief claim to interest was the narrow gorge, four
yards wide, through which the river flowed, truly a
great natural achievement to force a glacier stream
through so straight a channel.

Our destination was Imit, the present capital of the
country, on the left bank of the Karambar river which
rises in the Afghan frontier, and runs into the Ishkoman
river. It was now reported unfordable, so we proposed
to proceed down the right bank for twelve miles, cross
by the bridge, and return up the left bank, a detour
of twenty-five miles and with only a rope bridge after
all our toil. How Aziza the cook would ever cross
I dared not think, and I put that problem resolutely
aside; but fate proved kind and we had not to
solve it.

As we left Ishkoman town for the bridge head,
and went round the barren hillside (all the hillsides
were barren hereabouts, but I never grew used to the
aridity) we saw opposite to us a rider moving quickly
along the narrow track. This proved to be the Raja
Mir Bais Khan, Governor of the state, a man of great
energy, or he would not have forded a river in full
flood. The dilemma, however, was complete, but we
solved it by camping at the next village, Dalte, which
was mercifully close by and where, under the finest
apricot trees I have seen, we sat and awaited the Raja,
consoling ourselves with large baskets of apricots that
were sent for our encouragement and sustenance. He
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came at last, and we had tea under the trees in a flood
of apologies and regrets.

At Dalte apricots were abundant, and Daulat rushed
in, bidding me come and see the men of Ishkoman
eat them. I saw a large circle of men working their
way through a vast pile of apricots, heaped on to a
blanket, and, when the fruit was finished, they started
on the kernels which are much esteemed. Far into
the night the gentle cracking of the breaking fruit-
stones could be heard. When the apricot season is in
full swing, every convenient stone along the roadside
has a heap of the broken shells. It is an agreeable
feature of the apricot that excess in eating seems to
cause no ill-effects. The natives say that the fruit
is easily digested but that the kernels should be eaten
after the fruit. Considering that for weeks the sole
diet of the people consists of apricots it is perhaps as
well that they are so wholesome.

Next day we had to retrace our steps to Ishkoman
town where we crossed the narrow gorge, descended
the left side of the valley and in a few short miles we
reached the Karambar river, which we were expected
to ford. There was an immense stretch of grey stone
at the junction of the two streams, a great plain of
desolate useless rubble, over which the river flowed
at will. At the time we arrived it was flowing in five
channels, but sometimes it would capriciously flow in
one, when all idea of fording had to be abandoned.
The Raja said that the difficulty of crossing was not
so much the current or depth of the stream as the
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abundant small stones which moved with the current
and made one’s foothold precarious. However, a
camel had been provided for the bedding, and yaks
for the rest of the kit. The camel ambled placidly
through the water but not so the yaks, which grunted
and groaned and made a prodigious fuss. They always
do, but they are wonderful beasts for certain types of
work, and never lose their foothold. The hillside may
give way under them but they never slip ; their one
fear is heat. As long as it is cold enough yaks can do
anything ; the freezing glacier water of the Karambar
suited them admirably. They crossed five swirling
streams, the water dashing over their backs, on which
we clung like organ-grinders’ monkeys. We arrived
without a thrill at the other side. Yaks may be un-
gainly, ill-tempered and obstinate, but they are in a
class apart. From the left bank of the river it was
a short march to Imit, now the capital, where the
Governor had built a good rest-house for visitors and
a house for himself.

When he first arrived in Ishkoman, on the death
of the old Wakhi chief, Ali Mardan Shah, there were
a few shabby huts: the old man had been a true
nomad and had never looked on Imit as his resting-
place, but always hoped to return to Wakhan. His
belief was more optimistic than intelligent as the
Afghans never give back what they have taken. Ali
Mardan had escaped with his life after one promise
had been broken by the Afghans, and he would have
been foolish to trust them again. Yet he never had
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been able to reconcile himself to ending his days in
Ishkoman but lived in squalor, without even a stable,
his followers surrounding him in their own styes. After
his death, half of them returned to their native Wakhan,
longing for their free, careless, haphazard nomadic life
—and small blame to them—but they found conditions
so changed that they hastened back to Imit.

The present Governor has induced them to build
houses, plant trees, rotate their crops and improve
their condition generally. The Wakhis are no fools ;
they are conspicuously the best race in Ishkoman
and, when once they realise that their pastoral life
is definitely ended, they settle down contentedly.
The Wakhis plant quantities of tobacco which they
sell to the silly Ishkomanis who firmly believe that
they will die if they plant it. Thanks to the Raja,
however, this idea is disappearing and a few patches
have been planted, but their owners are nervous,
unhappy and decidedly apprehensive.

Imit is famous for its hot springs which are slightly
sulphurous but not, to my mind, quite hot enough,
though pleasant to sit in under a blazing July sun.
We all bathed, even Aziza the cook, a notable opponent
of modern bathing habits.

Imit had two other claims to distinction, the flies
and the dogs. All night long a mob of lanky, crop-
eared brutes roamed round the rest-house and howled
continuously. All day long droves of flies swept
gustily through the rooms. The Raja dealt with the
dogs, but he was helpless against the flies.
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From Imit there is a little used route which leads
up the Karambar valley to Chitral and Afghanistan,
but in summer the water is too high and the way is
closed. However, there is a glacier, of the same name
as the river, which comes down into the valley, so we
went as far as it, and gained a good view of the upper
regions of the country. They were, however, as
desolate and lifeless as any of the neighbouring valleys.
We saw some choughs, but no animals. We passed
several Wakhi villages, and it was evident that these
former nomads were settling down and already becoming
an asset to the country.

We reached the Karambar glacier, crossed it and
found, to our surprise and delight, a fine grazing
ground, with cultivation, abundant willows, pencil
cedars and grass, all high up on the right side of the
valley. From it we looked down on the great glacier
filling the entire valley bed and, with fine views all
round us, it was in every way an ideal summer camp.
At the head of the valley rose a black pyramid of rock,
23,000 feet high, the centre of a group of snow peaks,
whilst the séracs and crevasses of the great glacier
fell in glistening tiers. In the evening the sun fell on
the vast ribbon of ice, which glowed rosily, the snow
slopes catching and reflecting the radiance. It was
a sublime spectacle.

We went to the head of the glacier and found it 1s
a stiff march. Curiously enough, it was the vegeta-
tion that most impeded us. Both sides of the valley
were clothed with dense dwarf willow, growing on
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a perpendicular slope, and we had to scramble through
this for some distance, making very poor progress.
We swung ourselves along by catching hold of the roots
and boughs, but we were men, not apes, and conse-
quently amateurs. Our efforts were well rewarded
by the magnificent scenery at the valley’s head.

We had with us another son of the Raja, a pleasant
youth who had been educated at the missionary school
at Srinagar, and was in consequence much bored by
life in his own land; like all Asiatics he thought
education was a means to a job and not an end in itself.
As Daulat and I never ate or drank during an expedi-
tion he could not understand us at all for, like all his
race, he drank from every stream and whenever the
chance offered. I used to make this lad come to tea
with us every day and we had long talks, although I
had to provide the openings. He was a nice fellow,
rather soft but (like his brother Mir Ahmed) a magni-
ficent rider and polo player. He was always lamenting
his miserable lot, his poverty, his lack of préspects
and the general insipidity of life. He felt it hard that,
after all his education, he was no more than a village
schoolmaster on twenty rupees a month. I suggested
several ways of relieving the tedium profitably, but the
poor lad had the faults of his class. He was a gushpur,
a member of the ruling caste, and so exempt from all
exertion ; generations of this outlook on the world
had bred an indolence which he could not overcome.

What is a European to say to a young man, intelli-
gent, healthy, and well-educated, who has not the
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remotest notion of what to do with his time, and
to whom even reading is irksome? Poor Mahomed
Ayub Khan was typical of all these gushpurs, whose
education had been a waste of money, and who had
all become bored loafers. He used to say to me:
“You sahibs are always busy ! Why, my headmaster’s
wife would work in the garden if she had a moment
to spare!” I used in desperation to suggest that he
should climb a few mountains but there was always some
excuse. I do not blame him in any way. He was one
of many victims of a system to which I refer elsewhere,
and I fear that this torpor of character eludes remedy.

After visiting some more glaciers at Bhort and
Bad Swat we returned to Imit, and found a lion there
which had escaped our notice. It was the shrine
of Tibet Baba, famous for its miraculous millstone.
The people of the Ishkoman valley had greatly coveted
this stone, had stolen it three times and taken it to their
village. Thrice had the stone returned mysteriously,
without human agency, and was now imbedded in a
small platform of mud, four feet square and two feet
high, in a small building adorned with flags inside and
out. We reverently and critically inspected the sacred
ashlar which shows no external signs of sanctity or
antiquity. A small mosque adjoined, with the tomb
of Tibet Baba, of whom no one knew anything or
cared at all. The regular custodian of the shrine was
away collecting alms; an old devotee from Kashmir
was in charge, but he apparently found it a dull profit-
less occupation, for he was off to spend a month in
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Bunji. He had chosen the hottest time of the year
to visit the most unpleasant place in the district, but
he was doubtless anxious to expiate his sins, for it
would be a fine way of doing penance.

It was now time to leave Ishkoman and its kind
Governor and, as I had run short of everything, I
determined to go to Gilgit, the local metropolis, and
replenish my supplies. I had no stores and no money ;
my photographic plates were finished, and I had worn
out three pairs of the best English boots in under
three months. The men, too, had worn out their
foot-gear. It is, indeed, difficult to realise the in-
credible roughness of the tracks. They are nothing
but stones, which cut leather like a knife and pull out
nails like pincers.

We stayed a night at Imit where Daulat urged his
old enemy Aziza to take another bath in the hot sulphur
springs. ‘Ah’, he said to the cook, ‘your face is all
shining from the last bath; a second one will do you
good.” Aziza giggled an