THE PUNDITS

British Exploration of
Tibet and Central Asia

DEREK WALLER

THE UNIVERSITY PRESS OF KENTUCKY



Maps in this book were created by Lawrence Brence.
Relief rendering from The New International Atlas © 1988
by Rand McNally & Co., R.L. 88-S-194

Copyright © 1990 by The University Press of Kentucky

Scholarly publisher for the Commonwealth,
serving Bellarmine College, Berea College, Centre
College of Kentucky, Eastern Kentucky University,

The Filson Club, Georgetown College, Kentucky
Historical Society, Kentucky State University,
Morehead State University, Murray State University,
Northern Kentucky University, Transylvania University,
University of Kentucky, University of Louisville,
and Western Kentucky University.

Editorial and Sales Offices: Lexington, Kentucky 40506-0336

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Waller, Derek J.

The Pundits : British exploration of Tibet and Central Asia /
Derek Waller.

p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references.

ISBN 0-8131-1666-X (alk. paper)

1. Asia, Central—Description and travel. 2. Tibet (China) -
- Description and travel. 1. Title.
DS327.7.W35 1990
958'.03—dc20 90-32802

CIP

This book is printed on acid-free paper meeting
the requirements of the American National Standard
for Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials.
]



Contents

List of Maps vi
Preface vii

. The Great Trigonometrical Survey of India 1

First Attempts: Abdul Hamid and Nain Singh 33

Across the Northwest Frontier; The Mirza, the Havildar, and
the Mullah 54

To Tibet and Beyond: The Singh Family 99

. The Forsyth Missions to Yarkand and Kashgar 144
. Around Everest and Kanchenjunga: Hari Ram and Rinzing

Namgyal 169
“A Hardy Son of Soft Bengal” 193

. The Tsangpo-Brahmaputra Controversy: Lala, Nem Singh,

and Kintup 214

. Questions of Secrecy 248
10.

Conclusion 267

Notes 274

Bibliography 304

Note on Map Sources 316
Index 317

[Nustrations follow page 136



N -

AN

oo

Maps

Abdul Hamid, 1863-64; Nain Singh, 1865-66 36

The Mirza, 1868-69; The Havildar, 1870, 1873-75 68

The Mullah, 1873-74, 1875-76, 1878 96

Nain, Kalian, and Mani Singh, 1867; Kalian Singh, 1868; Kishen
Singh, 1871-72; Nain Singh, 1874-75 106

Kishen Singh, 1878-82 128

Forsyth Mission, 1873-74; Abdul Subhan, 1874; M.S.,
1878-81 152

. Hari Ram, 1871-72, 1873, 1885-86 180
. Sarat Chandra Das and Ugyen Gyatso, 1879 198
. Lala, 1875-76; Nem Singh and Kintup, 1878-79; Kintup, 1880-84;

Rinzing Namgyal and Phurba, 1885-86 218



Preface

I first became aware of the activities of the pundits in the course of relatively
casual reading about the history and politics of Tibet. I discovered that
many authors had referred, but only rather briefly, to their exploits. This
book will, I hope, go some way toward assigning to these Indian explorers,
and to the British officers of the Great Trigonometrical Survey of India,
their rightful place in the history of the exploration of Tibet and Central
Asia.

A number of libraries and archives have been vital in supplying material
for this book. I should like to give particular thanks to the staff of the India
Office Library and Records; the Jean and Alexander Heard Library of
Vanderbilt University; the Library and Archives of the Royal Geographical
Society; and the British Library. I am also pleased to acknowledge as-
sistance from the library of the University of Leeds, the archives of the
Royal Society, Cambridge University Library, and the Public Records
Office.

The staff of the National Archives of India in New Delhi were helpful in
allowing me to see many volumes in the Dehra Dun series of the Survey of
India Records. Unfortunately, the government of India does not permit
inspection of all the volumes in this series (or, at least, it did not when I
visited the archives in 1981).

The fifth and final volume of Colonel R.H. Phillimore’s Historical
Records of the Survey of India, 1844-1861 (Dehra Dun, 1968) is a difficult
book to come by. The work was apparently never actually issued, and only a
few copies, which were sent out in advance of publication, are known to be
extant. I must therefore express my gratitude to the Royal Engineers Corps
Library at Brompton Barracks, Chatham, who kindly made a copy of
volume five available to me.

A number of people were generous in their comments on various
sections of the manuscript. For their assistance, [ am indebted to Gary Alder
(who also provided me with copies of some documents), Felicity Browne,
Scott Colley, Faith Evans, Peter Hopkirk, and Nicholas Rhodes. In addition
to commenting on the manuscript, Nicholas and Deki Rhodes also provided
a great deal of information concerning Rinzing Namgyal and Ugyen Gyatso
and gave me illustrative material on these two explorers, some of which is
reproduced in the text. I also thank Henry Brownrigg of London, owner of
the surveying instrument inscribed to Nain Singh, for allowing it to be
photographed.
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A grant enabling me to travel to New Delhi was given by the University
Research Council of Vanderbilt University, and financial assistance toward
publication was provided by the Graduate School of the University. I am
more than happy to acknowledge both awards.

I am also indebted in other ways to Howard Boorman, the late Forrestt
Miller, Bert Pullen, David Snellgrove, and Hugh Tinker. Special thanks to
Tommye Corlew, who uncomplainingly deciphered my handwriting,

typed, retyped, and typed again.



ONE
The Great Trigonometrical
Survey of India

On a September day in 1863, a Moslem named Abdul Hamid entered the
Central Asian city of Yarkand. Disguised as a merchant, Hamid was
actually an employee of the Survey of India, carrying concealed instru-
ments to enable him to map the geography of the area. Hamid did not live to
provide a firsthand account of his travels. Nevertheless, he was the advance
guard of an elite group of Indian trans-Himalayan explorers—recruited,
trained, and directed by the officers of the Great Trigonometrical Survey of
India—who were to traverse much of Tibet and Central Asia during the
next thirty years.

In the public documents of the Survey of India, these men came to be
called “pundits” or “native explorers,” but in the closed files of the
government of British India, they were given their true designation as spies
or secret agents. The use of these agents was sanctioned in the 1860s only
after the closing of the borders of Tibet to foreigners, the deaths of several
European explorers in Central Asia, the unwillingness and inability of the
Chinese authorities to make provision for British travelers, and decades of
reluctance by the government of India to allow technically qualified Indians
to survey beyond the frontier.

As they moved northward within the Indian subcontinent, the British
demanded precise frontiers and sought orderly political and economic
relationships with their neighbors. The British were also becoming in-
creasingly aware of and concerned by their ignorance of the geographical,
political, and military complexion of the territories beyond the mountain
frontiers of the Indian empire. This was particularly true in the case of Tibet.
Tibet was certainly the highest, and arguably the most remote and inac-
cessible, country in the world. The deserts of Turkestan spread to the north,
and on the south and west stretched the vast ranges of the Himalayan chain.
These could be crossed, but with difficulty, as even the passes were at
altitudes in excess of 16,000 feet. To the east, Tibet could be entered from
China but only by crossing serried ridges of mountains, running in a north-
south direction. Very little was known of the country’s geography, not even
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the exact position of its capital, Lhasa. There was speculation as to the route
of the Tsangpo, its major river, and whether the Tsangpo flowed into India
as the Brahmaputra or the Irrawaddy. The true sources of the Tsangpo and
Indus rivers were still unknown. The best available map was one made on
the basis of measurements taken by two Tibetan lamas—trained as sur-
veyors by Jesuits in Peking—and drawn up in 1717.

The British were, however, by no means completely ignorant about
Tibet. “They . . . make handsome cups out of the heads of their [dead]
parents, so that when drinking out of them they may have them in mind in
the midst of their merrymaking. This was told me by one who had seen it.”!
So wrote Friar William of Rubruck in the narrative of his mission to the
Mongols in the mid-thirteenth century, thus providing to the Western world
one of the first intriguing glimpses of life in Tibet.

The following century, another Franciscan, Friar Odoric of Pordenone,
journeyed to Peking and then returned to Europe through Central Asia.
Although it is unlikely that he visited Lhasa as he claimed, he did meet
people who had been there, and he returned home in 1330 with the first
substantial knowledge of Tibet. It was to be almost three hundred years
before European visitors were actually to enter Tibet and return with a more
reliable description.?

The Portuguese had set up a base at Goa on the Indian coast in 1510,
which was followed later in the sixteenth century by a Jesuit mission to the
Moghul court at Agra, near Delhi. It was probably there that the Jesuit
father Antonio de Andrade learned of the journeys of two travelers in the
lands to the north. The first of these was a Portuguese merchant named
Diogo de Almeida who visited Ladakh around 1600, and when he arrived in
Goa in 1603, he reported a Christian community apparently surviving
there.3 The second journey was that made by a fellow Jesuit, Benedict
Goes, who started out from Agra in 1602 in search of lost Christian
communities in Cathay, a country thought by many at that time to be
separate from China. Goes passed through Kabul and Badakhshan and
crossed the Pamir to Chinese Turkestan, before dying in China in 1607.4
His Armenian traveling companion succeeded in making his way to Peking,
giving details of Goes’ adventures to the Catholic mission there.

Goes had solved one problem by showing that China and Cathay were
one and the same. But reports of Christian rituals being practiced in Tibet
tantalized the curiosity and imagination of Andrade, who set off from Agra
in 1624 in the company of Manuel Marques, a lay brother of the mission.
The two crossed the Mana pass over the Himalayas into the western Tibetan
province of Guge and were well received at its capital, Tsaparang. There
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they stayed for three weeks before returning to Agra the same year.> The
following year Andrade, Marques, and another father were back in
Tsaparang building a permanent mission. More Jesuits followed, and
excursions were made to other parts of western Tibet, including the town of
Rudok. The Tsaparang mission flourished in a small way, but eventually the
religious practices of the Jesuits aroused the wrath of the lamas, who incited
the population against them. The mission lost its leader in 1630 when
Andrade was recalled to Goa, where he died in 1634. When the friendly
king of Guge was overthrown from Ladakh, a Father Francisco Azevedo was
sent, without success, to seek help from the king of Ladakh. Azevedo did,
however, provide some of the first insights into life in the Ladakhi capital of
Leh.6 The Tsaparang mission was eventually closed in 1635, and an attempt
to reopen it in 1640 failed. In its ten years of life, it was never able to acquire
more than one hundred converts. Andrade, however, wrote a letter detailing
some of his experiences in Tibet, which was published in Portuguese as a
small book in Lisbon in 1626 and was subsequently published in other
European languages.’

While at Tsaparang, Andrade had become aware of the kingdom of
Utsang to the southeast and of its capital Shigatse. He urged that a mission
be established there. In 1626, the Portuguese Jesuit fathers John Cabral and
Stephen Cacella (who had been part of the Tsaparang mission) set out for
Shigatse. After an arduous journey via Bhutan (a country which they were
the first Europeans to enter), they were warmly received in Shigatse and
provided with a church. Cabral returned to India in 1628 through Nepal,
and Cacella followed him early in 1629. Cacella soon set out to return to
Shigatse, this time accompanied by Father Manuel Diaz. Alas, Diaz suc-
cumbed on the way. Cacella reached Shigatse, but died there in March 1630,
shortly after his arrival. Father Cabral returned alone to man the mission,
arriving in Shigatse in June 1631. Although he was well treated there and
had good contact with the lamas at the great Tashilhunpo monastery nearby,
no contact was permitted with the Tsaparang mission. Eventually the
Church authorities decided, because of difficulties of communication,
against the continued existence of the Shigatse mission, and by 1632 Cabral
was back in India.® With the closure of the Tsaparang mission three years
later, missionary work in Tibet ceased and was not to be resumed until the
next century.

This did not mean, however, that Tibet was completely unvisited by
Europeans. In 1661, two more Jesuits entered Tibet and reached Lhasa, the
first Europeans to do so. They were the Austrian John Grueber and the
Belgian Albert d’'Orville. The two traveled not from India, but from Peking
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via Sining and Koko Nor. Their objective was to reach India by the overland
route, the usual sea routes now being controlled by the Dutch. The two
fathers resided briefly in Lhasa in October 1661, before proceeding on
through Kathmandu to Agra. There, in the spring of the following year,
d’Orville died. Grueber continued on to Rome, and although he never
returned to Tibet, he was the first to provide Europe with an eyewitness
description of Lhasa (including a drawing of the Potala palace) and a brief
account of Tibetan life, as published by the German scholar Athanasius
Kircher in 1667.° Armenians and Muscovites were also well known as
trading in Tibet at that time, and there was a resident community of Ladakhi
Moslems and Nepalese in Lhasa.

After the departure of Grueber and d’Orville, no more priests were
dispatched to Tibet until early in the following century. By that time,
jurisdiction over missionary work in Tibet had been placed in the hands of
the Capuchins, who maintained a small presence in Lhasa from 1707 to
1711.10 Seemingly unaware of these developments, the Jesuits were mar-
shaling their own resources to reestablish themselves north of the Himala-
yas in Ladakh and try to make contact with any remaining converts at
Tsaparang. Although this idea was first put forward in about 1704,1! it was
not until 1713 that the man selected to accomplish this goal, the Italian
Jesuit Ippolito Desideni, arrived in India from Genoa. At Agra, he met up
with his superior, the Portuguese Father Manuel Freyre. They left for Tibet
in 1714.

The two fathers traveled first to Srinagar in Kashmir, where they spent
the winter, and then continued on to Leh in Ladakh. The journey to Leh was
awful. Desideri wrote the following year in a letter from Tibet that “much
snow had fallen on the path, which winds between mountains as far as Leh,
or Ladak, the fortress where the King resides, which are the very picture of
desolation, horror and death itself. They are piled one atop of another, and
so close as scarcely to leave room for the torrents which course impetuously
from their heights, and dash with such deafening noise against the rocks as
to appal the stoutest traveller . . . I assure you that I shudder now at the bare
remembrance of these dreadful episodes in our journey.” !2

Desideri believed that there were just two Tibets, “Little Tibet,” or
Baltistan, and “Great Tibet,” or Ladakh. It was only in Leh that he and
Freyre learned of the existence of a “third Tibet” to the south and east of
Ladakh. Desideri was in favor of remaining in Leh laboring “towards the
salvation of men’s souls,” but was overruled by Freyre, who insisted that
they continue on to Lhasa. Freyre, who wanted to leave all the Tibets as
rapidly as possible, chose this route as the easiest passage back to India. He
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was unwilling to return by the way they had come and unable to take the
shorter route through Garhwal because of reports of brigands. The two
continued, “against my wish,” says Desideri, reaching the capital on 18
March 1716.13 On their way, they became the first Europeans to see the holy
Mount Kailas. They also passed through Gartok but made no attempt to
make the short detour to Tsaparang, as they were ignorant of its location. !4
That proceeding to Lhasa might provoke a problem with the Capuchins
there did not concern Freyre, for having arrived there, he remained for only a
few weeks before leaving for India. !5 In any case, as late as 1713, the Jesuit
order was still unaware that Tibet had been assigned to the Capuchins.!6

Desideri remained, the only European in Lhasa. But not for long, as a
group of three Capuchin monks appeared in October to reopen their
monastery. Their arrival immediately triggered a jurisdictional dispute with
the Jesuits. The matter was referred to Rome, and the decision was made in
1718 in favor of the Capuchins. Communications being what they were,
however, Desideri was able to reside in Lhasa for five important years, in the
course of which he witnessed the imposition of Chinese authority over
Tibet in 1720.

At the time of the establishment of the Qing (or Manchu) dynasty in
China in 1644, Lhasa was ruled by Mongols from the Koko Nor area. They
built up the Dalai Lama as a religious power, and it was the Dalai Lama who
also began to assume secular authority following the death of the Mongol
leader in 1655. His policies were generally in accordance with those of the
Qing, particularly the policy of keeping a rein on the hostile Dzungarian
Mongols of the Ili region. But with the demise of the Dalai Lama in 1682, a
complex dispute arose around the question of his successor, intertwined
with the possibility of a Mongol reunification under Tibetan auspices
threatening the power of the Qing emperor. In 1717 the Dzungarian
Mongols invaded Tibet. At first welcoming the invaders, the population
soon turned against them and sought assistance from the Chinese in
expelling them. The Emperor Kangxi was only too happy to oblige and sent
an army to Tibet, which was roundly defeated by the Mongols in 1718. A
second, larger Chinese force was more successful and occupied Lhasa in
1720. The Chinese army was warmly received as the savior from the
Mongols and the restorer of the new Dalai Lama to his rightful position.
The foundation of Chinese suzerainty over Tibet had been laid in a master-
ful manner, and with the cooperation of the Tibetans themselves.!?

The three Capuchin monks who arrived in Lhasa in 1716 to reopen their
mission included Orazio della Penna and Domenico da Fano. Dogged by
the hostility of the lamas and by poor health, the Capuchin mission made
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few converts. It closed again in 1733, was reestablished in 1741, and closed
for good when the remaining monks were expelled by the Chinese in 1745.

One foreign traveler to Tibet at the time of the Capuchins was a Dutch
merchant-adventurer named Samuel Van der Putte. In the course of making
a return journey from India to China, he passed through Lhasa twice, in 1718
and again in 1730, staying with the Capuchins on both occasions. Regretta-
bly, he left little in the way of a record of his travels; all his records were
burned, at his own request, as he lay dying in Batavia (modern Jakarta).!8

The Catholic missionaries, however, had by the mid-eighteenth century
built up a fairly substantial body of information on Tibet. Some of this
appeared in the work of the French geographer Jean Baptiste du Halde
(1674-1743), who published the first edition of his geography of China in
Paris in 1735.'% An English-language version appeared the following year,
published in London.2 The account of Tibet in du Halde’s work was very
general, and much of it dealt with the map of Tibet printed in the atlas
produced by d’Anville in 1737 and issued as a complement to du Halde’s
geography.?! French Jesuit missionaries in Peking, acting on instructions
from the Emperor Kangxi, had completed the map twenty years earlier,
from material provided to them by lamas whom they had trained to survey
Tibet. This map remained the best available until improved on by the work
of the pundits of the Survey of India in the latter half of the next century.

Less than a decade after d’Anville’s map appeared, Thomas Astley began
to publish his monumental Voyages and Travels, the fourth volume of which
contained a valuable description of Tibet, including information on its
geography, economy, religion, and government, derived from the work of
earlier travelers.22 This description also reproduced a number of the draw-
ings made by Grueber, including his picture of the Potala.?3

The contribution by Grueber gave details of the route he and d’Orville
followed to and from Lhasa and touched on some of the more exotic
customs he perceived among the Tibetans. “They have a most cruel custom
in these kingdoms; for when they judge their sick people to be past hopes of
recovery, they carry them into the fields, and casting them into deep ditches
full of dead corpses, there leave them to perish, and their bodies, when
dead, to be devoured by birds and beasts of prey, esteeming it an honour to
have living creatures for their tombs.” 24 There are substantial citations in
the footnotes which referenced the material available on Tibet at the time.
Astley also included some account of the travels of the Jesuit and Capuchin
missionaries, from Andrade to della Penna.23

The next compendium of material to appear on Tibet was the Alpha-
betum Tibetanum, authored by Giorgi, published in Rome in 1762, and



The Great Trigonometrical Survey 7

compiled from Capuchin reports dispatched from Lhasa.26 Although a
large quarto-sized work of some 900 pages, containing a mass of informa-
tion, it was not translated from the Latin, and a leading English geographer
pointed out that much of the material “is overlaid by a confusing and
superfluous mass of erudition and puerile etymologies.” 27

It was the Jesuit Ippolito Desideri who provided “the first accurate
general description of Tibet, in all its particulars—the flora, fauna, prod-
ucts of the soil, the inhabitants and their special customs . . . made
possible by his perfect knowledge of the Tibetan language.”2® Unfor-
tunately, his 633-page manuscript was not discovered until 18752%; the bulk
of it was published (in Italian) only 190439; and it was not until 1931 that a
reasonably complete version appeared in English.3! Meanwhile, persons
interested in Desideri’s view of Tibet had to make do with those few of his
letters which were available in published form.32

Although direct European contact with Tibet came to a halt for almost
thirty years with the departure of the last Capuchins, a considerable amount
of data on the country, its geography, trade, and customs was now available
to those interested enough to search for it. The British, however, had played
no role in the acquisition of this material. But with British authority
becoming more extensive in India in the latter half of the eighteenth century,
it was inevitable that this would change. Clive’s victory over the Moghul
forces at the battle of Plassey in 1757 soon established British paramountcy
in Bengal, over territory extending to the foothills of the Himalayas. There
the Tibetans exercised influence beyond their own territorial borders ex-
tending from the peoples of Ladakh in the west, through Nepal to Sikkim,
Bhutan and Assam, all linked to Tibet by ties of politics, trade, and
religion.33

The Jesuits and the Capuchins were, above all, missionaries, not
geographers or surveyors. And unlike the Jesuits and the Capuchins, the
British were interested in trade, not in the propagation of religion. The East
India Company viewed trade with Tibet both as desirable for itself, par-
ticularly with respect to Tibetan exports of gold and silver, and also as a
back door to the lucrative markets of China proper, bypassing the officially
sanctioned entry point of Canton.

Unfortunately, this interest on the part of the East India Company
coincided with the closing of many of Tibet’s doors to the outside world.
This occurred partly as a result of the increasing imposition of Chinese
authority and partly because of the overthrow, by 1769, of the traditional
Newar rulers by the Gurkhas and the establishment of a Hindu kingdom in
Nepal. Racial and religious bonds between Tibet and Nepal were broken,
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and the traditional trade routes through the Nepalese passes between India
and Tibet were largely closed. In addition, the Gurkhas did not look kindly
upon the British, who had rendered military assistance to the Newars. As a
result, the East India Company began to look for alternative routes through
Bhutan or Assam which could open Tibet to trade and which did not pass
through Nepal. »

Warren Hastings had been appointed governor-general of Bengal in
1772. In the same year a crisis in the relations between Bhutan and the small
state of Cooch Behar on its southern border resulted in the sending of a
British military expedition against Bhutan. The Gurkhas, who may have
had designs on Bhutan themselves, encouraged the Tashi Lama of Tibet to
write to Hastings on behalf of Bhutan, a state traditionally dependent on
Tibet. Hastings, who by 1774 had been elevated to the position of governor-
general of India, seized the opportunity to initiate a dialogue with this
important Tibetan leader. The Panchen, or Tashi Lama as he was known at
the time, derived his name from his position as head of the great monastery
of Tashilhunpo, near Shigatse, about 150 miles southwest of Lhasa. The
Tashi Lama was second in religious and political importance only to the
Dalai Lama in Lhasa. When the Dalai Lama was a minor, deferring to a
regent, the Tashi Lama had sufficient prestige to be able to take such an
independent initiative as addressing a letter to Warren Hastings.

Hastings responded to the communication with lenient treatment of the
Bhutanese and by selecting a twenty-eight-year-old Scot, George Bogle, to
represent the East India Company on a mission to Tibet. Bogle, accom-
panied by Alexander Hamilton, a company physician, left for Tashilhunpo
in May 1774. He carried with him a copy of d’Anville’s map.34

Bogle’s objectives were to open trade and communication between
British India and Tibet. He was also required to gather basic intelligence on
roads and communication between Tibet and its neighbors and relations
between Tibet and other states. His mission, although one requiring tact and
diplomacy, was primarily commercial.

Proceeding through Bhutan and the Tibetan town of Gyantse, Bogle and
Hamilton finally met the Tashi Lama in November 1774. Bogle and the
Tashi Lama got along well and became close friends, although Bogle was
not permitted to visit Lhasa, by order of the regent. Bogle stayed in Tibet
until April 1775. The Tashi Lama agreed to Bogle’s proposals concerning
trade between the company and Tibet, but pointed out the suspicions about
British intentions harbored by the regent and the Chinese authorities in
Lhasa.

The thin link between Britain and Tibet depended very much on the
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authority and personality of the Tashi Lama, and it was upon him that
Hastings pinned his hopes for more stability in the area around Bhutan,
increased trade through Bhutan to Tibet, and the possibility of intercession
with the emperor in Peking to generate an overall improvement in Anglo-
Chinese trade.

Because of the delicacy of the situation involving Tashilhunpo, Lhasa,
and Bengal, it was not until 1779 that Hastings readied Bogle for a second
mission. Bogle then learned that the Tashi Lama had left for China. His
journey was first postponed and then canceled when news arrived that the
Tashi Lama had died of smallpox in Peking in 1780. Bogle himself died of
cholera in Calcutta the following year, aged thirty-four.

Bogle was the first Englishman to penetrate the Himalayas to Tibet. His
report showed that Tibet exported gold, salt, yak tails, and woolen cloth.
Fine wool for “cashmere” shawls was sent to Kashmir. It was also known
that Tibet exported borax and imported large quantities of Chinese tea,
although these were not mentioned in the report. Bogle also discussed
Tibetan imports of iron, fruit, spices, silk, rice, coral, and broadcloth. The
bulk of Tibetan trade was with China, but there was also considerable
commercial activity to the south, through traditional trade routes to Nepal,
India, Bhutan, and Assam.3>

Bogle’s narrative of his travels was not published for a century. He was
apparently negotiating with a publisher when he died.36 It was not until
1876 that Clements Markham, of the Geographical Department of the India
Office, acquired the papers from the Bogle family and produced the book,
Narratives of the Mission of George Bogle to Tibet, and of the Journey of
Thomas Manning to Lhasa. Markham did not mention that Bogle married a
Tibetan, possibly a sister of the Tashi Lama, and that they had two
daughters.37

Despite the deaths of Bogle and the Tashi Lama, Hastings pressed on,
selecting Samuel Turner, a relative of his and a lieutenant in the army of the
East India Company, as his next emissary. Turner left India in 1783 and
returned in 1784 after a friendly visit to Tashilhunpo, where he met the
regent to the infant reincarnation of the Tashi Lama.38 Trade with Tibet did
increase as a result of the Turner mission, but only briefly, as external
political events resulted in Tibet’s doors firmly closing to Europeans.

Nepal invaded Tibet in 1788 in search of the treasure housed by wealthy
monasteries. Unable to oppose them, the Tibetans sued for peace and
promised to pay an indemnity. The Gurkhas then withdrew, but not before
Tashilhunpo had appealed for help to Lord Cornwallis, who had replaced
Hastings as governor-general in 1785. Cornwallis declined, promising only
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that he would not assist the Gurkhas. The Gurkhas invaded againin 1791, on
the grounds that Tibet had not fulfilled the agreement over the indemnity.
Shigatse was captured and Tashilhunpo was sacked. A strong Chinese army
then entered Tibet and defeated the troops withdrawing to Nepal. Now it
was the turn of the Gurkhas to request aid from the British. Cornwallis again
refused, though he offered to provide mediation, which aroused the suspi-
cions of the Tibetans and angered the Gurkhas. Cornwallis had succeeded
only in alienating all three parties—Tibetan, Chinese, and Gurkha. A large
Chinese army now occupied the most populous part of Tibet, and Britain
was not to regain its influence there until the twentieth century. The Chinese
Emperor Qian Long closed the frontiers of Tibet to the outside world, thus
imposing on Tibet an exclusionary policy similar to that already enforced
for China proper, one which kept nearly all foreigners away by restricting
trade only to the port of Canton. The Tibetans agreed. They had been
angered by the lack of Brtish assistance against the Gurkhas and were
alarmed by the spread of British power along the foothills of the Himalayas.
The Chinese also insinuated to the Tibetans that Britain had actually helped
the Gurkhas and, fearing for their own position, encouraged the Tibetans in
their suspicions of the outside world, suggesting that the Europeans might
wish to replace Buddhism with Chnistianity. This exclusionary policy
continued to be in effect throughout the nineteenth century. Apart from the
eccentric British traveler Thomas Manning, no Englishman (and few other
Europeans) reached the Tibetan capital until the twentieth century and the
Younghusband military expedition of 1904. Manning, who wandered into
Lhasa in 1811, was the first Englishman ever to see the city. He was the last
for almost a hundred years. However, Manning returned from Tibet in 1812
with little substantial information, and few were aware of his journey until
his narrative was published by Markham in 1876.3% The only other Euro-
peans who succeeded in seeing Lhasa during the nineteenth century were
two French Lazarist priests, Evariste Huc and Joseph Gabet, who arrived
there from Peking in 1846. They remained in Lhasa for several weeks before
being expelled by the Chinese authorities and returning to China.

The closing of the borders stimulated British interest in Tibet. As the
nineteenth century progressed, curiosity increased with the occupation of
territory along the Tibetan border, acquired as a result of the deteriorating
relations with Nepal. With the Chinese firmly in control of Tibet and
closing its borders to Bengal, the East India Company looked initially to
revive the trade routes to Tibet through Nepal. This was despite the failure
of the mission of Captain William Kirkpatrick, who had been sent to
mediate between the Gurkhas and the Tibetans in 1792. A second mission
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under Captain Knox was dispatched in 1801. Knox became the first British
Resident in Kathmandu and, on behalf of Britain, signed a treaty with Nepal
shortly after his arrival. However, as a result of internal political develop-
ments in Nepal, Knox withdrew in 1803, and the treaty was dissolved. The
continued forays by the Gurkhas into areas of British interest and protection
ultimately led to the Anglo-Nepalese War of 1814-1816. The British were
victorious and, by the Treaty of Segauli, were given possession of territory
to the west of Nepal in Kumaon and Garhwal, thus giving British India a
common frontier with Tibet for the first time. Relations between Britain and
Nepal, however, remained cool until a change of regime in Kathmandu in
1846. Treaties in 1817 and 1861 with Sikkim, another Himalayan state on
the frontier of Tibet, gave Britain influence in that area. Sikkim was also a
major trading route from Bengal to Lhasa. Further to the east, Britain
acquired the province of Assam, after victory in the first Anglo-Burmese
War in 1826. This opened the possibility of alternative routes to Lhasa and
southwest China. In the extreme western part of Tibet, British interest in
pashm, used to make fine cashmere wool, led to the construction of the
Hindustan-Tibet road betwen 1850 and 1858. Designed primarily to im-
prove trade, the road went from the plains of India through Simla, the
summer capital, before passing through Bashahr and terminating at Shipki
on the Tibetan border.

From 1816, British interests in developing trade to the north of the
Himalayan chain were concentrated on western Tibet. This area stretched
from Nepal in the southeast to the Karakorum mountains in the northwest.
To the southeast was British territory in Kumaon and Garhwal. Adjacent to
them were a number of British protected states, such as Bashahr, and
beyond them the kingdom of Ladakh, itself next to British territory.40

The East India Company hoped that the distance of Lhasa from Gartok,
western Tibet’s major trade mart, would mean a comparable diminution of
political control and that the Gartok area, which depended far more on trade
with other states than did Lhasa, would be more open to overtures of a
commercial nature. In this regard, the shawl wool (pashm) trade was of
particular interest. The travels of William Moorcroft in western Tibet in
1812 had encouraged the company’s thinking along these lines.

Moorcroft was a veterinary surgeon and superintendent of a stud farm in
Bengal for the East India Company. An adventurous traveler, he journeyed
in disguise with Captain Hyder Young Hearsey across the Garhwal Himala-
yas into western Tibet. He was the first Englishman in the area, and he
visited the sacred Lakes Manasarowar and Rakas Tal and reached the capital
of Gartok. Moorcroft’s objective was to purchase specimens of Tibetan
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horses and to acquire information about the shawl wool trade. Although the
company realized the value of the shawl wool trade in the local economies,
it was not sufficiently interested to provide Moorcroft with official backing.
He made further travels a few years later, residing at Leh in Ladakh for two
years before dying in 1825 in northern Afghanistan, on his way to Bok-
hara.#! His journey to western Tibet demonstrated that the central au-
thorities were by no means unaware of what was going on in the outlying
regions of the country; for permitting Moorcroft to enter their territory, the
chief administrator was recalled to Lhasa for punishment.

Other attempts by Englishmen to enter Tibet proved far less successful,
regardless of whether they were traveling in an official or a private capacity.
Local officials in western Tibet generally proved to be as hostile as their
counterparts closer to Lhasa. The officials usually had good intelligence of the
arrival of a Western visitor and intercepted him, politely insisting that he must
turn back and refusing to provide him with any supplies for progress into Tibet.

Examples of such treatment were numerous. G.W. Traill, the commis-
sioner for Kumaon, attempted in 1819 to enter into discussions about trade
with officials on the Tibetan side of the border. He was unable to do so. At
around the same time, the brothers Alexander, James, and Patrick Gerard
explored the Himalayas on a number of occasions, between 1817 and 1821.
Alexander was a surveyor with the Bengal native infantry, as was Patrick,
who made meteorological observations on their expedition. James, a sur-
geon, accompanied them. Between them, they produced highly accurate
data on the peaks and passes along the frontier of western Tibet. In 1821,
Alexander Gerard wrote to the authorities at Gartok, requesting permission
to visit Lake Manasarowar. The request was denied, although he managed
to reach the Tibetan border and acquire much useful information on the
Indian side of the Himalayas.*2

No more success in penetrating Tibet was had by Captain William
Webb, surveyor of Kumaon. In 1816, Webb tried to visit Lake Manasarowar
but was turned back at the border of Tibet. “The Tartar chief who opposed
his passage was exceedingly civil, but said that his orders were positive;
that in future none would be allowed to cross that mountain from the
southward side of India; and that the Deba or governor of Ghertop [Gartok]
had been removed from his government and ordered to Lassa, for having
permitted two Englishmen to visit the lake: these, it appears, were Captain
Hearsay [sic] and Mr. Moorcroft.” 43 Webb tried again in 1819, following in
Traill's unsuccessful footsteps. Traveling in disguise to the Kumaon-Tibet
border, he did have some discussions with the Chinese officials there about
opening a trade mart. But in the end, no progress was made.*4
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The French botanist Victor Jacquemont fared no better in 1830, when he
crossed the border briefly once or twice before being forced to retreat.

After the conclusion of the first Anglo-Sikh War, a treaty was signed in
March 1846, by which the Sikhs ceded Jammu, Kashmir, and Ladakh to
Britain. Because he had remained neutral during the conflict, the Dogra
Raja of Jammu, Gulab Singh, was made ruler of this new state. Part of the
separate treaty specified that commissioners should be sent from both sides
to determine the boundary between Ladakh and western Tibet. This was
important, because doubts about the precise location of the boundary might
one day, the British thought, result in further aggression against western
Tibet by Gulab Singh, who in 1841 had already attacked and briefly
occupied the area up to Lake Manasarowar. If this occurred, it would again
disrupt the economies of British protected states such as Bashahr.4> In July
1846, the British appointed as their commissioners Captain Alexander
Cunningham and Mr. P.A. Vans Agnew. In addition to demarcating the
boundaries, they were also charged with the task of inquiry into the state of
trade with Tibet. The governor-general, Lord Hardinge, wrote letters to
Lhasa, both via Gartok and via Hong Kong and Peking, requesting that
Tibetan and Chinese commissioners be sent to conduct the joint demarca-
tion. But even if the letters were delivered, which is doubtful, no Chinese or
Tibetan officials arrived to join Cunningham and Vans Agnew in Ladakh.

In 1847, the British appointed a second boundary commission, again
commanded by Alexander Cunningham, who was joined by Henry
Strachey and Dr. Thomas Thomson. Strachey was instructed to enter
western Tibet and, if possible, visit Lhasa.46 The British were not, however,
permitted to enter Tibet; no Chinese or Tibetan commissioners arrived; and
Gulab Singh was uncooperative. After defining the boundary by them-
selves, the British commissioners retired, and the government gave up the
idea of a joint demarcation.

A few individuals were able to trespass briefly into forbidden territory.
Henry Strachey (and his brother Richard) had had more success in penetrat-
ing Tibet in an unofficial capacity. Henry had made an unauthorized visit to
Lakes Manasarowar and Rakas Tal in 1846,47 one which was repeated by
his brother Richard, in the company of J.E. Winterbottom,*8 a botanist, in
1848. The following year, the two brothers briefly entered Tibet after
ascending the Niti pass in Garhwal.#® Three German brothers, Adolph,
Hermann, and Robert Schlagintweit, made a monumental scientific study
of the Himalayan region between 1854 and 1858 and at one point penetrated
into western Tibet.30 A year later, in 1856, two British sportsmen succeeded
in slipping across the border to visit Lakes Manasarowar and Rakas Tal.5!
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Chinese Central Asia

Chinese (or Eastern) Turkestan, an area of about 400,000 square miles, is
now known as the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region. The Tian Shan
range, which runs northeast from its intersection with the Altai, bisects
Chinese Turkestan. On the far side of the Tian Shan lies the Dzungarian
desert. On the west the boundary is formed by the Pamir, from which the
Kunlun and Karakorum ranges stretch eastward, defining the southern
limits and the border with India. Passes crossing these mountains are few,
and the Takla Makan, which meets the Gobi Desert in the east, is a major
obstacle to travelers arriving from that direction.

The desire to undercut Russian trade with Tibet had been one motive for
building the Hindustan-Tibet road. In addition to commercial relations
with Tibet, the Russians also had unofficial religious ties through Mongols
who were Russian citizens. But fear of Russian influence in Tibet, although
itexisted in the 1850s and 1860s, did not become a major factor until the end
of the century. Of more pressing concern was Russian influence in Chinese
Turkestan. This was a product of Russian expansion into Central Asia
during the 1850s and 1860s. Trading privileges had been obtained in 1851
and extended by the 1860 Treaty of Peking. As the Russian presence was
moving east, the British were pushing northward. Both empires attempted
to exert influence over Chinese Turkestan, particularly in the three cities of
Kashgar, Yarkand, and Khotan. Situated on the fringe of the great Takla
Makan desert, they are watered by the rivers which flow from the mountain
chains abutting the area on three sides.

At the time, the positions of Yarkand and Khotan were not known with
certainty. Marco Polo had passed through Yarkand in the late thirteenth
century, followed in 1603 by the Jesuit traveler Benedict Goes, seeking
Cathay. Mir [zzet Ullah had been sent there via Ladakh to glean information
on caravan routes by the explorer William Moorcroft in 1812.52 An Amer-
ican named Alexander Gardiner possibly went to Yarkand in the 1820s, but
left no description.53 The German explorer Adolph Schlagintweit was
certainly there in 1857, but was soon murdered near Kashgar. All these
accounts, together with some Chinese sources, did not add up to a great
deal at a time when a good knowledge of the physical geography of the
area, including villages, crops, and mountain passes, was clearly a pressing
need with the Russian Empire expanding inexorably toward the frontiers of
British India. The possibility of a land invasion of India had first been raised
by Napoleon and Czar Alexander in the early nineteenth century. With
Russian expansion into Central Asia, the fear of this possibility increased as
the century progressed.
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As the British consolidated their hold over the Indian subcontinent, so
they became increasingly concerned by their ignorance of the lands beyond
the mountain ranges to the north and northwest. This concern was felt
particularly strongly by the surveyor-officers of the Great Trigonometrical
Survey, an institution which had its origins in India in the last part of the
eighteenth century.

Up to that time, the mapping of India had been primarily a matter of
making route-surveys, using a perambulator—a wheel with a cyclometer
attached to count the revolutions—and a compass, with latitude and longi-
tude checked by observations of the stars. It was from these route surveys,
and other information available, that James Rennell, the first surveyor-
general of India, produced his general map of “Hindoostan” in 1782.
Although useful, Rennell’s map was inadequate, in part because mapping
was not being carried out on the basis of a sustained national plan, and
partly because of inaccuracies derived from the astronomical bearings.

To remedy this situation, surveyer William L. Lambton proposed, in a
letter to the Madras government in February 1800, to cover southern India,
from Coromandel to the Malabar coast, with a network of triangular meas-
urements “with a view to determine the exact positions of all the great ob-
jects that appeared best calculated to become permanent geographical marks,
to be hereafter guides for facilitating a general survey of the Peninsula.” >4

Work began at the end of 1800, and the Great Trigonometrical Survey of
India, as it eventually came to be known, continued its work for over eight
decades, until 1883, when the principal triangulation of the entire subconti-
nent was finished. During this time, operations were never completely
suspended at any point, not even during the Mutiny.

Describing his work in 1803, Lambton wrote that “the trigonometrical
part of the survey is the foundation from which all distances and situations
of places are deduced; a true delineation of the river valleys, ranges of
mountains, with some noted points near the ghauts [gorges] and passes,
will also be a foundation for more minute topographical surveys such as are
immediately wanted for military purposes.” 33

The first step in this process was to measure a baseline as accurately as
possible, then to take a bearing on a distant point from each end of the
baseline, and by trigonometry, calculate the position of the distant point and
the lengths of the other two sides of the triangle, both of which could now be
used as baselines for a further series of triangles. Later surveyors would add
topographical details to the area within the triangle.

This system proved to be of much greater accuracy than the older reliance
on astronomical data and route surveys; it showed, for example, that the
breadth of the Indian peninsula at the latitude of Madras was more than forty
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miles in error, measured astronomically, when compared with the more
accurate trigonometrical data.

The lines of triangles eventually covered immense distances. For exam-
ple, the line of triangulation (or arc, as it was called, reflecting the curvature
of the earth) from Cape Comorin at the extreme southern tip of the Indian
peninsula to the Karakorum mountain range in the north would stretch on
the American continent from the Gulf of Mexico to Hudson Bay.

Reflecting its national orientation, the survey was officially titled the
Great Trigonometrical Survey of India in 1818. Since its sphere of opera-
tions had now passed beyond the boundaries of the Madras presidency, the
GTS was placed under the control of the government of India. Lambton was
made superintendent of the GTS, and a young captain of artillery, George
Everest, was appointed his Chief Assistant.

Meanwhile, the territory of British India also continued to expand. Both
the conclusion of the Nepal War in 1816 and the occupation of Assam a
decade later opened up new areas for exploration and survey. The consolida-
tion of Bnitish power in Assam on the northeast frontier also stimulated
debate over the true source of the Brahmaputra River, and whether it flowed
from the Tsangpo River of Tibet, a controversy which was only to be
resolved years later by one of the pundits of the Survey of India.

The GTS was placed under the orders of the surveyor general of India
only in 1823. The then surveyor general, Valentine Blacker, firmly backed
the GTS, at a time when some were calling its northern extension into
question, saying that it was “the only permanent foundation of Indian
Geography.” 7% In the same year, Lambton, still tirelessly involved in the
work of the GTS, died of tuberculosis at the advanced (for India) age of 70,
while on his way to establish a new survey headquarters in Nagpur. George
Everest was appointed superintendent of the GTS to succeed him and then
became surveyor-general of India in 1830, continuing the two posts in one
man.

Under Everest, by 1837 the principal arc of triangulation had been
carried as far north as Dehra Dun (the headquarters of the Survey of India)
near the foothills of the Himalayas. In 1841, Everest completed the principal
arc, some 1,500 miles in length, forty years after its commencement. Like
Lambton, exhausted by the rigors of the work and the climate, Everest,
suffering from malaria, was forced to leave India to recuperate in the Cape
of Good Hope between 1820 and 1822, and again in England between 1825
and 1830. This latter leave was particularly beneficial to the Survey; for
Everest, while on leave, provided the Survey with better, more accurate, and
lighter instruments, which were employed when he returned to India as
surveyor general in 1830.
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Attacks on survey parties by robbers were common, as was a lack of
cooperation from local inhabitants and from the British Resident or politi-
cal agent. Above all, the surveyors had to combat the effects of the climate
on their health. Because of the climate and the difficult terrain, hundreds of
employees of the Survey lost their lives or their health in the service of “the
map.” The toll was particularly high in malaria-infested regions such as the
terai, south of Nepal, but the effects of climate and loneliness were felt in
most other parts of India, particularly during the rainy season. One English
surveyor, left alone out on field survey during the rainy season with no
European companion, burnt off all his toes and several fingers in the flame
of a candle, “together with diverse other particulars of a similar or even
more lamentable nature” having been overcome by a fit of religious
mania.>’

This was an extreme case, no doubt, but all were affected to some degree.
Everest himself wrote in 1824, just before his furlough in England that “this
illness . . . within the last few months has arrived at a crisis by the
formation of an abscess at my hip, and another at my neck, from both of
which fragments of decayed bone have repeatedly been extracted, sundry
incisions and other surgical operations of rather an unpleasant kind having
been also performed.” 38

The surveying parties generally operated during the rainy season, despite
its adverse effect on health, because the hazy atmosphere during the dry
weather made it difficult to measure the angle to a distant point. In the
opaque air, poles and flags could not be seen. Everest solved this problem
by introducing the use of luminous signal lamps at night and heliotropes (a
mirror device) by day. Now the relatively healthy cold season from Novem-
ber to February and the hot, dry period lasting until June became the
preferred time for surveying. Everest used an oil lamp which, shining
through the aperture of an inverted bowl to keep the wind out, could be seen
on a clear night for over forty miles.

The surveyors of the GTS, when working in remote parts, were expected
not only to provide precise maps, but also collect information on the
peoples of the area, the nature of their livelihood, the available crops, and
other details, military and commercial, which might be useful to the
government of India. Surveyors who had worked for years in distant places
thereby became experienced intelligence agents on behalf of British rule in
India, and the GTS continued to be administered by the Military Depart-
ment of the government of India.

At the head of this organization was Lieutenant Andrew Scott Waugh,
who was appointed surveyor-general and superintendent of the GTS in
December 1843, on the retirement of Everest. Waugh was an engineer, like
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most of his successors and contemporaries. Under his administration, the
world’s highest mountain was first located and measured in 1856, and in
1860 he proposed that it be named “Everest” after his predecessor.59

By the mid-nineteenth century the GTS, systematically mapping the
whole of India, had reached the Himalayan chain forming the northern
boundary of the subcontinent and separating India from Tibet and China.
Political problems made further surveying difficult, if not impossible. The
Himalayan state of Nepal ran along much of the border. Nepal was out of
bounds to surveyors, by virtue of the treaty signed in 1816, which did not
allow for penetration of the Nepal Himalayas. Kashmir, however, was a
different matter. Lying northwest of Nepal, Kashmir had come under the
control of the Sikhs in 1819. Following the death of the Sikh ruler Ranjit
Singh in 1839, war broke out between the Sikhs and the British, and after
the defeat of the Sikhs in the first Sikh War in 1846, the Punjab was annexed
by Britain. Kashmir was handed over to Gulab Singh, the ruler of the
neighboring state of Jammu.

Waugh was particularly interested in the mapping of the Himalayas. He
had therefore prevailed upon Gulab Singh, as a friend of the British, to
permit surveys of his territory. During his term of office, Waugh had carried
the triangulation of India westward to the Indus, and he was responsible for
surveying most of what is now Pakistan. But his most important survey was
that of Kashmir in the western Himalayas. It was to be carried out between
1855 and 1865 by a Captain Montgomerie of the Royal Engineers.

Thomas George Montgomerie was born on 23 April 1830, the fourth son
of a colonel in the Ayrshire Yeomanry. After graduating at the head of his
class and winning the medal for the most distinguished cadet from the East
India Company’s school at Addiscombe, he was gazetted second lieutenant
in the Bengal Engineers. He arrived in India at the age of 21. In May 1852,
after working with the Fifth Company of the Sappers and Miners on the
Hindustan-Tibet road, he applied to be appointed to the GTS, saying that he
had “read the usual engineer course of mathematics, including spherical
trigonometry, differential and integral calculus, and the rudiments of as-
tronomy.” %0 His application was accepted by Waugh, and he joined the
GTS in November. For the next two years, he was active in the field,
observing triangles and assisting in the measurement of the Chach baseline
near Attock. He must have come to the personal attention of the surveyor-
general during this time, for in September 1856, Waugh announced his
intention of placing the young Montgomerie, now promoted to first lieuten-
ant, in charge of the Kashmir survey.®' Photographs of Montgomerie give
the impression of diffidence, but his career shows him to have been a man
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capable of exercising his authority over both British and Indian subordi-
nates.

The Kashmir party was officially formed on 1 January 1855, with
William Johnson as Montgomerie’s second in command. Johnson had
already had experience in surveying at high altitudes.

The triangulation of the territories of the maharaja of Jammu and
Kashmir began in the spring of 1855, with the network of triangles carried
over the fifteen-thousand-foot peaks of the Pir Panjal range. Conditions
were difficult: trig points had to be based on rock, and the surveying party
was happy when they had to dig down through “only” eleven feet of snow to
find it; static electricity made the men’s hair and clothing crackle and spark;
and snow blindness was a problem even with improvised eye protectors
made of fir twigs and horse hair. Despite the hardships, Montgomerie wrote
enthusiastically of seeing “the bright point of light shining from the apex of
a noble snowy cone with that intense light peculiar to a well served
heliotrope.” 62 By July, measurements had been worked across the Pir
Panjal, and the party arrived at Srinagar in the Kashmir valley.

Work began again in the Kashmir valley the following spring, after a
winter spent mapping at Dehra Dun. Montgomerie meanwhile made a
preliminary reconnaissance of Ladakh, from which he caught his first
glimpse of the Karakorum range, separating India from Chinese Turkestan.
It was at this time that Montgomerie observed K2 (no. 2 in the Karakorum
range) which, at 28,250 feet, came to be recognized as the world’s second
highest mountain.

The Indian Mutiny of 1857 and the death of Gulab Singh that August
created worrying times for Montgomerie. It transpired, however, that Ram-
bir Singh, who succeeded his father, was equally desirous of maintaining
good relations with the British. Montgomerie himself felt it necessary to
stay close to the maharaja, although the Kashmir Survey continued
throughout the Mutiny. When Montgomerie found that “drafts on the [East
India] Company’s treasuries were looked upon as so much waste paper,” 63
the maharaja was kind enough to lend him money. The only local military
action was the apprehension of a group of mutineers who had escaped from
Peshawar. Montgomerie later received high praise from Colonel Waugh for
the “tact, delicacy and ability, with which [he] maintained amicable rela-
tions with the court, a difficult one to deal with.” 64

In 1858, the triangulation moved north toward Skardo, the capital of
Baltistan or “Little Tibet,” whose territory stretched to the Karakorums.
Montgomerie himself returned to Ladakh, mapping the upper reaches of
the Indus River. Having surveyed Baltistan and Ladakh between 1858 and



20 THe PuNDITS

1861, Montgomerie’s parties were now occupied on the frontiers, fixing
points across the border in Tibet and Chinese Turkestan and along the
Karakorum and Kunlun ranges.

“Year by year,” Montgomerie reported, “‘as the Survey has advanced, the
physical difficulties have increased; the average height of the stations has
latterly been from 17,000 to 20,000 feet above the sea.” 5 But in November
1864, Montgomerie was able to declare the completion of the survey of the
maharaja’s territories. An area of about 7,700 square miles had been
surveyed, including 1,400 square miles of glaciers, and at heights which no
man had reached before without the aid of a balloon. Montgomerie had
proved himself a strong administrator, with an excellent ability to get along
with both local rulers and his own assistants. His efforts had already won
high praise from many quarters. He spent the winter of 1858-59 in Dehra
Dun creating a map from the surveying observations, and he sent the
finished product off to Calcutta in May 1859. This map, covering most of
Kashmir and Jammu south of the great Himalayan range, embraced an area
of over 8,000 square miles and included more than 4,600 villages. On
receiving it, the deputy surveyor- general, Henry Thuillier, said that “all the
beauties of such an elaborate and highly finished production are not to be
appreciated by a single inspection.” %6 Thuillier personally took the map to
Lord Canning, the governor-general. Canning was unstinting in his praise,
and in a letter to Sir Roderick Murchison, president of the Royal Geograph-
ical Society, he lauded Montgomerie’s courage and tact during the Mutiny,
and stated of the map that “‘to my unlearned eye it is as fine an example of
topographical drawing as I have ever seen.” 67 Canning also sent a letter to
Waugh, referring to the map and its author’s efforts in the highest terms. The
governor-general further noted that he had sent the map to the secretary of
state for India and said that he hoped the RGS would honor Montgomerie.
The secretary of state in turn passed the map over to the RGS, which
exhibited it at a meeting in London in December 1859 and described it as
“beautiful . . . good proof of the knowledge and skill employed in the
survey.” 68

On the conclusion of the Kashmir Survey, Montgomerie returned to
England for his first furlough since he arrived in India. While in London,
the RGS awarded him its prestigious Founder’s Gold Medal in May 1865.
Montgomerie thus followed in the footsteps of Waugh, who had been
awarded a gold medal by the RGS in 1857. In his presentation address,
Murchison praised Montgomerie for his accurate scientific observations
from stations, ‘“‘one of which was five thousand feet higher than the summit
of Mont Blanc.”% Montgomerie couched his reply in modest terms,
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referring to others who had helped him, but who had not themselves been
similarly honored.

At the age of thirty-five, Montgomerie’s future in India was assured. But
he was not to be remembered in history only for his mapping of Kashmir.
Although this was a significant achievement, it was eclipsed by Montgom-
erie’s initiative and enterprise in the use of native explorers for the trans-
Himalayan exploration of Tibet and Central Asia.

The Pundits

It was indisputably dangerous for Europeans to leave the protection of
British-administered territory. The legendary William Moorcroft had been
killed after leaving Bokhara in 1825, and the German explorer Adolph
Schlagintweit had been murdered near Kashgar in 1857. Others had met a
similar fate. Major James Walker (later General Walker, superintendent of
the GTS) wrote while on survey near Peshawar, close to areas inhabited by
the Afridis, that “to go into their country excepting by force is never
possible for a European, and is at all times dangerous for a native.” 70 The
same was true of other areas in East and West Turkestan, regions often
unvisited by European travelers since the time of Marco Polo.

The government of India was anxious to avoid conflict between its
citizens and peoples across the border, where hostile activities against
British citizens could be neither defended nor avenged. For this reason the
instructions given to Montgomerie at the commencement of the Kashmir
survey, although they had stated that the survey should “obtain the means of
rectifying our imperfect geographical knowledge of the regions beyond
British influence,” had also included the admonition that the survey was not
“to risk the safety of the party nor to entangle Government in political
complications.” 7! Similarly, while triangulating east from Leh in Ladakh,
the surveyors had been wamed that “you must be careful to prevent all
collision with the Chinese Tartars on the common boundary.” 72

Those who ignored these instructions had earned the marked displeasure
of the government. William Johnson, Montgomerie’s assistant on the Kash-
mir survey, had been granted permission to survey in the border areas of
Ladakh in 1865. On reach ng Leh, he received and accepted an invitation
from the khan of Khotan to visit that city (Iichi). He made his way there,
observing and sketching, and stayed for over two weeks before returning to
Leh through uncharted territory by way of the Karakorum pass. He was the
first European visitor to Khotan for centuries. Although the government
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was pleased to see Johnson’s report of his remarkable journey, he was
subjected to severe censure. The government noted that had he “been
detained at Khotan, or murdered on the way, he would have involved the
Government in all the odium arising out of an unredressed injury to one of
its British servants.” 73 Johnson resigned from the Survey the following
year. His report was well received by the Royal Geographical Society, which
elected him a Fellow and then in 1875 awarded him a gold watch, which
Montgomerie accepted on his behalf.74

Since they were generally unable to cross the frontiers themselves, the
British had employed Indians as explorers from time to time since the
eighteenth century. Montgomerie was no doubt aware of this. The first
recorded example was in 1774, when a sepoy officer collected information
on the territory between Bengal and the Deccan. Later in the century, either
munshis (native secretaries, often Moslems) or pundits (learned Hindus)
were used to obtain geographical details and make route surveys both of
central India and of the extreme northwest in Chitral and the Hindu Kush.?7>

In 1807, Charles Reynolds, the surveyor-general of Bombay, had pro-
duced a “Map of Hindustaun.” This map was designed primarily to describe
territones outside the control of the East India Company, and it relied for
much of its material on Indian explorers sent out to gather data.”6

Better-educated Indians were taught to use a compass and measure
distances by using a perambulator. John Hodgson (in charge of a survey in
northwest India) sent a Brahman posing as a physician (“with medicines for
those who are so unfortunate as to become his patients”) up into Ladakh and
western Tibet in 1813.The Brahman returned with some useful information,
and Hodgson considered sending him to Kashgar “to get some idea of the
distance and route to the nearest part of the Russian Dominions.” The
government of India, however, discouraged this practice by refusing to
provide funds for native explorers. The government did not want Indians to
be taught surveying techniques or to acquire geographical information
about the country, especially the sensitive northern border areas. The use of
Indian explorers therefore languished, except for their occasional use by
enterprising individuals, for half a century, until the need to obtain geo-
graphical intelligence beyond the borders required a reconsideration of the
policy.”’

One such enterprising individual was William Moorcroft, who had
traveled to western Tibet in 1812. At the same time he sent “an intelligent
native friend,” Mir Izzet Ullah, to explore Central Asia and reconnoiter the
area with a view to developing its trade potential with India.”® Mir Izzet
Ullah crossed the Karakorum pass and visited Yarkand and Kashgar before
halting at Bokhara and returning in 1813 by way of Kabul.”®
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Moorcroft was the first European traveler to use Indians to measure
distance by means of a measured pace, a technique later adopted by the
GTS. In a journal detailing his explorations of 1812-13, Moorcroft wrote
that “Harkh Dev Pandit was directed to stride the whole of the road at paces
equal to 4 feet each.” This occasioned a comment from the editor of the
journal that “the Pandit’s measure of the road would probably have been
more correct, had he been directed to step his usual and natural paces, the
length of which might have been easily determined with precision by a
small trial.” 80

Moorcroft later took pains to show that no Indian was in fact crossing the
Himalayas with giant strides. In a letter from Leh, penned at the start of his
second journey in 1820, he explained: “the measurement of the Road
distance was made by an intelligent Servant, who had no other employment

. so that barring the occasional irregularity of a step consequent on
fatigue, this measurement may be presumed to be as accurate as possible
without a perambulator, the use of which was not practicable . . . In my last
journey the measures counted by his right foot alone enumerating each
double step, which was found to average 4 feet, as one step. [sic] This
circumstance, not sufficiently explained in a note in my last Journal, has led
to the misconception of his having stepped 4 feet at a single pace.” 8!

Over a decade later, Claude Wade, Political Agent in Ludhiana on the
Sikh frontier from 1823 to 1840, wrote to the surveyor-general in 1836,
concerning the countries east and north of the Indus above Attock. He
observed that “since the time of the late Mr. Moorcroft, nothing has been
done to improve our knowledge.” 82 Wade urged the employment of “an
enterprising European officer” to remedy the situation. It is not likely that
this request was granted. Wade, however, actively employed his own agents
to ferret out geographical and political data concerning the Punjab and its
Sikh government. As he states in his autobiography, “these enquiries,
which could then only be conducted with great secrecy and precaution, by
intelligent natives specially despatched by me to Lahore and Amritsir . . .
gave me a complete knowledge of the country and its production and
inhabitants, which was not then to be acquired from any other source.” 83

Wade was probably acting on his own, as the government of India
continued officially to discourage the use of “natives” for geographical
reconnaissance purposes. However, by the 1830s, particularly under the
governor-generalship of Lord William Bentinck (1828-35), Indians were
admitted to positions in the public service, including the Survey of India.
One such surveyor, Muhommad Ali, educated at the Engineer Institute of
Bombay, was disguised as a pilgrim going to Mecca and traveled with
Alexander Burnes on his famous journey to Bokhara in 1832.84
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Nevertheless, many British officials took a rather jaundiced view of the
capabilities of Indians. Although Indians had been hired because of a
shortage of Europeans, Waugh noted that “the introduction of the native
surveyors . . . is experimental. They have not, it is believed, the same coup
d’oeil and power of drawing from nature that Europeans have.” But he
concluded that if the Indian surveyors were to prove successful, “it will tend
to economy.” 83

The Indians proved to be quite satisfactory. With the government becom-
ing increasingly concerned about the expansion of Russia in Central Asia
and the potential threat this posed to India, “the jewel in the Imperial
crown,” the British soon found other uses to which the local inhabitants
might be put.

A case in point was that of Abdul Mejid. Mejid was a mullah, or Muslim
learned in law and religion. He had been brought up in Kabul and became a
merchant traveling widely in Central Asia. In 1860, on the orders of the
governor-general, Earl Canning, he was dispatched from Peshawar. His
mission was to carry a letter and presents (which included music boxes,
watches, and rifles) to the ruler of Kokand, a city about one hundred miles
southeast of Tashkent. There he was to estimate the degree of Russian
presence in the area. Mejid left for Kokand via Kabul and the Pamir. His
mission was successful, and he returned to Peshawar the following year
with an interesting report of his travels, details of the political and military
situation in Kokand, and the extent of Russian influence. 86 The government
of India was pleased with the success of the enterprise and directed that
Mejid be given a “suitable substantial acknowledgement.” 87 Mejid also
made geographical history by undertaking the first recorded passage of the
Pamir from south to north.88 For this he was subsequently awarded a gold
watch (value £26.5s) by the Royal Geographical Society in London. Ac-
cepting the watch for Mejid in his absence, Lord Strangford pointed out that
“to us as geographers it is a great advantage to have the means of exploring
countries inaccessible to Europeans, in the cooperation of these mer-
itorious native travellers.” 89

Meanwhile, Montgomerie continued to grapple with the problem of
surveying the territories beyond his domain. He was stimulated by the
success of Abdul Mejid. As he commented to a meeting of the Asiatic
Society in Calcutta, Mejid had shown what might be done, given the
support of the government. Mejid, Montgomerie observed, “if he had been
able he could have taken latitude observations and made a rough route
survey without any danger.” %0 If the Jesuits in China were able to use
Chinese in the service of geography, then, he concluded, surely the British
could “get at least as good work out of some of the natives of Hindostan.” 9!
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In March 1861, Montgomerie submitted a report to the Punjab govern-
ment in which he expressed the hope that the conflict between Britain and
China would eventually result in increased trade between India and Chinese
Turkestan, and that the GTS would “succeed hereafter in fixing the geo-
graphical positions of some of the great cities of Central Asia.” 92

During the progress of the Kashmir survey, Montgomerie had already
given considerable thought to the methods by which geographical informa-
tion might be acquired concerning those regions of Tibet and Central Asia
which were blank on his maps. He had been able to glean some details from
reconnaissances made into areas which were sparsely inhabited. “In this
way,” he wrote, “the country was surveyed for several marches beyond the
Karakorum Pass,” and another quick survey was carried ten marches into
western Tibet. Although more extended surveys in this direction might be
possible, noted Montgomerie, it was clear that further advances across the
Karakorum pass in the direction of Yarkand would bring the surveyors
“within the range of the Khirgiz hordes who infest that road.” 93

It was obvious to Montgomerie that normal surveying procedures were
not applicable in these regions both because of the very uncertain welcome
that the local population might extend toward Europeans, and because of
the views of the government of India concerning such explorations. Indian
travelers, though, were a different matter. While on operations with the
Kashmir Survey in Ladakh, Montgomerie had noticed that many Indians
were able to cross the frontier freely between Ladakh and Yarkand.
Montgomerie therefore conceived his momentous idea of forming a group
of native travelers who would be trained to carry out simple surveying
operations, using instruments concealed among their possessions, and who
would cross the Indian frontiers disguised as pilgrims or traders. These
native explorers were to become famous as “the pundits.”

The first available evidence showing that Montgomerie was moving to
request official approval for his idea came in a memorandum he wrote to
Major Walker, superintendent of the GTS. Dated 20 August 1861 from
Camp Little Tibet, the letter was written in response to a request from the
surveyor-general for information on the status of the exploration of Chinese
Turkestan. Montgomerie responded that “I estimate the unexplored Chi-
nese territory that is accessible from British India at about 1,400,000 square
miles . . . We have a general idea of about 400,000 square miles of this, but
are entirely ignorant of the remaining 1,000,000 square miles.” He then
observed the lack of any coherent system for trans-Himalayan exploration,
with each explorer essentially starting afresh, and no orderly accumulation
of data or assignment of geographical tasks. “The present,” concluded
Montgomerie, “appears to be a capital opportunity for putting Indian
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explorers on a more permanent footing that would keep up its traditions and
transmit the experience gained and the thread of the work in regular
succession.” 94

In April 1862, Montgomerie presented a paper on the geography of
Chinese Turkestan to a meeting of the Asiatic Society of Bengal. During
this meeting he gave the assembled members the benefit of his idea of
training “natives of Hindostan” to take latitude observations and make
route surveys in Central Asia and elsewhere. Montgomerie spoke of testing
their work by first sending them into areas already explored by Europeans,
so that the accuracy of their results could be verified. He then concluded by
asking the Council of the Society to consider his proposals, and said that he
was willing “to draw up a project” if the Council wished.93

To gain approval for his ideas, Montgomerie mobilized support from his
superiors. In March 1861, Waugh retired as surveyor-general, and Henry
Thuillier was appointed as his successor. At this time, the posts of surveyor-
general and superintendent of the GTS were separated, with Thuillier
appointing Major James Walker of the Bombay Engineers, aged 34, as head
of the GTS. The positions were to remain separate until Walker himself
became surveyor-general in 1878.

In 1860, both Walker and Montgomerie had been candidates for the
prestigious post of astronomical assistant, an honorary title awarded to an
officer with outstanding qualifications. Walker, four years older than
Montgomerie, won the title on Waugh’s recommendation because of his
seniority in rank and survey experience. Waugh, in recommending Walker,
nevertheless described Montgomerie as “an officer of great policy and
judgment . . . the success which has attended his labours proves that he
possesses great energy, zeal, and ability as well as capabilities for extensive
command.” %6 Montgomerie and Walker were also the leading contenders
for the superintendency of the GTS, which again went to Walker because of
his greater practical experience. Montgomerie had to be content with being
appointed astronomical assistant, the title being relinquished by Walker.

Montgomerie was able to win support from both Walker and Thuillier for
his proposal to train Indians as trans-Himalayan explorers. Like his prede-
cessor, Andrew Waugh, Thuillier was equally aware of the need for infor-
mation on areas across the Indian boundaries. At the conclusion of the
Kashmir Survey, he had written to the Royal Geographical Society bemoan-
ing the fact that Montgomerie’s surveyors would have to halt their opera-
tions at the Nepalese frontier because of the “inherent jealousy of the
Nepalese.” %7 Sir Robert Montgomery, lieutenant-governor of the Punjab,
also backed Montgomerie.%8
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Major Walker had had good results in the past with native surveyors, one
of whom had traveled with the Schlagintweits in 1855, “into the snowy
ranges to the north of Kashmir.” % As superintendent of the GTS, he was
known to be in favor of an “active” or “forward” policy. Indeed, he preferred
the hostile actions of the tribes on the northwest frontier, which resulted in
retaliatory expeditions by British forces and the consequent gathering of
geographical information, to the “passive obstruction of the inhabitants of
Chinese Tibet,” which provided no such excuses.!?® At a meeting of the
Asiatic Society in 1863, it was Walker who read out a letter from
Montgomerie. The letter gave more details of Montgomerie’s plans. It was
written at “Camp Ladakh” and dated 28 July 1862.10! In the letter,
Montgomerie proposed the use of “Mahomedans” from the northwest
frontier of India to explore Central Asia. Other races would be employed in
Tibet. Each explorer would be trained to use a sextant and an “artificial
horizon.” Since the sextant was primarily an instrument for use at sea,
measuring the elevation of the sun or stars above the sea horizon, an
artificial horizon, either a dish of mercury or a darkened glass, was needed
on land, where there was no visible sea horizon. Both mercury and the dark-
glass artificial horizons were employed by the pundits. They were also to be
equipped with a boiling-point thermometer to determine heights, a pocket
compass with a clinometer to measure the slope of the roads, and a
chronometer watch. With these instruments, they could observe for latitude
and height (and a rough guess at longitude could be made). They could also
make a survey of the route taken and write an account of the major places
visited. When he was dispatched the following year, the first pundit actually
carried with him a selection of instruments that mirrored very closely those
listed in Montgomerie’s proposal.

In order to ascertain the distances marked, Montgomerie had observed
his first pundit and obtained an estimate of his normal walking speed. On
his journey, the pundit read his compass to determine the bearing of the road
along which he was traveling and then used his watch to measure the time
elapsed to reach the next stage.'02 Knowing the speed with which the
pundit walked, Montgomerie was therefore able to produce a rough route-
survey of his journey. Use of the sextant to determine latitude acted as a
check on the accuracy of the route survey. The boiling-point thermometer
gave the altitudes of places visited.

These arrangements were refined for later pundits as Montgomerie’s
system was developed. Instead of estimating their normal walking speed,
Montgomerie had the pundits trained to walk a measured pace (regardless
of the terrain), with two thousand paces equaling one mile. In order to assist
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the counting of his paces, each pundit was given what would have seemed,
to the casual observer, a traditional Buddhist rosary of 108 beads. Closer
inspection, however, would have revealed that the rosary manufactured by
the Trigonometrical Survey had only 100 beads, with every tenth bead
slightly larger than the rest. If a small bead was the equivalent of one
hundred paces, then every large bead represented one thousand paces; and
knowing the length of each pace, it was a simple matter to calculate the
distance traveled. Observations of the number of paces and compass bear-
ings had, in the case of Montgomerie’s first pundit, been written onto the
pages of a small book. For greater secrecy, later explorers were given a
Tibetan prayer-wheel with a revolving barrel, which was customarily
twirled in the air by pilgnms and travelers. The barrel contained Buddhist
prayers, and each revolution sent the prayers to heaven. The prayer wheels of
Montgomerie’s pundits, however, were used to store observations of bear-
ings and distance made on the march, hidden there from the eyes of prying
frontier officials. Later expeditions took larger and more accurate sextants
and an aneroid barometer for calculating height above sea level. The
aneroid barometer measured altitude by measuring atmospheric pressure,
which itself varies with altitude above sea level.

The surveys made by the pundits were not, strictly speaking, maps. They
were “‘route maps,” that is, an accurate (often remarkably accurate) survey
of the route traversed, which could be followed by later explorers. The
pundits also kept a record of the terrain over which they passed and of the
country to either side of their routes. In addition, they often acquired
information about the people of the area, their customs, economy, and
military and political resources.

Latitude, the distance from the equator, was measured by using the
sextant to measure the altitude of either the sun by day or the stars by night.
Estimating longitude was more of a problem, since it required knowledge of
the distance between the meridian of the observer (a meridian being the
shortest line drawn over the surface of the earth between the two poles) and
the fixed prime meridian at Greenwich. The procedure was to measure the
angle of the sun or a fixed star and calculate the difference in time between
the local time of the observer and time at Greenwich. Since the earth rotates
360 degrees in twenty-four hours, each hour of difference is the equivalent
of fifteen degrees of longitude. A comparison with Greenwich would then
place the observer a certain number of miles east or west of the prime
meridian. The problem was having an accurate measurement of Greenwich
time while on the march. The pundits often carried chronometers, but these
could be affected by the joltings of rough travel and by changing tem-
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peratures in the mountains. Small errors in time could easily be transformed
into major errors of longitude on the map, since four seconds of time (at the
equator) is the equivalent of one mile. For his first explorer, who was not
provided with a chronometer, Montgomerie was able to make a good
estimate of the longitude of Yarkand, using the route survey alone, because
the explorer traveled almost entirely in a north-south direction, so that his
longitude did not vary greatly from its known starting point.'03

Considerable attention was paid by Montgomerie and his successors to
ensuring that the pundits would not be able to falsify their data. They were
not taught how to calculate latitude or longitude from their observations or
how to map out a route survey. The first pundit was tested by sending him
over a route already surveyed by the GTS, withholding from the pundit the
results of the earlier survey.!04

Montgomerie admitted there might be difficulties in recruiting reliable
natives “with sufficient nerve.” They also had to be capable of learning to
use survey instruments. But he referred to one man, formerly employed by
Major Walker on the Peshawar Survey, who he thought would be suitable.
He also named others who, he estimated, could be trained in the use of
instruments at GTS Headquarters in a period of about eight months.
Montgomerie proposed the city of Yarkand in Chinese Turkestan as the
target for the first journey. The exploring party could leave from Kashmir in
May of 1863 and return in November crossing the Karakorum pass, up to
which point their observations could be checked against those of the
Kashmir Survey. Later expeditions might cross the northwest frontier be-
yond Kabul, or even venture toward Lhasa.

Major Walker expressed to the Asiatic Society his own strong opinion in
favor of these plans. So did the president of the society, who spoke of
geographical exploration beyond the British frontier as being “lamentably
limited,” and suggested that in addition to Central Asia and Tibet, the
northeast frontier around Assam and the valley of the Brahmaputra would
also be suitable areas for exploration, owing to the hostility there of the hill
peoples to Europeans.

Montgomerie’s proposals were officially passed to the government of
India by a letter of 8 May 1862, together with a request for Rs. 1,000 to
provide for their training. It was proposed that the explorer recruits should
receive a monthly salary of sixteen to twenty rupees.'®5 Approval was
eventually received, but not until 1863.

It was probably the failure of two British-led expeditions that attempted
to enter Tibet that moved the government of India to approve the training of
Indian spies for exploration purposes. One expedition, from China, got
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close to the Tibetan border before turning back. The other, from India, was
never able to start.

The China party traveling up the Yangtse was made up of Lieutenant-
Colonel H.A. Sarel of the 17th Lancers, Captain Thomas W. Blakiston, a
noncommissioned officer with four Sikhs of the 11th Punjab Infantry, a Dr.
Barton, and a missionary who could speak Chinese.'96 It left Shanghai on
11 February 1861 and was the first expedition to travel under the provision of
Article 9 of the Treaty of Tientsin (1858) as ratified in 1860 by China and
Britain. Article 9 stated that “British subjects are hereby authorized to travel
for their pleasure or for purposes of trade, to all parts of the Interior, under
Passports, which will be issued by their Consuls and countersigned by the
Local Authorities.” 197 It was the hope of Sarel and his men to cross Tibet
from east to west, keeping to the north of the Himalayas, and emerging on
the northwest frontier of India.

The Sarel expedition was therefore the first test of the new treaty rights,
which the British hoped would gain them legal access to Tibet. Accord-
ingly, the members of the expedition carried passports signed by Thomas
Taylor Meadows, HBM Consul in Shanghai, and duly countersigned by the
local Chinese authorities.!98 Each passport stated that the holder was
desirous of proceeding to India via Tibet. The diplomatic and geographical
significance of the expedition had not been lost on the British authorities,
even though it was a privately organized venture, ostensibly traveling for
purposes of exploration and sport. A flurry of letters traveled between
military headquarters in Shanghai, Hong Kong, Calcutta, and London
during the spring and summer of 1861. The commander of forces, Hong
Kong, said the mission was “of great interest” and that it was “in accordance
with the wishes of H.M. Government that it should proceed.” 99 The
adjutant-general of the Army, in Calcutta, requested that the governor-
general help “these enterprising officers.” ''0 Accordingly, the government
of India sent a letter to Major Ramsay, British Resident in Nepal, asking
him to look out for the expedition and render them all necessary assis-
tance.!!! Ramsay contacted Montgomerie, giving him details, and
Montgomerie responded that Sarel should reach Lhasa in August.!!?

Alas, by that time the expedition, foiled by rebellions in Szechuan and
by the unwillingness on the part of any Chinese to accompany them
overland through disturbed areas, had already turned around and headed
back the way it had come.!!3 The failure of the Sarel expedition was to have
an adverse effect on another expedition to penetrate Tibet. This was the
attempt of Major Smyth to enter Tibet from India.

Major Edmund Smyth, education officer in Kumaon, was widely trav-
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eled on the Indian side of the Himalayas. He was anxious to continue his
exploration across the Himalayas into Tibet and had been organizing a
substantial expedition since 1860. The Survey of India supplied some
equipment and proposed that a trained surveyor travel with Smyth.!4
Smyth intended that the expedition members should assemble at Almorah
(in Kumaon) in March 1862 and leave in April for Lake Pangong on the
Ladakh-Tibet frontier.!!>

With the return of Sarel and Blakiston down the Yangtse, however, the
Smyth expedition was halted in its tracks, and in October 1861 the Indian
government informed a disappointed Smyth that “the expedition to Central
Asia is not to be proceeded with.” 116

Smyth did not give up. In 1862 he applied to be allowed to try to reach
Lhasa without a passport.!!” His application was unsuccessful. The govern-
ment in Calcutta was nevertheless supportive of Smyth’s attempts to enter
the western part of Tibet, away from Lhasa. Smyth proposed a four- to six-
week trip to a town 120 miles south of Gartok, starting in September 1863.
He said that he would take with him “two large magic lanterns for exhibit-
ing dissolving views . . . in order to induce the Authorities to allow me to
enter the country.”!'® The government, determined not to allow a border
conflict to occur, warned Smyth not to force his way into Tibet ““against the
wishes of the authorities.” 19

Alas, Western magic did not unlock the doors to Tibet. The local Tibetan
authorities, although friendly, refused to allow Smyth to proceed beyond
the border, saying that the two principal officials from whom he would need
to obtain permission were in Gartok. A passport from Peking, however,
Smyth was told, would do the trick. A request for a passport was made by
the Indian government, acting on Smyth’s behalf, to Frederick Bruce, the
British ambassador in Peking. The ambassador responded that “there is no
prospect at present of obtaining such a document.” 20 Bruce said that he
had “seen a curious letter from the chief Tibetan authority to the Chinese
Government” railing against Catholic missionaries trying to cross the
frontier and complaining of the harm done by the French Lazarist priests
Huc and Gabet, who had spent six weeks in Lhasa in 1846. In this letter,
Bruce continued, the Tibetans had shown themselves to be well aware of
British desires to explore Tibet. They feared that this exploration was for
missionary motives, and so they urged the Chinese to refuse passports to
the British and said that even with passports the safety of travelers could not
be guaranteed. Bruce commented that it was in China’s interest to accede to
this request. China gained from her connection with Tibet by virtue of the
authority it gave her over the Mongol tribes who recognized the religious
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supremacy of the Dalai Lama.!?! Under these circumstances, the Chinese,
already weakened by foreign and domestic problems and in danger of
losing control over territories on the periphery of their Empire, were
unwilling to violate the religious susceptibilities of the Tibetan lamas,
which could have provoked a revolt. Furthermore, to issue passports just to
have them ignored by the Tibetans was only to advertise Chinese weakness
in the area. This had happened in the case of two Catholic missionaries in
1862.122

It was thus to the advantage of the Tibetans to exclude the British. Apart
from the religious motives for so doing, Tibet at the time suffered only the
formality of Chinese suzerainty over their country. But if the Chinese saw
their interests in the area threatened, they might be tempted to make their
presence more of a reality.

Tibet and China therefore each had its own private reasons for wishing to
exclude foreigners from Tibet. In public, each laid the blame on the
intransigence of the other. Whatever the real reasons, public or private, the
result was that the British found themselves unable to use the Treaty of
Tientsin to gain legal entry into Tibet. The government of British India
therefore decided to reach its goals by clandestine means. The use of native
explorers was approved, and by the summer of 1863, Montgomerie’s first
agent was on his way. His destination was the city of Yarkand in Chinese
Central Asia.



TWO
First Attempts:
Abdul Hamid and Nain Singh

The journey of Abdul Hamid to Yarkand was an ‘“‘experimental expedition”
initiated by Montgomerie with the assistance of the lieutenant-governor of
the Punjab and with the Punjab government paying the cost.! Montgomerie
selected Yarkand in Chinese Turkestan as the target because “our knowl-
edge of that city [is] particularly vague” and because he believed that its
position was erroneously marked on contemporary maps.?

The locations of many of the cities of Central Asia, as recorded on the
maps of the time, were derived from measurements taken by the pupils of
the French Jesuit missionaries in China during the eighteenth century.
While these measurements were reasonably reliable for China proper,
Montgomerie believed that they were quite inaccurate for the frontier areas
of the Chinese empire. Using data derived from information collected in
India, Montgomerie had made his own estimations of the latitude and
longitude of Yarkand, arriving at figures at considerable variance not only
with those of the Jesuits, but also with more recent observations provided
by the Schlagintweit brothers. The mission of Abdul Hamid was designed
to check the accuracy of Montgomerie’s estimate of the position of Yarkand
and to test the utility of Indians to explore the inhospitable and unknown
regions beyond the borders of British territory.

The area in which Yarkand was situated had been plagued by constant
violent uprisings by the Moslems against the Chinese. This made it a
dangerous place for Europeans. But the city did have the advantage of being
only fifteen marches from the northern frontier of India. Furthermore,
Abdul Hamid (or Mahomed-i-Hameed, as Montgomerie called him)
seemed an ideal candidate. Hamid was not only a Moslem, like the majority
of the population of Yarkand, but had also worked in the north of India and
knew part of the route. He was described as a munshi, a term used to
describe a teacher of native languages or, more generally, any educated
Indian. Hamid was initially identified as a possible explorer by Sir Robert
Montgomery, the lieutenant-governor of the Punjab, who sent him off to the
Survey of India.3
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With the assistance of Douglas Forsyth, then Secretary to the Punjab
government (and destined to lead a mission to Yarkand himself some years
later), Hamid was brought to Montgomerie’s base camp in Kashmir in May
1863. Time was short, as Montgomerie wanted him to start that summer so
as to return early the following year. Luckily, Hamid already knew the
basics of route surveying and could use a prismatic compass and read a
vernier, a rather difficult device employing a movable scale for the accurate
measurement of barometric readings. During his month at the base camp,
Hamid was taught how to take observations for latitude with a pocket
sextant and to measure the temperature of the air and of boiling water. By
June 12, he had, according to Montgomerie, “acquired tolerable profi-
ciency” and so left for Leh, the capital of Ladakh, with a survey party which
was going in that direction. In addition to his pocket sextant and its
accompanying dark-glass artificial horizon, prismatic and pocket com-
passes, and two thermometers (“all of the smallest size procurable”), the
munshi was also equipped with two “plain silver watches,” a copper jug and
oil lamp to boil water for the thermometer, a small tin lantern so as to be able
to read the sextant at night, two books in which to record his observations,
and some spare paper.*

Hamid, in addition to his instruments, also had with him a spiked staff
common to travelers in the area. His, however, had a dual purpose in that the
head of the staff was larger than usual and flat. By resting a compass on it,
bearings could be taken without attracting attention.> The art of concealing
surveying equipment so that it would not be conspicuous was to be further
refined for later explorers.

Hamid and the survey party reached Leh on July 4. Montgomerie then
tested the route survey the munshi had made to Leh from Kashmir. This
proved satisfactory, and the decision was made to send him on to Yarkand.
But difficulties then developed. The original plan was for Hamid to leave for
Yarkand in the company of a guide named Mahomed Amin, who had been
in the service of Adolph Schlagintweit and had traveled widely in Central
Asia. Amin had been sent to Leh by the Punjab government, but on arrival
refused to go to Yarkand, saying that he had been forbidden to enter the city.
Inquiries made by the GTS in Ladakh showed Amin to be of doubtful
character, and it was decided that Hamid should have nothing to do with
him. Instead, the explorer was instructed to join a kdfila, or caravan, of
Ladakhi merchants heading for Yarkand, along one of the most difficult
trade routes known to man, across the Karakorum and Kunlun ranges.®
After hiring two servants and a pony and purchasing merchandise to lend

credence to his disguise as a trader, Hamid left Leh on 24 August 1863
(Map 1).
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His task was to make a route survey from the British frontier to Yarkand
and to fix the position of that city. Route surveys customarily included
details of the country traversed, such as hills, mountains, and ridges,
together with information on the crops of the area, if any, details of rivers
and lakes, observations of towns and villages and their populations, and a
close description of the road traveled.” Hamid took observations daily to
ascertain his position, and timed his marches so as to estimate the distances
covered.

The seventh day from Leh brought the caravan before the Karakorum
pass (18,290 feet), the munshi suffering intermittently from headaches
brought on by the high altitude. The party rested for two days and then left
for the desolate heights of the Karakorum range. They saw no habitation for
nineteen days, and many ponies in the caravan died for lack of food before
the kafila emerged from the mountains on 20 September. (Following the
same route about forty years later, a British traveler counted the remains of
five thousand horses, with the vultures “so gorged they could hardly
move.” 8) Once on level ground, Hamid was able to make better time. He
discovered some nephrite, a form of jade found in a wide belt across Central
Asia, on the bed of the Karakash River. The party reached Yarkand ten days
after leaving the mountains, and the munshi, perhaps overemphasizing the
contrast with the Karakorums, commented enthusiastically on the fertility
of the city, watered by the runoff of melting snow and ice from the
mountains and distributed by irrigation canals.

Montgomerie pointed out that the munshi‘s journey gave some idea of
the immensity of the Himalayan ranges, about four hundred miles wide at
their narrowest point. For twenty-five days the “road” never fell below
fifteen thousand feet. Hamid took nineteen days to travel from the last
village south of the Karakorum range to the first village on its northern
flank, while by comparison, said Montgomerie, a good walker could do the
same for the Alps in a single summer’s day.?

Hamid made a complete route survey from Leh to Yarkand, taking
bearings every hour or so. He stayed in Yarkand through the winter, taking
observations secretly at night to determine the position and climate of the
city and its height above sea level.

Yarkand was ruled by a Moslem governor in charge of day-to-day
administration, who was responsible to a Chinese official. Chinese troops
provided the garrison force. Through an old friend, Awaz Ali, Hamid
became closely acquainted with the governor, and it was no doubt from this
friendship that he was able to produce an account of Yarkand, its Chinese
administration, and the various political factions in the area. He also drew
up a general map of the region, which indicated the major cities and showed
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the extent of Russian influence. While in Yarkand, Hamid was under the
political protection of the Kashmiri Aksakal (or Consul) “who sheltered
him from the evil reports of designing Kashmiri merchants.”!0 Possibly the
established merchants, in their ignorance of Hamid’s real identity, feared
his making inroads into their trade.

The winter was severe, the thermometer recording 0° F at one point.
Snow fell in January. Toward the end of March, Hamid was warned by the
governor that Chinese officials were becoming suspicious of his activities.
Hamid and Awaz Ali promptly joined another caravan returning to Leh and
were safely conducted by the Aksakal back to the Karakorum pass. They
survived the passage through the most dangerous section of the journey, but
then both the unfortunate munshi and his friend, now in Bntish protected
territory, became ill and died. This occurred close to a GTS encampment
headed by William Johnson, who investigated and was told by the members
of the caravan that the two men had succumbed after eating poisonous wild
rhubarb, abundant in the area. Johnson was suspicious of the circumstances
but could prove nothing.

Johnson was, however, able to recover all of the munshi’s instruments,
papers and books, and these were forwarded to Montgomerie, reaching him
in early 1865. Montgomerie deeply regretted the death of Abdul Hamid and
said of him that “he was an honest and patient observer, and had he lived,
his exertions would, I am sure, have been handsomely rewarded by the
Punjab government.”!! It was also a loss that Hamid was not present to
elaborate upon his observations.

Nevertheless, Montgomerie’s plan was vindicated, and Abdul Hamid
can be considered the first of the Indian Survey’s trans-Himalayan ex-
plorers. 12

By careful checking of the written data, Montgomerie said that the
position of Yarkand had now “been determined within narrow limits.” 13 On
the basis of Hamid’s observations, Montgomerie concluded that Yarkand
lay at latitude 38° 21’ and longitude 77° 31'. This is close to the present-day
figures, as given by the Times Atlas, of 38°27' and 77° 16’, and closer than
the positions put forward by either the Jesuits or the Schlagintweits. Hamid
had also collected useful geographical and political information about the
city and much of Chinese Turkestan.

Shortly after receiving Hamid’s papers, Montgomerie passed the politi-
cal information over to the Punjab government. When Colonel Walker,
superintendent of the GTS, returned from leave, Montgomerie departed for
England on 20 February 1865, taking the geographical data with him. He
had been on survey duty continuously since 1852 and was suffering from
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“low jungle fever.”'4 Soon after arriving in England, he married the
daughter of a former senior officer of the Bengal Artillery and settled down
to write up his report. !5

Montgomerie was invited to deliver his paper, titled “On the Geograph-
ical Position of Yarkand and Other Places in Central Asia,” to the Royal
Geographical Society’s meeting in London on 14 May 1866. Geographers
had already been impressed by his survey of Kashmir, for which he had won
a gold medal from the RGS, and his reputation was further enhanced by his
presentation. The president of the RGS, Sir Roderick Murchison, stated at
the meeting that the paper was “of the very highest importance to
geographers.” Sir Andrew Waugh, the former surveyor-general of India,
corroborated Montgomerie’s interpretations of the munshi‘s observations
and basked in the glory reflected from his old pupil.

Sir Henry Rawlinson pointed out at the meeting that Hamid’s survey of
Yarkand in the south, when combined with Russian mapping of the Tian
Shan to the north, meant that only a strip of territory about three hundred
miles in width separating the two now needed to be mapped. “When that
was done,” he concluded, “Central Asia would be brought into the category
of known geography.” ¢ This was an exaggeration. But Montgomerie’s
triumph undoubtedly was, as Sir Henry Yule later wrote, “the first step
toward placing the geography of the great basin of Eastern Turkistan on a
satisfactory footing.”1”

More ambitious plans were already under way. Even while Abdul Hamid
was on his ill-fated journey to Yarkand, Montgomerie had received approval
from the government of India to recruit and train two more Indian explorers.
Before he left for England, they had already been dispatched to Lhasa, the
capital of “forbidden” Tibet.

The selection of the two recruits had commenced during 1862 and 1863,
when Montgomerie contacted Major Smyth of the Education Department
in Kumaon and asked him to recommend likely candidates. 8 The approach
to Smyth was a wise decision from two points of view. Kumaon, lying to the
west of Nepal, was an administrative division of British India which had
been annexed from Nepal by treaty of 1816 following the successful
conclusion of the Gurkha War. A mountainous area enclosing steep valleys,
a thirty-mile stretch of its northern border embraced some eighty peaks over
twenty thousand feet. Most important, Kumaon was the first British terri-
tory to have a common border with Tibet, as its northern frontier bordered
the southwestern part of Tibet known as Nari or Ari (from a Sanskrit name
for the region). In the remote northern part of Kumaon, at altitudes of ten
thousand to thirteen thousand feet, lived the Bhotia people, whose name
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was derived from a Tibetan term for their country. The Bhotias, of Tibetan
origin themselves, and of similar customs and language, were an intel-
ligent, enterprising, and hardy race, able to carry heavy loads at high
altitudes. But what was more important for the purposes of the Survey of
India was that the Bhotias earned their living in the summer months by
trading with Tibet. They had a monopoly on trade between Kumaon and
Western Tibet and traveled freely across the border, exchanging flour, rice,
and English manufactured goods for Tibetan wool, salt, gold-dust, ponies,
and borax. If they were willing to be recruited and capable of being trained,
they seemed to be the best choice for the exploration of Tibet.!?

Major Smyth, as Inspector of Education, was well placed to be able to
identify likely prospects. He was an ardent climber, hunter, and traveler,
who had crossed over the frontier into Tibet on many occasions.2? Between
1860 and 1864, he made several attempts to proceed with an expedition to
Tibet, but met with repeated rebuffs.2! It was in connection with this
expedition that Smyth was in correspondence with Montgomerie. Perhaps
because he was unable to reach Lhasa himself, Smyth was more than willing
to help recruit those whose explorations the government would sanction.
He therefore recommended two Bhotias from Milam, a village situated over
eleven thousand feet above sea level, northeast of Nanda Devi and nestling
in a forested valley less than twenty miles from the Tibetan frontier. The
Bhotias of Milam were used to traversing difficult routes. Their valley was
entered by a huge gorge, some twelve miles in length, the path through
which was often just a series of steps hewn from the edges of a precipice.?2
The village was inhabited only from June to November, as the climate
forced the residents nearer the plains during the winter months. The two
recruits, amenable to Smyth’s proposals, were sent off to the headquarters
of the GTS in Dehra Dun in early 1863, for training there and in the
neighboring Engineering College at Roorkee.23

Walker supervised their initial training, and when he left to go on leave in
November 1863, this process was brought to completion by Montgom-
erie. 24

The Bhotias selected from the village of Milam were Mani Singh and his
cousin, Nain Singh.25 They were the sons of the two Singh brothers who
had helped William Moorcroft and his companion Captain Hearsey while
they were detained in western Tibet in 1812. To what degree the two were
instrumental in freeing Moorcroft and Hearsey is unclear. Certainly Moor-
croft traded his coral beads for sheep and shawl-wool goats (to the advan-
tage of the Singhs, he allowed), and the Singhs offered a loan of one
thousand rupees (which was refused) in the belief that the travelers’ prob-
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lems were due to a shortage of funds. Moorcroft and his companion did
provide the Singhs with a number of testimonials, which later passed into
the hands of another of their sons, Kishen Singh, himself subsequently an
explorer of the Trigonometrical Survey.

Neither Nain nor Mani was new to exploration. Both had traveled in
Western Tibet in the service of Richard and Henry Strachey and, together
with another family member named Dolpa Singh, had accompanied the
brothers Schlagintweit during 1855-1857. Mani came from a wealthy
family in the Johar district of Kumaon, in which the village of Milam was
situated. He was the “Patwarie,” or chief native official, of the district.
Henry Strachey, in expressing his gratitude for information provided about
routes, said that he was “indebted chiefly to the Jwari Bhotias (particularly
to the family of the Patwari of Milam),” who “far surpass the others in
intelligence.” 26 Mani Singh had been hired by the Schlagintweit brothers,
and had made the arrangements for them to go to Tibet. He accompanied
them into Tibet, and traveled with them to Chinese Turkestan.2? Adolph
Schlagintweit described Mani as “clever, intelligent, honest, [and] trust-
worthy,” with a good knowledge of several surveying instruments.
Schlagintweit said that he had discussed with Mani a plan to go to Lhasa
and explore eastern Tibet, and he recommended that Mani should be
accompanied by Nain Singh, “a very sharp young fellow who has learned
with us to read instruments, a little map making and a little English
writing.” 28

Nain Singh traveled with the brothers Hermann and Robert to Ladakh in
1856. They described him as “a well disposed and intelligent native,” who
was interested in observing, and learned to use surveying instruments so
that he could read off the numbers and write down the results in English.
The plan for Nain and Mani Singh to go to Lhasa never materialized. The
Schlagintweits even proposed to take Nain back with them to Europe, but
“like all hill men, he was too much attached to his native mountains to bring
himself to leave them, and he unexpectedly went away from us at Raulpindi
[sic], leaving behind a long letter of apologies.” 29

When Mani and Nain Singh left Kumaon for Dehra Dun in February
1863, they carried with them their letter of recommendation from Adolph
Schlagintweit, and a covering letter from one of Major Smyth’s colleagues,
which said that the two were “intelligent and anxious to learn,” although
Mani, by comparison with his cousin, was described as “not so active or
bright.”

This latter communication also gives some idea of one motive behind the
willingness of the Singhs, and other Indians, to volunteer for arduous and
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dangerous assignments. “Manee,” the letter noted, “is anxious to obtain
some permanent government employ a little better paid than what he gets as
a Patwaree.” 30

Mani became known as “the Patwar” or GM, the latter pseudonym
derived from the reversal of the first and last sounded consonants of his
name.3! Even though he was senior to Nain Singh, and more experienced,
Mani proved to be rather a weak reed. He was, as Smyth put it, “too well off
in his own country to take to the rough life of exploration.” 32 Nain Singh,
however, eventually rose to be the most famous of all the Indian explorers,
and his code name, “the Pundit” (or “schoolmaster”’), which was employed
like the “GM” of his cousin to preserve anonymity, later became the general
term used to embrace all the Indian explorers of the GTS. At the time he was
sent for training to Dehra Dun he was about thirty-three years old and had
been the schoolmaster in the village of Milam since 1858. He belonged to
the Kshatriya (or warrior) caste33 and could read and write Tibetan.34

The Pundit was the younger son of a small zamindar (landlord), from
whom he inherited a few fields. Part of his time he cultivated his fields, and
part of his time was spent in trading with Tibet. It was his knowledge of
Tibet which first brought him to the attention of British officials in Ku-
maon, who, impressed by his abilities and enterprise, then appointed him as
master of a “good vernacular school” in Kumaon, where he remained until
recruited by Major Smyth.35

Walker had sent orders from his camp to Dehra Dun, outlining the kind
of instruction the Singhs were to receive. This was to depend on their
abilities, which might perhaps measure up to learning the full use of a
sextant or perhaps only to partial use of the instrument, so as to take
observations for latitude. Possibly just the taking of compass bearings and
walking with a measured pace might be all that they could be trained for.
Not that Walker’s view implied any lack of intelligence on the part of the
Singhs—rather, he believed that “their fingers are probably too old and stiff
for the delicate manipulation of tangent screws.” 3¢ In any event, Nain Singh
proved himself quite competent to make full use of the sextant.

The two Singhs were first taught how to take bearings with a prismatic
compass. Then they were drilled on the parade ground to walk with a
measured pace of 31-2 inches, with two thousand paces adding up to
almost a mile. Finally, they were instructed in the use of the sextant to take
meridian altitudes and so determine latitude and were taught how to
recognize the larger stars. By knowing the distance traveled, by taking
compass bearings and using the sextant, and by checking against astronom-
ical observations, a good route survey could be obtained. The Singhs were
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also shown how to use a boiling-point thermometer to measure their altitude
above sea level, and to keep accurate notes of their measurements. However,
in order that they might not be tempted to falsify data, they were not
supplied with astronomical tables, nor were they instructed in the methods
of calculating the route survey from the observations taken. This was done
by Montgomerie and others only after the explorers had returned.

The explorers also took with them a Tibetan prayer wheel and a rosary,
each adapted for survey use. The drum of the prayer wheel was detachable
and contained not prayers, but long strips of paper on which to record paces
marched and sextant observations made. The prayer wheels also had the
advantage, it was discovered, of not being subject to examination by
officials at the frontier, and so later versions were fitted with a compass.

The Buddhist rosary of the explorers was used to count paces. Carried
hidden in the folds of the left sleeve, it was made up of 100 beads manufac-
tured from red composition to simulate coral, with every tenth bead being
larger than the rest and made from a dark, corrugated seed. In this manner,
with the rosary and prayer wheel, distances were measured and recorded in
secrecy. Other equipment included two large sextants, two box sextants,
prismatic and pocket compasses (with Persian or Hindi rather than English
numerals), thermometers to measure the temperatures of both air and
boiling water, a pocket chronometer, and a watch.

The use of the large sextant with its six-inch radius presented problems,
and on his journey to Lhasa and back the Pundit was able to observe
latitudes with it at only thirty-one different places. The difficulty stemmed
from the fact that the Pundit needed to take observations of the night stars
while remaining unobserved by anyone else in the party with which he
might be traveling. Mercury, carried in a coconut, was used to provide an
artificial horizon (considered preferable to the dark-glass artificial horizon
carried by Abdul Hamid), and a reserve was held in cowrie shells sealed
with wax. The Pundit had a wooden bowl with a spout of the kind frequently
used by Bhotias for eating and drinking. The mercury was poured into this
bowl, the deep sides of which protected it from the wind. Reading the
measurement from the sextant at night was no easy task. Initially the Pundit
used a bull’s-eye lantern, but was forced to sell this to curious Tibetan officials,
and from then on he tried to use an oil wick. But when the wind was strong the
light blew out, and the sextant had to be laid aside to be read by daylight.?

By this time, tests of the Singhs’ work were showing that the cousins had
assimilated their training. These tests involved sending them into areas for
which maps existed in manuscript form, but had not been published. Their
observations were then checked against these maps.
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At last the two Pundits were ready to proceed (Map 1). In December
1863, the Military Department of the government approved the request of
the GTS that the trans-Himalayan explorers be provided with three years’
salary in advance “as they will be working in distant and unknown countries
beyond the reach of communication.”3® They themselves, according to
Montgomerie, had proposed a visit to Lhasa and had suggested that they
should head northeast from Milam, crossing the Tibetan border to reach
Lake Manasarowar in Western Tibet.3°® Montgomerie then directed that
they should make a route survey of the road that ran from Gartok southeast
to Manasarowar, continuing almost due east some 800 miles to Lhasa. It
was known from native reports that this road existed, as it was a major
trading route between Ladakh and Lhasa. The Jesuit priests Desideri and
Freyre had traversed it in 1715-16, but their account had not been published.
Since the road was thought to follow the Tsangpo, the great river of Tibet,
for much of the way, geographical data as to the course of the Tsangpo
would also be acquired. At the time only one point on the river had been
defined with any certainty, which was near Shigatse, southwest of Lhasa,
when Samuel Turner was there in 1783. The Pundits were also instructed to
determine the position of Lhasa, hitherto a matter of conjecture based
largely on native information gathered by Turner in Shigatse seventy years
earlier. Finally, the Pundits were to return to Lake Manasarowar by a more
northerly route.40

The Tsangpo River valley could be considered a distinct geographical
area of Tibet, lying between the main Himalayan range to the south and the
Kailas range to the north.4! On the far side of the Kailas range lay the Chang
Tang, or “northern plain,” a high arid plateau characterized by strong
winds, brackish lakes, and extreme cold—a combination sufficient to deter
most life, although yaks and wild asses fed on the sparse vegetation.
Nomadic herdsmen were found in the southern extremities of the Chang
Tang; otherwise the only people were a few collectors of salt and borax. The
Chang Tang began in the northwest corner of Tibet between the Karakorum
and Kunlun ranges and expanded east and southeast to cover most of the
northern part of the country (approximately half the total area) as far east as
Lhasa. To the east of the capital city of Lhasa were the fertile valley systems
of the Yangtse, Mekong, and Salween Rivers. The bulk of the population,
then as now, lived in these valleys and in the valley of the Tsangpo and its
tributaries, particularly around Lhasa and the two other major towns of
Shigatse and Gyantse.

Much of the country was at extremely high altitudes, which had earned
for Tibet the name (shared with the Pamir) of “roof of the world.” The
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Chang Tang was generally over 15,000 feet, and the Tsangpo River valley
lay between 10,000 and 12,000 feet above sea level.

The route of the two pundits was to follow the valley of the Tsangpo, a
geological depression between two mountain ranges, further deepened by
the eroding effects of the river. Lake Manasarowar, close to Mount Kailas,
was to be their Tibetan starting point. This area was sacred to Hindus and
Buddhists alike, Kailas being considered by the former as the home of the
god Shiva and by the Buddhists as the center of the universe. The Sutlej
River had its source near Lake Manasarowar, and the sources of three other
major rivers, the Indus, Tsangpo-Brahmaputra, and the Karnali (a major
tributary of the Ganges) were close by. The climate in the valley was more
temperate than that of the Chang Tang, and the rainfall was greater, though
because it was concentrated at limited times of the year, vegetation was
generally not abundant.

In March 1864, after a year’s training, the pair left Dehra Dun and
returned to Milam, their home village. The official account, as published
by the Survey of India, noted only that they attempted to proceed from
Kumaon via Lake Manasarowar but “did not find it practicable.” 42 They
were apparently delayed because one of their chronometers stopped work-
ing, and they believed it was impossible to continue with only a watch. The
chronometer was sent to Roorkee for repair. Two sources confirm that the
two did make an attempt to cross the border but were recognized and forced
to turn back.43 Why they should have been refused entry to Tibet is unclear,
bearing in mind that Milam had an established trading relationship with
Gartok. The fact that the bulk of the population was at the Gartok Trade Fair,
while they were perhaps taking a pass further to the east in the direction of
Manasarowar, may have excited suspicion. In any event, the two Pundits
returned to Montgomerie in Dehra Dun in December 1864. At this juncture,
because the season for traveling to Manasarowar had ended with the advent
of winter and as it seemed foolish to wait and then make a second attempt
having already been turned back once, the Singhs suggested to
Montgomerie that they try to reach Lhasa through Nepal.

The reason behind this proposal lay with a meeting they had had in
Kumaon with a party of Bhotias who had returned from the Tibetan districts
just across the border to the north. Several Chinese officials from these
districts had recently been arrested and sent to Lhasa, and when the
belongings of these officials were seized, some property of the Bhotia
traders was inadvertently confiscated at the same time. The traders ap-
pealed to Colonel Ramsay, formerly British Resident in Nepal and now the
British Commissioner in Kumaon, asking him to send an agent to Lhasa to
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retrieve the property on their behalf. Ramsay promptly appointed Nain and
Mani Singh to act as their mooktiyars (intermediaries) and also provided
them with a letter of introduction to the British Resident in Nepal.44
Montgomerie agreed that to have the Pundits act as agents for the Bhotia
traders would provide a most plausible excuse for their journey to Lhasa.
Furthermore, the Nepalese maintained contact with Lhasa, and traders
frequently crossed the border. Montgomerie accordingly directed that the
Pundits should first go to Kathmandu, the capital of Nepal, and then travel
due north to meet the Gartok-Lhasa road at about its halfway point. The
Singhs set off again on 8 January 1865 and reached Kathmandu on March 7,
making a route survey as they progressed.4> They were now very much on
their own, in another country miles distant from Survey headquarters in
Dehra Dun. Montgomerie himself had departed for leave in England in
February, still worrying that he had sent his explorers off carrying instru-
ments too large and likely to arouse suspicion.46

On arrival in Kathmandu, the pair inquired as to which pass might be free
of snow so early in the year. Finding that the most direct route was still
impassable, they soon left together with four servants for Kirong, a border
town of three to four thousand people. They were dressed as Bashahris,
traditionally a people allowed to travel unquestioned to Lhasa, and claimed
that the purpose of their journey was to obtain recovery of the Bhotia
property, buy horses, and to make a pilgrimage. Alas, this attempt was a
failure. As soon as they reached Kirong, they were stopped by Chinese
officials. The Chinese were suspicious since they knew that the Singhs’
route was an unusual one for Bashahris, who would not normally be
traveling to Lhasa via Nepal. Their luggage was searched, but luckily
without discovery of the survey instruments hidden in secret compartments.
The Pundits then planned to make personal representation to the Kirong
governor but fortunately discovered before doing so that the governor had
known Mani personally and would therefore be quick to uncover his
deception. Both Pundits and their servants were forced to retreat back to
Kathmandu, where they arrived on 10 April. This was a great disappoint-
ment to the two explorers, and it seemed as though their mission was to be
frustrated before they had even set foot in Tibet. Nain Singh tried, but could
find no one he could accompany to Lhasa. Friends urged him to abandon
the attempt. But he wrote in his diary that “suffering from anxiety, and
losing nearly all hope of ever accomplishing my design, I determined to
overcome my despondence and make one effort more.” 47

Searching the city, the cousins eventually found a Bhotia merchant who
was about to depart for Lhasa. However, as his planned route was through
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Kirong, the Pundits agreed to separate, with only Nain Singh accompany-
ing the merchant. Mani, forced to make alternative arrangements because
he would have been recognized by the governor, left for Tibet by a more
devious route. Mani failed in his mission, however, later claiming ill health
and unsafe roads. Montgomerie thought a more likely reason was “want of
determination.” Mani did make a route survey of northwest Nepal and
eventually returned to his home in Milam.48

Nain Singh was now on his own. He persevered with the merchant,
lending him one hundred rupees on promise of repayment in Lhasa. The
merchant kept delaying his departure, so eventually the Pundit left (3 June)
with a servant, the merchant agreeing to catch up with him later. Because he
was afraid that the border officials might recognize him, the Pundit this
time assumed the disguise of a Ladakhi going to buy horses. He wore the
appropriate clothes, and a pigtail. They halted some days later at an agreed
place, but the merchant never appeared. Nain Singh promptly visited the
merchant’s family and was able to persuade the merchant’s brother to act as
a guarantor to allow him to pass beyond Kirong to visit relatives. However,
Nain Singh agreed that under penalty of death he would not proceed to
Lhasa, at least within the year. Having signed and sealed a declaration to
this effect, the Pundit crossed the border into Tibet. On the road he
encountered a caravan of Bashahri merchants with two hundred yaks
heading for Lake Manasarowar by way of Tradom monastery on the Gartok-
Lhasa road. Nain Singh declared that he was a Bashahri himself and found
that he was welcome to join them. He claimed that he was visiting the
monastery at Tradom in order to worship there, before proceeding to
Manasarowar to catch up with a cargo of medicinal plants he had sent ahead
by another route. Crossing the Himalayas and cutting through the No La
(Pass) at 16,600 feet, Nain Singh caught his first glimpse of the great
Tsangpo River of Tibet. The Tsangpo immediately inspired respect as he
watched three men drown when their flimsy coracle, a wood-framed boat
covered with leather, was swamped. The Pundit crossed the river safely by
ferry on 6 September to reach Tradom on the northern bank. The caravan
continued west, but Nain Singh pretended to be ill and remained in Tradom.
Inquiring about the river from the people he met on his travels, he found that
they were unanimous in saying that the Tsangpo, after flowing from west to
east, turned south into India where it became the Brahmaputra. This indeed
was the case, but was not conclusively proved to be so for several decades—
and after much controversy—because of the difficulties of exploration in

the rough and dangerous terrain of Assam in northeast India through which
the niver ran.
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At the time of the Pundit’s journey, no European had traveled the Gartok-
Lhasa Road since Desideri, and none was to see it again until the twentieth
century.4® The Pundit measured the altitude of Tradom at about 14,200 feet
above sea level. From Tradom to Lhasa, the road followed the Tsangpo
River or one of its tributaries quite closely, occasionally crossing from one
bank to the other. Since the river was not fordable, boats were used to ferry
passengers across. For those who could not afford the fare, there were
several iron suspension bridges. Neither method of crossing was without
danger. The bridges were constructed of two iron chains, each up to three
hundred feet long, and constructed of links three-fourths of an inch thick,
from which rope netting hung. One hundred and fifty years earlier, Desiden
had commented on these iron bridges, saying that he only used them when
“forced by dire necessity.”>? Nain Singh agreed that they were very dan-
gerous and that people preferred the boats, even though while the Pundit
navigated across the river at 13,500 feet above sea level, his boat was almost
sunk by large waves.

Never falling below ten thousand feet, and nising above sixteen thousand
feet on several occasions, the road, more a desolate track, was swept by very
high winds. Although not paved in any way, it was nevertheless well
maintained, cleared of stones, with staging posts which provided accom-
modation for up to 150 to 200 people and supplies of fresh horses and yaks.
The road was also a vital communication link, messengers on horseback
traveling the eight hundred miles from Lhasa to Gartok in as little as twenty
days.

The Pundit noted that these messengers generally looked *““haggard and
worn” since they halted only to eat and to change horses. Their coats were
sealed in order to ensure the secrecy of the letters they carried. Nain Singh
said he saw several of them arrive in Lhasa from Gartok, “their faces . . .
cracked, their eyes blood-shot and sunken, and their bodies eaten by lice
into large raws, the latter they attributed to not being allowed to take off
their clothes.”

The distance from Tradom to Lhasa was about five hundred miles, which
the Pundit covered in thirty-seven marches. For security he joined a Ladakhi
caravan of some twelve men and seventy yaks, part of the regular exchange
of trading caravans between Tibet and Kashmir. He left Tradom on 3
October and reached Lhasa on 10 January 1866, an average daily march
covering ten to fifteen miles. For two weeks after leaving Tradom, the area
through which the caravan passed was devoid of population; but on reaching
Ralung on 19 October, willow trees appeared and there was some cultiva-
tion, which increased as they approached Lhasa. The Pundit’s report does
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not comment on the grandeur or immensity of the Himalayas, as the main
range would have been hidden from him by smaller mountains lining the
river valley.

Nain Singh and his fellow travelers usually started off at dawn, following
the piles of stones marking the route. The Pundit also found these cairns
useful for taking compass bearings. He and his servant would walk at some
distance from the rest of the party, pretending to be immersed in religious
devotions, and this ploy generally proved sufficient to prevent others from
interrupting him in the counting of his paces. The caravan customarily
halted at around 2:00-3:00 p.M., at a staging post if possible. If not, tents
were used, and sometimes the Pundit had to sleep in the open air, exposed to
the cutting wind. Nain Singh continually counted his paces (although many
of the party went by boat), took observations with his sextant and ther-
mometers, and recorded information about the terrain and the climate.

A few marches before reaching Shigatse, the road bore south away from
the river, and the gray gravel gave way to a more grassy cultivated terrain,
with increasing numbers of houses and people closer to the town. The
caravan arrived in Shigatse on 29 October and halted there for almost two
months. No European had seen this town since Turner, in 1783.

The Pundit described Shigatse as being three-quarters of a mile long and
half a mile wide, surrounded by fertile soil, with a population of nine
thousand and garrisoned by a force of one hundred Chinese and four
hundred Tibetan soldiers.

After resting, the Ladakhis went to pay their respects to the Panchen
Lama in the great Tashilhunpo monastery nearby. Approaching the monas-
tery, with its gilded spires and 3,300 priests, the Pundit worried that the
Panchen, who was believed to be able to discern all secrets, might penetrate
his disguise. Nain Singh would have preferred not to go with the Ladakhis,
but thought it impolite to decline. Once inside the monastery, he was
relieved to find that the Panchen was only an eleven-year-old boy. The
audience was brief and formal. Each visitor bowed his bared head and
offered a piece of silk. Then after the Panchen had placed his hands on each
head, the visitors sat and were asked three questions: “Is your King well?”;
“Is your country prospering?”; and “Are you in good health?”’ Presumably
the guests responded affirmatively, after which the Panchen placed a strip of
silk around their necks and gave them a cup of tea.

While waiting in Shigatse, the Nepalese agent with whom Mani Singh
was supposed to be traveling arrived in the town. Nain Singh was disap-
pointed not to find his cousin among the party. Low on funds, he was forced
to supplement his dwindling resources by teaching Nepalese shopkeepers a
Hindu method of arithmetic.
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The Ladakhis left on 22 December, the Pundit with them. The road at
this point turned to the south of the Tsangpo and led to Gyantse, a city about
the same size as Shigatse, which they reached on 25 December. Gyantse
had also been visited by Bogle, Turner, and Manning, and its fort was to be
occupied by the British in 1903. After a few days the caravan left and
followed the route taken by Manning to Lhasa through the Karo pass and to
the west of Yamdok Lake. Here they were attacked by robbers. While Nain
Singh was able to escape unharmed by urging his horse to a gallop, this
does raise the question of how he could have been pacing his distance if he
were on horseback. Montgomerie asked the Pundit about this on his return
and was told that this stretch, and a few others which were also covered on
horseback or by boat, were measured on foot during the return journey.
Internal checks on the measurements seemed to verify this.

Finally, on 10 January 1866, the Pundit entered the fabled city of Lhasa,
where he rented two rooms in a caravansary belonging to the Tashilhunpo
monastery. From one of the rooms he was able to take observations with his
sextant. He familiarized himself with the city, and his description of it was
the first to be made since that of the Lazarists Huc and Gabet in 1846. His
report, which provided details of Lhasa’s geography, economy, and relig-
ion, and of the Chinese military presence, corroborated that of the French
priests.3!

The city, he said, was circular with a circumference of two and a half
miles, standing on a generally level plain, and surrounded by mountains.
The population, which totaled about fifteen thousand according to an 1854
census which the Pundit learned of, lived in mud dwellings, although the
rich might have houses of brick and stone. The city was garrisoned by a
force of one thousand Tibetan and five hundred Chinese soldiers. Although
Tibet could accurately be described as “forbidden” as far as the British were
concerned, Nain Singh was able to recount the cosmopolitanism of Lhasa
as a trading center for merchants from China, Bhutan, Sikkim, Nepal,
Ladakh, Kashmir, and elsewhere. From China came silk, carpets, and tea.
Kham, in eastern Tibet, supplied musk perfume; rice was imported from
Bhutan; tobacco from Sikkim; cloth, saddles, precious stones, and Indian
manufactured goods from Darjeeling; and saffron from Ladakh and Kash-
mir. Merchants generally came in December and left in the spring before
rain made the rivers impassable.

Like Huc and Gabet, the Pundit visited the Sera monastery three miles
outside the city and commented on its golden spires and gem-studded idols.
As in Shigatse, he felt obliged to join the Ladakhis in pilgrimage, but this
time to the Dalai Lama, resident in the Potala, magnificent on its hill on the
outskirts of Lhasa. For a second time, Nain Singh was fearful that his true
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motives might be discovered. However, the lama was again only a boy aged
about thirteen, seated on a throne six feet high. The audience was once more
brief and formal. Montgomerie later wrote that “the Pundit’s ancestors were
Buddhists, and hence you can easily imagine his feelings when ushered into
the great Lama’s presence, with his prayer-wheel stuffed with Survey notes
and an English compass in his sleeve. Fortunately, he was not very closely
examined; and, finding that his thoughts were not divined, he regained his
nerve, and managed to take the dimensions of the Great Lama’s residence
and fort as he returned from the audience.” 32

Nain Singh was right to be particularly concerned about his possession
of mapping equipment. In 1846, the Tibetan authorities had been very
alarmed by the maps of Tibet and elsewhere belonging to Fathers Huc and
Gabet, fearing that they had constructed them on the basis of their travels. It
was only with the help of the Chinese that the two priests were able to
convince the Tibetans that the maps were printed in France and not drawn
by them personally. The Tibetan regent, perusing their copy of Mercator’s
map of the world, asked to be shown where Lhasa was in relation to
Calcutta. * ‘The Pelings [English] of Calcutta are very near our frontier,” he
said, making a grimace and shaking his head. ‘No matter,” he added, ‘here
are the Himalaya mountains.’ 53

His funds exhausted by his long stay in Lhasa, the Pundit again supported
himself by teaching Hindu accounting methods. But then he had a nasty
shock when two Muslims of Kashmiri descent quickly spotted that he was
not a Bashahri. But they agreed to keep his secret, and the Pundit was even
able to borrow money from them by leaving his Survey watch as security.
Another unsettling incident occurred when the Pundit caught sight of the
Kirong governor in the street. Since he had agreed to forfeit his life if he
proceeded to Lhasa, his alarm can be imagined. Justice in Lhasa was swift,
and the Pundit had already seen one man beheaded. He quickly rented
another room and remained in it as much as possible.

Luckily, the Ladakhi merchant with whom the Pundit had traveled to
Lhasa and with whom he had struck up a friendship was now about to leave
for home, and readily agreed to take care of Nain Singh on the return
journey. The Pundit had been in Lhasa for over three months. They left
Lhasa on 21 April and, taking the same route, arrived back at the Tradom
monastery on 1 June, after an uneventful journey.

Instead of returning to Kathmandu, the Pundit left Tradom the following
day, continuing with the caravan westward along the Lhasa Road towards
Gartok. The party journeyed at an altitude of between 14,000 and 16,000
feet, passing only a few nomads with their flocks of sheep and yaks. Nain
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Singh continued his route survey along the road, traveling on the north bank
of the Tsangpo, and reached Lake Manasarowar on 16 June. Here he met a
friend from Kumaon who settled his accumulated debts with the
Ladakhis—all the debt, that is, except the watch pawned in Lhasa and now
in their hands. Nain Singh said he would send money to Gartok to redeem it.

The Pundit now parted from the Ladakhi caravan and headed for British
territory and home, leaving his servant with his friend from Kumaon as
security for the loan. After some difficulties because of snow on the passes,
he crossed the Himalayas after a lengthy detour and returned to Milam. He
then dispatched two men to pay his debt and return with his servant. He also
met up with his cousin, whom he instructed to go to Gartok and redeem the
watch, completing the route survey he himself had not been able to do. All
these missions were safely accomplished, and Nain and Mani Singh armnived
at GTS headquarters in Dehra Dun on 27 October 1866. It was almost 17
months since the Pundit had set out on his epic journey from Kathmandu to
Lhasa.

According to some accounts, the travelers presented themselves to
Captain Montgomerie.>* This could not have occurred, however, as
Montgomerie did not return to India from England until early 1867,
rejoining the Survey on 1 May.35 They probably reported in the first instance
to Colonel Walker, superintendent of the GTS. When he returned,
Montgomerie was appointed in charge of the Survey in Kumaon and
Garhwal. Nevertheless, until he was forced to leave India in 1873 for
medical reasons, Montgomerie continued to interview returning trans-
Himalayan explorers, prepare maps from their observations, write up their
reports, supervise the training of new recruits, and decide on the time and
direction of their dispatch.

The results of Nain Singh’s travels, as outlined by Montgomerie, were as
follows: a large number of observations including thirty-one observations
for latitude, allowing the calculation of the positions, heights and climates
of Lhasa’6 and other important towns; an elaborate route survey of over
twelve hundred miles covering the whole of the great road from Lhasa to
Gartok as well as the route from Kathmandu to Tradom; and the defining of
most of the course of the Tsangpo/Brahmaputra from its source near Lake
Manasarowar to the point where it was joined by its tributary from Lhasa. In
addition, valuable data were supplied on the Nepal valley.

By perusing the Pundit’s observations for internal consistency, and by
checking them against those made by Samuel Turner, Montgomerie was
able to conclude that the Pundit was a “most excellent and trustworthy
observer,” whose work was “well done” with “highly creditable” results.
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The Pundit also collected a considerable amount of miscellaneous informa-
tion of a political, religious, and economic nature. His description of Lhasa
agreed closely with that of Huc and Gabet. Since his rented rooms were
only twenty paces away from the Jokang, one of the holiest places in the city,
the Pundit was able to observe the many religious ceremonies of the Tibetan
New Year.>? Although more of Montgomerie’s emissaries subsequently
reached Lhasa, Nain Singh’s description of the city was never improved
upon by them.

Montgomerie must have been overjoyed at the successful return of Nain
Singh and the acquisition of so much valuable information. The way was
now clear for the training of further explorers to map the rest of Tibet and
other parts of Central Asia.

Montgomerie was also anxious to share his discoveries with the Royal
Geographical Society, for this journey of “his” agent could only enhance his
own standing in the world of exploration. As soon as the report was written,
a copy of it was sent to the RGS in London by Colonel Walker.
Montgomerie then wrote to the president of the RGS, Sir Roderick
Murchison, summarizing his results and giving due credit to the work of his
explorer. He was clearly on good personal terms with Nain Singh and added
that “I wish I could present the Pundit to you in person. I am sure he would
make a good impression anywhere.”” 38

Montgomerie’s report, which was susequently printed in the journal of
the RGS, was read to the Society in Montgomerie’s absence on 23 March
1868. The luminaries of the Society heaped praise on both Montgomerie
and Nain Singh, and the exploit was described as a combination of “native
enterprise directed by English intelligence.”>? Later that year Nain Singh
received the first of the many honors to be bestowed upon him, when the
Council of the RGS awarded him a gold watch, valued at thirty guineas.®
The only carping note came in a letter from Consul M.C. Morrison in
Peking, who frowned on these clandestine surveys and urged travelers to
apply openly for passports from the Chinese authorities to visit Tibet.
Morrison seemed to have been unaware that these requests would have met
with short shrift from the Chinese.

The success of Nain Singh’s mission to Lhasa encouraged Montgomerie
to request a further Rs. 5,000 from the Home Department of the government
of India for the purpose of organizing additional expeditions. His request
was forwarded, with the commendation of the Home Department, to the
Foreign Department, which responded on 23 August 1867 that the “Governor-
General in Council cordially approves of the proposal to employ Asiatics in
the exploration of the Trans-Himalayan Regions, and directs that it be
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intimated to each explorer who may be sent out by the Trigonometrical
Survey that any important political intelligence he may bring back will
receive a separate pecuniary acknowledgement, according to its value, from
the Foreign Secretary.” %! Montgomerie, his need for topographical data
married to the government’s desire for political intelligence, was on his way,
and the stage was set for the continued expansion of his explorations.



THREE
Across the Northwest Frontier:
The Mirza, the Havildar, and the Mullah

Throughout the nineteenth century, like two juggernauts, czarist Russia and
British India lurched toward each other across Asia.! In 1800, vast distances
separated the two, but by the close of the century only a thin strip of Afghan
territory, extending up to the Chinese border, prevented Russia and India
from sharing a common frontier. In the intervening years the “Great Game,”
a struggle for political and military supremacy in Southwest Asia, was
played out in Afghanistan and Persia, through the deserts of Turkestan, and
over the peaks and passes of the Pamir and the Hindu Kush.

In 1809, the frontier of British India lay on the south bank of the Sutlej
and was far from attaining its natural limits among the mountain ranges to
the north and northwest. The Russian border extended from the north-
eastern tip of the Caspian Sea along the Ural River to Orenburg, and then
eastward. Nevertheless, for the British, this was the most important and the
longest frontier (excepting that between Canada and the United States) in
the Empire, and one on which no firm boundaries had been established by
India, Afghanistan, or Persia.

Historically, India had been the recipient of many invasions across its
northwest frontier, that area which starts at the tangled junction of the Pamir
and Karakorum ranges and follows the line of the Hindu Kush southwest to
the Indian Ocean. Alexander the Great had crossed the Hindu Kush through
Swat to Peshawar. The Mongols of Genghis Khan followed in the thirteenth
century, and in turn were succeeded by Tamerlane, Babur (the first of the
Moghul emperors), and the Afghans and Persians in the eighteenth century.

British thoughts as to the vulnerability of this frontier were first raised by
Napoleon when he and Czar Alexander, after their rapprochement at Tilsit
in 1807, considered the possibility of a land invasion of India via Persia.
Although Napoleon’s invasion never materialized, and although the Rus-
sians never actually adopted a scheme to occupy India, nevertheless, after
the fall of Napoleon, Russia became the bogeyman for British policy-
makers. The British realized that their navy, serving as the guardian of
imperial possessions, would be of little use against a land invasion, and
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London consequently viewed with alarm each Russian advance into Cen-
tral Asia. Similarly, from the perspective of St. Petersburg, British con-
quests in India, with their inexorable progress north, combined with
subsequent occupations of Afghanistan, were also viewed with great suspi-
cion as being part of a plan to counter rightful Russian political and
commercial interests in Central Asia.

The southward movement of the Russian empire, which had slowed in
the latter half of the eighteenth century, resumed in the nineteenth. The 1813
treaty signed after the Russo-Persian War had the effect of turning the
Caspian Sea into an area of Russian influence. Further concessions were
extracted from Persia following another conflict between 1826 and 1828.
The British treaty with Persia was shown to be ineffective in the absence of
an ability to apply military pressure. Russia was now ominously close to
Afghanistan, and in 1838, a British army occupied Kabul and Kandahar in
an attempt to place a pliant Afghan ruler on the throne.

These forward moves by the British, plus their own desire to restrain
attacks on Russian trading caravans, provided the government in St. Peters-
burg with reason enough to restart its advance into Central Asia against the
three great khanates of Khiva, Kokand, and Bokhara. The first military
force was sent against Khiva in 1839, but was defeated by the terrain, the
climate, and problems of supply. A second expedition, a year later, was
halted in 1842 on signing a treaty with Khiva.

By 1847 the czar’s forces had advanced to the mouth of the Jaxartes (Sir
Darya) River on the Aral Sea. By 1853 they had control of close to three
hundred miles of the river, encroaching into the Oxus-Jaxartes basin, and
thus bringing Russia into contact with the territory of the khan of Kokand.
A lull ensued while Russia was occupied with the Crimean War, but in 1860
the khan attacked a Russian position, and the Russians, who needed new
supplies of cotton to make up for the deficiency caused by the American
Civil War, and perceiving British weakness after the Indian Mutiny of 1857,
responded by capturing the city of Tashkent in 1865, and forming the
province of Turkestan from territory lying between the Aral Sea and Lake
[ssyk Kul. The Russians were now within range of the three khanates.
Crossing the Jaxartes, Russian forces reached the border of Bokhara, and
Samarkand (within the territory of the khan of Bokhara) was annexed in
1868. Khiva fell in 1873, and Kokand was annexed in 1876. Russian
conquests in the area were completed by 1884 after the Tekke Turkomans
were defeated, and the Russians occupied the great oasis of Merv, only one
hundred miles north of the Persian-Afghan border.

The British were also on the move, advancing in the northwest of India in
pursuit of defensible frontiers for the Empire. Following the death of the
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Sikh leader Ranjit Singh in 1839, the Sikh kingdom fell into disorder. Two
wars against the British ensued in the 1840s, after which Britain annexed
outright the Sikh kingdom of the Punjab in 1849. Sind had been annexed in
1843. Britain had now crossed the Indus, and the boundary of the Indian
Empire in the northwest had reached its natural limits on the Hindu Kush.

Exactly where to draw this boundary remained a problem throughout the
nineteenth century. It was not practicable to stop in the foothills of the
Hindu Kush, because of raids by fanatical Pathans from the hills. Nor was it
militarily or economically feasible to extend the frontier beyond the moun-
tains to the Kabul-Kandahar line, the so-called “scientific frontier.” Ulti-
mately, the eastern parts of the Pathan hill territory were defined as being
within the British border, with the other Pathans being declared part of
Afghanistan. This was enshrined in the 1893 Durand Line, named after its
negotiator, Sir Mortimer Durand, foreign secretary of the Indian govern-
ment. These frontier districts of the Punjab, lying between the Indus and
Afghanistan, were eventually formed into the separate North-West Frontier
Province in 1901.

Although the Pathans were a nuisance, and outrages committed by them
had continually to be avenged by punitive campaigns, they were, when all
was said and done, only a nuisance. The real threat to the plains of
Hindustan came not from warring hill tribes, but from the great European
land power behind the mountains. Against the tribal peoples the British
could deploy artillery and, given time, reinforcements by sea. But to defend
the plains against a modern army, the British ideally wanted to control the
passes through the Hindu Kush by occupying Kabul, Kandahar, and
Badakhshan, as the Moghul emperors had done. Since this was not possible
in the circumstances of the time, Britain sought, in the latter half of the
nineteenth century, to defend its northwest Indian frontier, always a cause of
anxiety, by creating in Afghanistan a friendly buffer state for protection
against the advance of the Russian empire.

As early as 1809, Britain had sent Mountstuart Elphinstone as an
emissary to the Afghan capital of Kabul to build a defensive alliance and so
counter the possibility of a French invasion of India. But with the departure
of Napoleon, Russia became the prime threat, and British efforts were
directed toward denying Russia the right of access to India across the
territory of its Afghan neighbor.

In 1836 Persia made ominous moves toward the Afghan city of Herat,
which, lying on the western flank of the Hindu Kush, is often considered the
key to India, since it guards the routes to India both via Kabul and the
Khyber Pass, and via Kandahar and Quetta. Persia had an ancient claim to
the city, and had long wanted to recover it. But given Persian defeat in
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Central Asia at the hands of the Russians, a Persian victory would have
meant an extension of Russian influence into Afghanistan. The Afghans
appealed to Britain for assistance, and a political mission was dispatched to
Kabul under Alexander Burnes. The Afghan ruling house was Pathan, and
its plea for help from Britain against Persia was complicated by a further
request for aid to regain the Pathan city of Peshawar, occupied by the Sikhs
earlier in the century. British aims, in addition to forestalling Russian
influence in the area, were to install a more compliant ruler on the Afghan
throne. The Burnes mission failed in its endeavors, and the result was the
first Afghan War of 1838-42. Although Britain was unable to place its
choice of ruler over Afghanistan, the Persians, too, were foiled in their
attempts to take Herat, following the dispatch of a British expedition to the
Persian Gulf. Herat was the center of a further flurry of political and military
activity when, in 1856, the Persians seized the city, only to be forced to
withdraw, and to agree not to interfere in Afghanistan again, after a British
declaration of war.

While the British occupied Kabul in 1839, the Russians mounted their
first (and unsuccessful) attack against the khan of Khiva. The British were
now less concerned about Russian-backed attempts on the part of Persia to
recover Afghanistan, and more worried about Russian acquisitions of
territory across the northern border of Afghanistan along the Oxus River
(Amu Darya).

In 1869, a strong Afghan ruler emerged and expanded his rule, as emir of
Kabul, along the Oxus to Badakhshan and Wakhan in the Pamir. In the
same year, the Brnitish and the Russians started negotiations over the
demarcation of the boundary between Russia and Afghanistan. In 1873 a
preliminary agreement was reached, with the encouragement of Lord Mayo,
who was pursuing a policy of nonintervention beyond the frontier. The
upper Oxus was to form the boundary, and both Badakhshan and Wakhan
were to be included in Afghanistan. Afghanistan, Russia agreed, was
outside its sphere of influence. But, decades were to pass before this frontier
would be defined along its entire length, and innumerable problems arose
because of the lack of knowledge of the geography of the area.

Agreement on the Oxus boundary did not prevent further conflict along
the northwest frontier. Russian advances in Central Asia and intrigues in
Afghanistan resulted in the second Afghan War of 1878-80, as a result of
which the emir of Kabul agreed to allow Afghan foreign relations to be
determined by Britain. The Russian annexation of Merv in 1884 and the
subsequent movement toward Herat stimulated British efforts at precise
definition of the frontier. The Russo-Afghan Boundary Commission, in
which Britain participated, delimited part of the frontier, and this line was
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extended up to the Chinese frontier in 1893 by the Durand Agreement. By
the 1895 Anglo-Russian Convention, the Wakhan strip was established as
part of Afghanistan running up to the Chinese border in the Pamir, thus
ensuring that the territories of the two empires, British and Russian, would
never touch.

British fear of a Russian invasion of India during the nineteenth century
was based partly on reality, partly on illusion. The passes to the north,
crossing the Kunlun and the Karakorum ranges to Ladakh, or farther west at
the convoluted knot where these ranges join the Pamir and the Hindu Kush,
were far too difficult to cross in force, and too easily defended. Similarly,
although the passes through the Hindu Kush were easier, the generally
difficult terrain and the substantial distances to the north of the passes over
which massive Russian forces and supplies would have to be transported,
made this an unlikely route of attack. But not all was illusion. The passes to
the north and northwest had never proved a barrier to pilgrims or traders.
Small bands of armed men could certainly stage diversionary attacks, or
instigate native uprisings against the British among the hill tribes. These
attacks, small though they might be, would require the diversion of substan-
tial military and political resources, while the main thrust of a Russian
invasion could be through southern Afghanistan across Baluchistan and
Sind.

Those invasion routes to the north and northwest, although impractica-
ble, were not known to be so at the time, and even if no one in St. Petersburg
seriously considered trying to occupy India, nevertheless, perceptions of
vulnerability and fear of a Russian attack, if only a feint to cover real aims in
Europe, colored British frontier policy. It was not until the century was far
advanced that the viceroy sent a military expedition “to determine to what
extent India is vulnerable through the Hindu Kush range.” The surveys of
this expedition of 1885-86, commanded by Colonel Lockhart, concluded
that the Russians could penetrate the Hindu Kush range only with raiding
parties.

British ignorance of the geography of the Hindu Kush was matched by
ignorance of the Oxus River, vital to Britain as a long part of the Afghan-
Russian frontier. The diplomatic negotiations initiated between London
and St. Petersburg in 1869 had culminated in 1873 in the Gorchakof-
Granville Agreement, which established the general principle that the Oxus
should be the Russo-Afghan boundary. Specifically, it was agreed that the
Oxus should be the frontier, from its Pamir source to a place named Khojah
Saleh (or Khwaja Sahar), a distance of nearly seven hundred miles, and that
from there the boundary should diverge from the river southwest to the
Persian frontier.2 Numerous problems were to arise in demarcating the
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actual frontier, in direct proportion to Anglo-Russian geographical igno-
rance of the area. For example, Wood’s journey of 1838 had given rise to the
belief that Lake Zorkul (Victoria) in the Pamir was the true source of the
Oxus. This proved to be incorrect,but the fact that the source defined a
boundary point rendered the question a matter of political debate. In
addition, Khwaja Sahar, which marked the western extremity of the Oxus as
a frontier, and which had been defined as a “post” by Alexander Burnes in
his exploration of the area in 1832, could not be located. It was only much
later that Khwaja Sahar was found to have been the site of a long-defunct
ferry, the post itself having been washed away by floods.3

Montgomerie returned to India early in 1867, having been promoted to
the rank of major and appointed the official “in charge, trans-Himalayan
exploring parties.” He was soon writing up the report of Nain Singh’s
journey to Lhasa and planning further exploits for his explorers. In his letter
to the Royal Geographical Society, written early the following year, he
stated that “I am trying to extend the exploration northward into that great
blank between the Himalayas, Russia and China proper.”4

In addition, he was made deputy superintendent of the Great Trig-
onometrical Survey under Walker, and acting superintendent, between May
1868 and January 1869, of the Topographical Survey while General
Thuillier, the surveyor-general, was in England on official business. He was
also given the task of surveying the Himalayan districts of Kumaon and
Garhwal.

Nevertheless, despite all these responsibilities, Montgomerie was able to
mount no fewer than four expeditions by the pundits during the next two
years.5 Of these four expeditions, the one that was specifically directed
toward filling in the “great blank” was made by an explorer named Mirza
Shuja, known to the survey as “the Mirza,” who crossed the Hindu Kush to
Kashgar, passing through Afghanistan via Kabul and across the Pamir. This
was largely unexplored territory, lying between British India and the Rus-
sian Empire, about which geographical and ethnographical knowledge was
becoming more and more vital as the two empires extended their frontiers
and narrowed the gap between them.

At the time that the Mirza began his travels to the area in 1868, Anglo-
Russian negotiations concerning the Oxus as the northern boundary of
Afghanistan were just about to start. It might, therefore, be thought that the
Mirza was sent on his expedition as a result of a directive from London or
from the government of India, requesting further information on the unex-
plored territory between the Oxus and the northwest frontier of India. No
such directive seems to exist, however. The Survey of India apparently acted
as an independent entity, anxious to fill in the unexplored areas on its maps,
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with the initiatives coming not from London or Calcutta, but from Survey
Headquarters in Dehra Dun.

Montgomerie’s report on the travels of the Mirza refers only to his own
plan for the exploration of areas beyond the frontiers, and to the way this
plan was applied in the case of the Mirza, “when the exploration of the
Upper Oxus and Pamir Steppe was proposed.”¢ In all probability, Mont-
gomerie decided on the plan by himself, in consultation with General
Walker. The GTS did not take the view that information was needed on
trans-frontier regions to defend British interests against Russian ad-
vances—quite the reverse. Walker made his request for further funds for
exploration on the basis that he would in the future no longer be able to
receive geographical information from St. Petersburg because Russian
military advances would be halted by Afghanistan and the Hindu Kush.?

The Pamir

The Pamir, or “Bam-i-dunya” (Roof of the World) as the Arabs called them,
are the central knot linking the mountain ranges of the Hindu Kush, rising
in Afghanistan from the southwest, to the Kunlun, Karakorum, and Hima-
layan ranges, which emerge from the east and southeast; they separate
Chinese Turkestan from Tibet, and Tibet from India. Joining the Pamir in
the north is the north-south Sarikol chain of mountains, which is the
watershed dividing Russian Turkestan on the west from the rivers which
flow to the east, supplying the Chinese cities lying on the edges of the Takla
Makan desert.

The Pamir is a series of wide, elevated valleys, running from west to east
at an average altitude of 12,000 to 14,000 feet, and divided by snow-covered
peaks. Of glacial origin, the valleys are treeless and strewn with boulders.
Harsh winds sweep them in the spring and summer, and the passes are
closed for at least half the year by ice and snow. There are no permanent
human inhabitants of these unsheltered and inhospitable depressions, butin
the summer months when the grass grows and the flowers bloom, nomadic
Kirghiz tribesmen graze their flocks of yaks and horses. The famous wild
sheep of Marco Polo, Ovis poli, with their curved horns, can also be found.

To arrive at the upper reaches of the Oxus and traverse the Pamir to
Kashgar, the traveler has first to cross the northwest frontier of India and
pass through the territory of the Pathans. The Pathans are Moslems,
factionalized into numerous tribal groups, and as the Mirza noted, “a very
lawless race, and much addicted to high-way robbery.” Much of their time
was spent in endless vendettas, usually involving money, land, or women,
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against other families or clans. Because their mountain retreats possessed
cultivable land inadequate to support the population, the Pathans constantly
attacked passing caravans and repeatedly sallied forth to raid the population
of the Punjab plain.

Pathan territory was mostly unexplored at the time of the Mirza’s travels,
and the area was largely unadministered by the British, although a sem-
blance of control was maintained by a mixture of bribery, threats, and
coercion in the form of punitive expeditions. Even a decade after the
Mirza’s explorations, the then viceroy, Lord Lytton, could write that “I
believe that our northwest frontier presents at this moment a spectacle
unique in the world; at least I know of no other spot where, after 25 years of
peaceful occupation, a great civilized power has obtained so little influence
over its semi-savage neighbors, and acquired so little knowledge of them,
that the country within a day’s ride of its most important garrison is an
absolute terra incognita, and that there is absolutely no security for British
life a mile or two beyond our border.”

As an example of what could happen to an Englishman in this region,
and the embarrassment that could be caused to the government, one can cite
the case of George Hayward, who aimed to explore the Pamir and the source
of the Oxus on behalf of the RGS. Hayward’s route to the Pamir was from
the east, from Kashmir via Gilgit. The viceroy, Lord Mayo (himself assassi-
nated by a Pathan fanatic in 1872), reporting to the Royal Geographical
Society in a letter of 27 September 1869, said that he had refused Hayward’s
requests for money, mules, and arms, and for an order to the maharaja of
Kashmir to provide him with supplies. Observing that Hayward would
probably leave for the Pamir anyway (which he did), the viceroy noted that
he was doing so “against my wishes and without any authority from me.”
He continued, “the real truth is that our relations with the peoples and tribes
beyond our frontiers are at this moment so exceedingly delicate that I am
opposed to the appearance of any European among them at present . . .
nothing could be more disastrous in the present state of things than that Mr.
Hayward having started with a free pass given by the Rajah of Cashmere
under our orders, and with Govt. mules and arms, should be either turned
back, robbed or murdered. Any one of these three disasters are most likely
to happen.”# Once again, the Survey of India went its own way in such
matters, for at the same tir e that the government was trying to stop him,
Hayward was in close touch with Montgomerie, who was giving him all the
assistance he could.®

But Lord Mayo was right. Hayward was murdered in Gilgit on 18 July
I870. The task of burying Hayward’s body was given to Frederick Drew, a
geologist employed by the maharaja of Kashmir. In a document headed
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“Note of an Examination of Mr. Hayward’s Body,” Drew writes that “the
corpse was brought into Gilgit on the evening of the 26 October 1870. This
was more than three months after the murder; it was quite unrecognizable
except by the brown colour of the hair [Drew interjects here that “all the
men in his service had black hair”’] of which a little was left, and of the
beard, and perhaps by the form of the hands and feet which those with me
said they could recognize anywhere for an Englishman’s.” 10 Why “the form
of the hands and feet” were obviously those of an Englishman is not clear,
With Hayward dead over three months, skin color could not have been a
factor. Perhaps the fact that he wore shoes, while his servants most likely
did not, might, by lack of calluses, identify his feet as those of a foreigner,
but this does not explain his hands. What is clear is that it was most
dangerous for a European to venture far beyond the frontier, that any
attempt to adopt a local disguise was not likely to succeed, and that the
unpleasant consequences of discovery could be fatal to the traveler and
embarrassing to the Indian government. The employment of Indian ex-
plorers such as the Mirza, however, did not suffer from such grave objec-
tions.

The Forerunners

Although a number of Chinese Buddhist pilgrims crossed the Pamir be-
tween the fourth and seventh centuries A.D., the first detailed record was
provided by the redoubtable Marco Polo, who traversed the area in 1274 on
his way to China and the court of Kublai Khan. Over three centuries then
elapsed before the Jesuit Benedict Goes undertook his missionary journey
in 1602-03 from Peshawar to Kabul by way of Kafiristan, and then across
the Pamir to Yarkand in Chinese Turkestan. Marco Polo was the only
European to precede Goes across the Pamir, and Goes, traveling with the
annual caravan from Lahore, probably followed the route of his predecessor.
It was to be over two centuries after Goes before the next adventurous
European, and the first Englishman, visited the Pamir.!!

John Wood, a lieutenant in the Indian Navy, had traveled with Alexander
Bumnes when the latter was appointed commercial agent at Kabul in 1836.
While Burnes himself remained in Kabul, Wood set off for Badakhshan in
1837, and following the routes of Marco Polo and Benedict Goes, reached
Wakhan in 1838, where he explored the upper Oxus River to what he
claimed was its source at Lake Zorkul in the Pamir.

Among Indian travelers, Abdul Mejid had crossed the Pamir from south
to north in 1860, although his journeys were of diplomatic rather than
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geographical significance. Mahomed Amin, the guide of the murdered
Adolph Schlagintweit, had also supplied the government of India with
details of some itineraries, including a north-to-south route across the
Pamir, but it was unclear how accurate this information was.

Indians employed as British intelligence agents had also penetrated into
Central Asia. Pundit Munphool, who worked in the secretariat of the
Punjab government, had volunteered in 1865 to visit Central Asia and
collect information on Russian political and military progress in the area.
He left in 1865 with three companions, and he returned the following year.
All four traveled in disguise and used assumed names. Pundit Munphool
and one of the party traveled around Badakhshan, while the other two went on
to Bokhara. Both teams submitted reports to the governor on their return.!2

There is some overlap between the work of these men and that of
Montgomerie’s native explorers, but the distinction must be made between
Pundit Munphool and his assistants, none of whom was a trained surveyor,
and employees of the Trigonometrical Survey, such as the Mirza, whose
main task was to provide geographical data on which to base maps of
unexplored areas.

Afghanistan proper, with its major cities and roads between them, was
much better plotted on British maps, the information being drawn from the
Elphinstone mission to Kabul in 1809, and the journey of Burnes across
Afghanistan on his way to Bokhara in 1832. Bumes, after he was stationed
in Kabul in 1836, had produced, with Wood and others, a number of maps
of different parts of the country. Eldred Pottinger, leaving after the siege of
Herat in 1839, had sketched the country while traveling to Kabul through
Kohistan, north of the city. Above all, the first Afghan War of 1838-42, and
its two attendant British invasions, had resulted in a surge of topographical
and other information on Afghanistan.

But with the exception of Afghanistan, there was still a dearth of hard
data on the region. Most of the area of the remote and lonely Pamir, situated
at the apex of three empires, British, Russian, and Chinese, was still
unvisited. Furthermore, in the case of the earlier travelers, there was great

difficulty in deciphering the actual routes taken and in identifying the
names of places seen.

The Mirza

In his search for a suitable Indian to explore the upper Oxus and the Pamir,
Montgomerie employed the same principles that had guided him in his
selection of Nain Singh, namely that what was needed was a man who had
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traveled through or traded in the area to be visited, who was of the same
religion as the local inhabitants (Moslem), and who spoke the native
language (Pushtu or Persian). It was by no means easy to find a competent,
literate, and trustworthy man, capable of being trained in surveying tech-
niques, who would fulfill these demands. Montgomerie was perhaps over-
confident when he told the Asiatic Society in Calcutta in 1862 that “I do not
think it would be very difficult to get one or two more [Indian explorers]
from Peshawar or elsewhere, who might be trained to the work in a few
months.” Not that there was any shortage of volunteers. A search of the
Peshawar bazaars, and a request for assistance from British officers sta-
tioned on the frontier, produced many applicants who believed that they
were “‘well fitted for the task.” But, continued Montgomerie, “a very little
inquiry however reduces the number of likely men nearly down to zero;
many cannot write, others are too old, most have no ideas beyond those of
trade, and nearly every one has special ideas as to what pay and rewards they
are to get, and generally have special stipulations to make; all however
apparently thinking nothing of the risks and exposure involved.”!3 Risks
there certainly were, even for Indians, when traveling through the warlike
peoples of the northwest frontier. The first attempt on the part of Walker and
Montgomerie to penetrate this area in the 1860s had come to grief with the
murder of their explorer, whom Walker described as *“‘a Pathan of the Native
Sappers and Miners—a very intelligent man indeed, and one who promised
exceedingly well.” 4 After undergoing training for a year, he was dis-
patched from Peshawar towards Chitral. Unfortunately, the GTS were not
aware of a Pathan blood feud in his family, which caught up with him six
weeks later.

“For mountain regions inhabited by a treacherous Mohammedan popula-
tion,” said Walker, “men of great physique, great courage and considerable
intelligence, are required; and Pathans, as a rule, have lots of pluck and
nerve, but ninety-nine out of a hundred do not know how to read and write. It
is, therefore, particularly difficult to make a beginning with them.” '
However, although Walker thought that many Pathans had lots of courage,
he did not always have the same degree of confidence in their trust-
worthiness, for he went on to recount that a Pathan being trained by Nain
Singh had stolen the gold watch which had been presented to the pundit by
the RGS. The theft could not be proven conclusively, so the Pathan was
simply dismissed from the survey, after which, says Walker, “the last thing
heard of him was, that he had attached himself to the unfortunate Mr.
Hayward; and it was believed that he was murdered with Mr. Hayward; but
if not, it was not improbable that he had a hand in the murder of that
gentleman.”
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Montgomerie finally thought he had secured a likely candidate, a silver-
smith who traveled regularly from Peshawar via Kabul to Yarkand, making
ormaments from precious metals. But before a definite proposal could be
made, the silversmith left on his travels. At this point, Montgomerie
abandoned his search and decided to try out a man who was already known
to him and who “was qualified in some respects.” This was Mirza Shuja, or
Sajjad, who was to be called simply “the Mirza.”

The Mirza’s father was a Turkish trader based in Meshed, but his mother
was from Persia, where the Mirza himself was born. Traveling with his
father to the Afghan city of Herat, the Mirza had in some way come to the
notice of Lieutenant Eldred Pottinger, the British officer who helped
organize the defense of the city against the Persians in 1837-38. This would
put the Mirza’s year of birth as unlikely to be much later than 1822, but even
this would make him 45 years old and a middle-aged man at the time of his
first journey on behalf of the survey in 1867. When Pottinger left Herat, he
took the Mirza with him to Kabul. Here the Mirza met Captain Colin
Mackenzie, a friend of Pottinger, who taught him English. He also learned
to speak Pushtu, as well as Persian.

The next that is heard of the Mirza is over a decade later, when he was
working as a munshi for General (then Lieutenant) Walker. Walker was
making a military survey of the Peshawar area following the close of the
second Sikh War in 1849. By September 1850, he had moved as far north as
he could go without risking his life. His map indicates this line, beyond
which “further proceedings were stopped by the hostility of the natives.” 16
For this reason, and because of a shortage of manpower, authority was given
to Walker to hire two Indian surveyors. Since none were available, four
munshis were tried out. One of the four was the Mirza, who passed his tests
successfully, and “rendered valuable assistance.” However, noted Walker,
“he was incapable of field sketching or computing.” ! The Mirza remained
with the Peshawar survey for three years and was employed in public works
around the city until 1855, when he rejoined Walker, who recommended
him to the surveyor-general for a formal appointment with the great Trig-
onometrical Survey, saying that “his mathematical attainments are not
enough to enable him to take a share in the computations. . . . He would
probably be better placed in the Kashmir series . . . reconnoitering the
countries beyond the boundary. He is . . . well born and respectable and
may seek information among Mussulman tribes who would not suffer the
approach of Europeans.”'8 The Kashmir Survey, however, had only just
begun that spring, and Montgomerie was unable to use his talents. Later in
the year, the situation changed and Waugh asked Walker if the Mirza could
be spared to help Montgomerie. ! Walker responded that he felt it best that
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the Mirza stay where he was, for further training. While surveyors could
locate the mountain peaks in Swat and Gilgit, “the map showing these
peaks will be rendered more interesting and valuable if the principal
villages in the valleys can be shown.” Walker said that the Mirza could
accomplish this by exploring the valleys with a compass.2? So the Mirza
remained with Walker, who was instructed by the surveyor-general to teach
him the principles involved in measuring latitude and longitude, distances,
angles, and temperatures, so that he might be able to explore beyond the
frontier at a later date.?!

At this time, it was still proposed that any Indian explorer would have to
be capable not only of making observations, but also of undertaking the
calculations necessary to reduce the figures to a map. It was Montgomerie
who separated the two stages, with the explorer taught how to take observa-
tions, but not how to reduce them. This lessened the amount of time needed
for training, did not force the elimination of those like the Mirza, who had
no head for figures, and made it difficult (though not impossible) for the
explorers to falsify figures or attempt to prove that they had been to places
they had not in fact reached.

The Mirza stayed with Walker for a further two years, learning the basic
techniques of surveying. He demonstrated his leadership abilities with the
local population on a part of the hilly frontier southwest of Peshawar by
going among a wild tribe who “bore a noted character for thieving,” and
persuading them to permit survey parties across their territory.

Remaining with Walker until October 1857, the Mirza was given six
months’ leave to go to Kabul “to recover some money, with which a
merchant of Peshawar has absconded.” 22 He failed to rejoin the Survey at
the end of this leave, and wrote to Walker in May the following year
explaining that he was unable to return because he was teaching English to
the sons of Dost Mohammad, the then ruler of Afghanistan.23 He remained
in Kabul for a decade, continuing in the service of the new emir of
Afghanistan, Sher Ali, the third son of Dost Mohammad, after the latter
died in 1863. When Sher Ali was temporarily forced to leave Kabul because
of the rivalry of his brother, the Mirza was unemployed, and so made his
way back to India. While resident in Kabul, he had kept his connections
with the British by providing intelligence to Major Pollock, the commis-
sioner of Peshawar. The Mirza’s return from Kabul coincided with a request
from Montgomerie to Pollock for “men to explore beyond the North West
frontier.” 24

If the Mirza had returned to India promptly after his 1857 leave, it is
probable that he, and not Abdul Hamid, would have been the first of
Montgomerie's explorers. In his 1862 proposal, Montgomerie had said that
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“at present I know of but one man fitted for such work” and identified him
as the Mirza. As it happened, however, the Mirza was rehired in 1867 and
brought to GTS headquarters at Dehra Dun. There it was decided that his
surveying knowledge was very rusty, so he was sent on the “training course”
at Roorkee, and then posted to Peshawar.

The Mirza left Peshawar in the autumn of 1867 (Map 2). His objective
was to reach Kashgar, exploring the upper Oxus and the Pamir, and the
routes from the Pamir to the cities of Kashgar and Yarkand. He was
disguised as a merchant and traveled with a number of baggage animals.
Probably the top of his head was shaved, with the hair at the back and sides
flowing to his shoulders. He would have worn a turban and cap, a long white
Peshawar loongi, and boots.

Almost immediately, a hitch developed. Sir Robert Montgomery had
been replaced as lieutenant-governor of the Punjab in January 1865 by Sir
Donald Macleod. Walker, as was to become customary with him, had not
informed Macleod of developments, even though the Mirza was to journey
through this territory. This only came to Macleod’s attention when Mont-
gomerie asked for an introduction for the Mirza to “our Agent at Kokand.”
Macleod complained to the Foreign Department that Montgomerie must
not be aware “how completely without the knowledge or consent of the
Kokand or Russian authorities these persons are employed by us, and what
exceeding jealousy and hostility would at once be engendered by the
discovery of this fact.” 25

The viceroy, Sir John Lawrence, was an exponent of the school favoring
“masterly inactivity,” or noninterference in affairs beyond the frontier. He
did not support the views of those who urged a “forward policy” to oppose
Russia in Persia and Afghanistan. Accordingly, he temporized, responding
to Macleod in a letter of 12 December 1867: “I have told Muir [Sir William
Muir, Secretary to the government of India] to send you officially the papers
connected with the deputation of natives from the Trigonometrical Depart-
ment into Central Asia for your opinion. You should have been referred to in
the first instance, but the impression on my mind was that you were in
accord with General Walker on the subject. I have no wish myself to allow
it, if you think it should not be done.” 26

At the same time, Lawrence wrote to Walker, asking him to halt the
expedition until the views of the lieutenant-governor were known. Walker
responded that “it had not occurred to him” to get the opinion of the Punjab
government, since they had, in the past, supported Montgomerie with funds
to send Abdul Hamid to Yarkand, and had sent Abdul Mejid and others off
on their own initiative. In any case, said Walker, the Mirza had already left
British territory and was “beyond recall.”
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The matter was eventually smoothed over. Macleod said he had no wish
for the Mirza to be recalled, but he suggested that future explorers, before
approaching British agents in Kokand or elsewhere, be provided with a
cover story—if traveling as traders, they could carry with them “recom-
mendations” from merchants in Kokand and the Punjab to agents in the
areas to be visited.

The viceroy agreed with Macleod’s suggestions and told Walker that they
should be “rigidly attended to,” and that henceforth, no explorers should be
sent out without “special sanction.” 27

There the matter rested, not to rise again in the case of the Mirza, who did
not, in fact, reach Kokand. But it illustrates Walker’s disregard for bu-
reaucratic niceties. This was later to become a major problem when sub-
stantial disagreement arose between the government and the Survey of India
over how much information regarding trans-Himalayan exploration should
be made available to the public.

Meanwhile, the Mirza was having problems of his own. Montgomerie
had instructed him to proceed initially to Badakhshan by the most direct
route, north through Chitral. But winter was settling on the Hindu Kush,
and the passes were blocked by snow. The Mirza made no fewer than four
unsuccessful attempts to break out of the mountains which surrounded
Peshawar and cross into Afghanistan, moving further south on each occa-
sion, but was foiled time and again by the weather, the hostility of the
people, and the unsettled state of Afghanistan at the time. On his fourth
attempt, he sold his baggage animals at Dera Ghazi Khan on the Indus, and
took the steamer down the river to Sukkur, where he tried to penetrate the
Bolan pass. Not succeeding, he made one last attempt, heading northwest
from Sukkur across the Indus plains to Kalat, via the Mula pass. This was a
march of almost two hundred fifty miles. The Mula pass itself is one
hundred miles in length, following the Mula stream. The Mirza crossed and
recrossed the stream, winding his way through narrow defiles with sheer
rocks towering on either side of him to emerge from time to time into
valleys of tamarisk jungle. Crossing the top of the pass at 5,250 feet, the
Mirza descended into Kalat. Here he recognized a man from Kandahar,
from whom he bought donkeys, and who agreed (for a price) to take him to
the city. The two arrived there in May 1868.

With civil war raging in Afghanistan, the Mirza was naturally anxious to
move north to Kabul, and then to proceed on his mission as soon as
possible. He had an initial fright when some baggage and documents he had
sent ahead were captured, and he was denounced as a spy. But he managed
to talk himself out of the situation, and joined Sher Ali’s army marching to
Kabul, where he arrived safely at the end of June. The Mirza was welcome
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at the court of Sher Ali, as he had been in his service for several years. He
also met Sher Ali’s son, Yakub Khan, who was briefly to be ruler in 1879 .28
Even after Sher Ali had taken control of Kabul, the Mirza found that the city
was in a very disturbed state, with the people so suspicious that he could not
put together his arrangements for servants and provisions for his onward
journey to Badakhshan. Accordingly, he left Kabul for an outlying village,
and he made his plans there. Even so, this took time, and he was unable to
leave until 10 October 1868. With the arrival of winter, this was to make his
journey more arduous.

While in Kabul, the Mirza met Pundit Munphool. Munphool, who had
been handsomely rewarded with the payment of Rs. 5000 for his journey to
Badakhshan, was jealous of the other explorers of Central Asia.2% The
Mirza alleged that Munphool was trying to hinder his travels. The British
authorities sent for Munphool, who denied the charges. Montgomerie
would never have employed Munphool, because of his lack of surveying
knowledge. The Indian Government had already toyed with, but dismissed,
the idea of making him consul at Bokhara, because he was a Hindu. He was
eventually recommended for the award of the Star of India.30

Kabul, situated some seven thousand feet above sea level, has been
descnibed as the key to northern India. Surrounded by mountains, it
controls the passes to the north through the Hindu Kush, and those in the
west from Kandahar. The Mirza reported that the city “was in anything buta
flourishing state.” In fact, he said it was generally in a “filthy condition, not
pleasant either to the nose or to the eye.” 3! This reinforces the remarks of an
earlier English traveler to the country, who said “the climate is fine: and if
dirt killed people, where would the Afghans be?” 32 The city, in fact, seems
not to have recovered from its destruction at the hands of the British army of
occupation in 1842. Before that time, it was more picturesque and pros-
perous. One contemporary account described Kabul as

well-built and handsome and one mass of bazaars. Every street has a
double row of houses of different heights, flat-roofed, and composed
of mud in wooden frames. Here and there a larch porch of carved
wood intervenes, giving entrance to the court-yard of the residence of
the nobles, in the centre of which is a raised platform of mud, planted
with fruit-trees, and spread with carpets. A fountain plays near . . .
The houses overhang the narrow streets; their windows have no glass,
but consist of lattice-work wooden shutters . . . richly carved . . .
The shop windows are open to the sun, and the immense display of
merchandise, fruits, game, armour, and cutlery defies description.??
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But things had changed, and the Mirza was glad to be gone. His route
took him northwest over the Hindu Kush to Bamian, through Kulm-
Tashkurgan and into Badakhshan. Now moving in a generally easterly
direction, he joined the Oxus at Ishkashim and followed the river upstream
as far as Kila Punja in Wakhan. Bamian, his first major halt, was about
eighty miles northwest of Kabul, on the main trading route to Turkestan.
The Mirza, hampered by the midwinter snows, had to cross passes at twelve
thousand feet and bribe frontier guards, in order to reach the valley in which
Bamian sits. Bamian had a long history—Genghis Khan had sacked it in
the thirteenth century, and others followed. The valley through which the
Mirza rode was lined with cliffs. Buddhist figures were carved in the rock,
and cave dwellings could be seen.

His next stop was Kulm-Tashkurgan, 150 miles farther due north. Tash-
kurgan (or “stone fort”) was the old city, Kulm the new. Kulm was the major
trading mart of northern Afghanistan, where caravans from India met
kafilas going to Central Asia. Mir Izzet Ullah, traveling on behalf of
Moorcroft, had said that the city had about eight thousand houses. Later
visitors reported that Tashkurgan, approached from the west, appeared to be
a garden city, composed entirely of apricot and other trees, surrounded by
mud walls. It possessed a long bazaar which the Mirza must have seen,
covered over by matting, with a dome-shaped building at the center deco-
rated with china saucers set into the walls. But the bazaar was the only
public, lively spot. As for the rest of Tashkurgan, one European later wrote
that “I know of nothing more dreary and monotonous than an Eastern town.
Except in the actual street devoted to the bazaar, there is no sign of life—
everything is shut up and hidden behind those interminable mud-walls, and
were it not for a few men sitting solemnly and silently here and there at the
various corners, one might be in a city of the dead.”34

Close by Kulm-Tashkurgan, the party was attacked by bandits, who
wounded two and absconded with much of the goods and some animals.
But once inside the city, the Mirza climbed to the top of the fort that dom-
inated the town, for his first glimpse of the Oxus, about twenty miles north.

At Tashkurgan, the Mirza was joined by a traveler who was wearing
European dress, and who was considered to be a European by the other
members of the caravan. The Mirza was initially inclined to agree, and
almost told the stranger the true story of his mission. However, the “Euro-
pean” spoke such perfect Persian (the Mirza’s native tongue) that the Mirza
decided that he must be someone sent to make inquiries about him. He,
therefore, kept to his story of being a trader bound for Kashgar, and
eventually the stranger departed.
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The weather, now that it was December, began to deteriorate badly. Snow
hampered the progress of the caravan and the Mirza’s servants grew muti-
nous and threatened to leave him. But eventually they reached Faizabad, the
central town of Badakhshan. Here the serais (lodgings) were full of slave
girls from Chital, who were to be traded for horses.

Halting in Faizabad, the Mirza presented himself at the court of the mir
of Badakhshan. The mir did not make a good impression, and the Mirza
described him as “about forty years of age . . . decidedly Tarter features,
with small eyes and a scanty beard. He is given to drinking, and allows his
petty officials to do very much as they like; he is consequently un-
popular.” 33

Nevertheless, the Mir was of assistance, recommending the best route to
Chinese Turkestan, and telling the Mirza that the Kirghis bandits had left
the Pamir for the winter. But problems persisted. His men were reluctant to
leave Faizabad bcause of the cold, and one of them had the Mirza de-
nounced as an infidel, spying on the country for the English. Once again the
Mirza had to talk himself out of a tricky situation and shut the man up witha
bribe.

The small party left Faizabad on 24 December 1868, on foot, as the road
was too bad for riding. The Oxus was reached for the first time in early
January. This was at Ishkashim, where a fort marked the start of the
Wakhan. Here the road degenerated into a rough path, running up and down
a series of ridges. Staying on the south bank, the Mirza could see that the
Oxus was frozen solid and could easily be crossed if necessary. For this
reason, and because the Kirghiz were forced to move their flocks off the
Pamir to find fresh grazing land in the winter, this time of the year was the
preferred season for caravans on the route from Badakhshan to Turkestan,
despite the weather. When the Oxus thawed, it became difficult to ford.

On the march, the Mirza passed Alif Beg, the former ruler of Sarikol,
going in the opposite direction. Sarikol professed allegiance to Yarkand and
paid a nominal tribute every year in return for its military protection of the
road to Badakhshan. This allegiance had not been demonstrated for some
years, and the new leader of Yarkand and Kashgar, the Atalik Ghazi, had
been too preoccupied to lay claim to it. But in 1868, the Atalik demanded
that the eldest son of the former Sarikol ruler come to him with tribute.
Unknown to the Atalik, the eldest son, “having some defect of speech and
weakness of intellect,” had been passed over in favor of the second son, Alif
Beg, who, instead of going himself, sent his retarded elder brother. In 1868,
the Atalik, on meeting the brother, sent troops to enforce his summons, and
Alif Beg fled to seek asylum in Wakhan.36 The Mirza said that Alif Beg,
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who had poisoned his wives and his mother for fear of their falling into the
hands of the Atalik, “appeared to be much dejected by his misfortunes.” 37

The two stone-and-mud forts at Kila Punja marked the place just up-
stream of which the Oxus divided, the northern branch climbing to Zorkul
(Wood’s Lake) about 80 miles distant, and the southern branch about 120
miles to the Pamir Kul Lake. The Mirza had no specific instructions as to
which branch to take, and accordingly took the southern route because it
seemed to be the larger of the two. This might only have appeared to be the
case, since the source of the northern tributary was at a higher altitude, and
would, therefore, have been smaller and frozen when the Mirza observed it.
However, since Wood had explored the northern route, it was fortunate that
the Mirza took the southern tributary, since the two reports combined
provided Montgomerie with details of the drainage of virtually the whole of
the upper Oxus River.

Before leaving Kila Punja, the Mirza had to regale the mir of Wakhan
and his retinue with the power of the Feringees (British) in India and to
show them that the power of the Russians was not as great. All were
astonished at tales of the steam engine, but were not inclined to believe the
Mirza’s story of the telegraph, even though he lengthened to half an hour the
time it took to send a message two hundred miles.

More difficult was getting provisions to carry the party across the Pamir,
together with a guide and fresh horses. It proved to be necessary to bribe
every official in sight, practically forcing the Mirza into destitution, and
just when he thought he was finally on his way, a request arrived for a
“present” from the mir himself. Since the Mirza did not wish to part with
the valuable items he would need in Kashgar, he divested himself of his
white loongi and sent it off to the mir, together with some tea. With this gift,
the party was finally able to get away on 8 January 1869, the baggage now
carried on the backs of hardy Punja ponies.

As far as Punja, the Mirza had followed the route of Wood, with whose
observations the Mirza’s were subsequently found to be in close agreement.
But trekking along the southern branch of the Oxus, through the cold and
snow, the Mirza’s party was very much in uncharted terrain.

The most difficult part of the journey to Kashgar, in Chinese Turkestan,
now lay ahead, a twelve-day march from Kila Punja, through the Wakhan
valley, and across the Pamir, with no villages or food available for eight
marches beyond the last village in the Wakhan. For supplies the Mirza
bought and killed some sheep, relying on the intense cold to preserve the
meat. Other provisions included flour, dried fruit, and sugar candy.

Through the Wakhan valley, the road was just a narrow path, crossing and
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recrossing the frozen Oxus. In summer it would have been impassable. The
valley seemed prosperous, the hardy people producing wool for export from
sheep, goats, and yaks. The party was able to shelter each night in one of the
flat-roofed stone and mud houses, each warmed by a large stove sunk in the
center of the floor. The family and guests slept on raised platforms around
the sides of the room. At the last village, Patur, a guide was found to lead
them over the Pamir, and they set off through a snowstorm, trudging along
beside the Oxus, the ground covered by a dense growth of small willow
trees. The wind grew more piercing as the path ran along the bottom of a
stupendous ravine. There was no grazing here, and only the sight of white
falcons, highly prized in Badakhshan and Bokhara.

Conditions continued to deteriorate. After a long march there was little
shelter from the biting wind, the heavy snowfall extinguished the fires they
built each night, and at the altitude of thirteen thousand feet both men and
animals suffered from shortness of breath. The Mirza and his men were now
clad in woolen chogas and sheepskin coats, fur hats, two pairs of woolen
stockings, and boots filled with wool. Even so, all suffered from the
combination of cold and wind. Snow blindness was common, breath froze
on mustaches, and the wool in the boots absorbed moisture through the thin
leather soles and then froze. In the mornings, says the Mirza, “the men
literally rose out of a bed of snow.”

Passing to the north of the Pamir Kul Lake, one of the sources of the
Oxus, the Mirza must have had to draw on all his resources. Disheartened
by the climate, the men became mutinous “and began to murmur, when told
to light a fire and make the usual preparations.” The Mirza was forced to
beat one particularly impertinent servant, and with this the incipient revolt
collapsed. Even throughout these trying days, the objective of the mission
was not forgotten. A route survey was made continually, with compass
bearings taken, and distances measured by pacing. The Mirza had two or
three of his men, with himself, relieving one another for the pacing,
dropping a bead from the string every one hundred paces, and a larger bead
at every tenth to represent a thousand paces. In addition, astronomical
observations for latitude were made by sextant at important points. Since
the area was Muslim rather than Buddhist, no prayer wheel was used.

The party was now traveling through the sweeping valleys of the Pamir.
In summer lush with sweet grass like an English meadow, the Pamir, which
Marco Polo described as “‘the best pasturage in the world,” were trans-
formed into a white wasteland by winter. Over two centuries earlier,
Benedict Goes had also had difficulties crossing the Pamir in midwinter.
Five of his horses had died from the cold and thin air, against which the only
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“remedies” were garlic, onions, and dried apples, eaten by the men, and in
the case of the garlic applied to the mouths of the animals.

After one particularly unpleasant night in the snow, the Mirza set off at
first light. By full daylight he saw that they had at last reached the Pamir
watershed. To the west, the waters flowed to the Aral Sea; to the east, into
Chinese Turkestan. The scene, according to the Mirza, was the most
desolate he had ever seen, a snow-swept landscape without any sign of life.
At this point, some of the men demanded that they be allowed to return
home to the Wakhan. The Mirza paid them off, and the remainder of the
diminished party headed east. As the altitude decreased, deer and other
game could be seen, the snow lessened, there was grass for the ponies, and
the stunted willow trees reappeared, replacing the small prickly shrubs
whose woody roots had provided the only fuel on the Pamir. On the twelfth
day they reached Tashkurgan, the former chief of which the Mirza had
passed earlier, fleeing from the troops of the Atalik Ghazi of Kashgar.

Tashkurgan (to be distinguished from Kulm-Tashkurgan) lay in the
Sarikol valley. This elevated valley, the Mirza reported, was eleven thousand
feet above sea level, thirty to forty miles long, and twelve to eighteen miles
wide, well watered and producing wheat and corn. Just a few days before the
Mirza’s arrival, nearly all the original inhabitants had been forced to leave
on the orders of the Atalik, and had moved to Yarkand or Kashgar. The
Kirghiz had moved in, in their place. The whole valley was dotted with
small square forts and dominated by the ruins of a large stone fort, about a
mile long and four hundred yards across, inside the ruins of which unroofed
houses were clustered. It was here, on the evening of his arrival, that the
Mirza was invited to meet the new governor of Sarikol, a brother of the
Atalik Ghazi. After stumbling about along narrow passages, the Mirza was
ushered into a small dark room. Eventually the governor, who appeared to
be about sixty years old, entered with lights. After tea and hard wheat-flour
cakes, the governor interrogated the Mirza as to the reasons for his journey
to Kashgar and demanded to have all his merchandise brought to the fort
and opened. The Mirza was greatly alarmed at this order, for it meant the
discovery of his concealed surveying instruments. But with gifts to the
governor, which the Mirza described as being specimens of the goods he
was carrying, and by claiming friendship with the Atalik’s chief of artillery,
whom he had known in the past, the Mirza was able to persuade the
governor not to press his demands. The governor’s suspicions were not
entirely allayed, however, for he forced the Mirza to accept an escort of a
Kirghiz chief to accompany the party to Kashgar. The party and escort left
Sarikol on January 27, on the last stage of their journey. Even though the
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Mirza was now under virtual open arrest, he was able to persist in taking his
observations, in part because the Kirghiz chief insisted on riding well ahead
of the rest of the group.38

Here the Mirza was pioneering new ground for geographical exploration.
At his annual address to the Royal Geographical Society, made in the same
year as the Mirza’s travels, the president, Sir Roderick Murchison, had said
that “between Yarkand and the plateau of Pamir . . . our maps had nothing
to show implying human occupancy beyond one or two names resting on
questionable authority, and representing one knew not what.” 3% Sir
Roderick was referring here to the itineraries given to George Hayward by
Mahomed Amin. Marco Polo had probably followed this route, as had a
cousin of the emperor Baber. It was not, therefore, “entirely new ground,” as
Montgomerie described it in his report. But the Mirza was the first to
provide information based on astronomical observations and scientific
measurements.

It took the Mirza a week to reach Yangi Shar, the new city of Kashgar,
about five miles south of old Kashgar. Kirghiz nomads were plentiful along
the route, settled temporarily to live off supplies left by the local population
fleeing from the Atalik Ghazi. At one encampment, the Mirza was ushered
into a portable tent constructed of felt over a wooden frame, and offered the
opportunity of joining in the evening meal. This consisted of a whole boiled
sheep, placed on a grubby cloth in the middle of the tent, from which each
man hacked pieces with his knife. The Mirza, reflecting that he never knew
where his next meal was coming from, reluctantly joined in.

The most formidable part of the journey to Kashgar was the crossing of
the Chichiklik-Davan pass, clambering eleven miles through the snow
along a path “fit only for goats,” and then struggling for twenty miles on
hands and knees down the steep descent on the other side. The Mirza noted
that “some high peaks were visible to the north-west.” Among these must
have been Muztagh Ata, at over twenty-four thousand feet, the highest
mountain in the Muztagh range.

Several horses died on the pass, and the Mirza only just managed to stop
another mutiny from breaking out among his men. But the humor of the
men improved on entering a lush valley with flowing water and easy slopes
covered with fruit trees. The only uncomfortable moment came when one of
the Kirghiz spotted the Mirza taking a compass bearing and rode up to ask
him what he had in his hand. Ever resourceful and quick-witted, the Mirza
substituted a cheap compass that pointed to Mecca for the prismatic compass
he had been using. The Kirghiz chief had never seen such an instrument before,
and was delighted when the Mirza made him a present of it.

Soon the mountains lay behind them, and they found themselves in flat
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fertile country where villages nestled in large orchards of fruit trees and
mulberry groves. About thirty-five miles short of Kashgar, they passed
through the small town of Yangi Hissar. From then on the road was well
populated and dotted with shops selling a variety of inexpensive refresh-
ments, including hot tea, sour milk, boiled fowls, and fresh bread.

Kashgar itself was actually three cities, two living, one dead. To the
south was Yangi Shahr (“new city”’), with massive mud walls surrounded by
a ditch. Built in 1838, it was separated by the river from Kuhna Shahr (“old
city”) five miles to the north. Kuhna Shahr was smaller, with fortified clay
walls, and just beyond it lay the ruins of ancient Kashgar (Aski Shahr),
destroyed in 1514.

Strategically located, Kashgar had long been a center of economic and
political importance. Through it passed first Buddhism and then the relig-
ion of Islam in the tenth century A.D. To it came traders from India,
through Khotan and Yarkand, from Samarkand in the west, from China via
Aksu, and, like the Mirza, from Persia or Afghanistan along the trade routes
of the upper Oxus.

Kashgar had been visited by Marco Polo, but the Venetian gave few
details of the city. But the next European in the area was one of the
Schlagintweit brothers, Adolph, who was murdered outside the city in 1857
(his murderer was later executed by Yakub Beg, the Atalik Ghazi).40

Geographically, Kashgaria, bordering on Tibet and India, makes up the
southern half of Chinese Turkestan, a region divided from west to east by
the Tian Shan, or “heavenly mountains.” Like Afghanistan and Tibet,
Chinese Turkestan had no outlet to the sea. Together with Afghanistan, it
acted as a Central Asian buffer zone between British and Russian interests.
Together with Tibet, it was the least Chinese part of China, populated
mostly by Uighurs, Moslem by religion, few of whom could speak Chi-
nese. China first exercised control over the area in the second century B.C.
From the fifteenth century onwards, the development of seaborne com-
merce replaced much of the trade along the Silk Road crossing Chinese
Turkestan, and the area lost some of its strategic importance. In the
nineteenth century, Chinese rule was waning; local officials (often exiled
there as a punishment) were of poor quality, and Chinese resources and
attention were concentrated on the massive Taiping rebellion in China
proper and on the impact of the West. The advances made by Russia in
Central Asia gave the Russians military and commercial privileges in
Kashgaria. In 1860, they acquired the right to open a consulate in Kashgar.

Kashgaria had been Islamic since the tenth century, and Moslem revolts
against their Chinese overlords were frequent. In 1862, the Tungani
Moslem uprising against the Chinese broke out in the neighboring province
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of Gansu. The uprising spread to Kashgaria, where it was encouraged by
Kokandi merchants seeking trading privileges. This was the opportunity
seized by a military adventurer from Kokand named Yakub Beg, who
gained control of the area in 1864 when the Chinese leaders, their garrison
having held out for a year, blew themselves up, “after spitting towards
Pekin.” 4!

In his thirteen years of rule, Yakub Beg, who soon restyled himself the
Atalik Ghazi (or “father like”) set up an autocratic Islamic regime with
Kashgar as its capital, and proceeded to open up diplomatic relations with
other countries, including Britain, Russia, and the Ottoman Empire, sign-
ing commercial treaties with London and St. Petersburg.

Yakub Beg was a minor military despot with some talent for administra-
tion who has been described by one authority as “a dancing-boy turned
brigand.” 42 Nevertheless, he was able for a few years to play an interna-
tional role. Britain sent two missions to his capital, hoping for strategic and
commercial benefits. The Russians were alarmed by his rise to power, for he
had fought against them in 1853, and they saw him as friendly to the British,
who might use him to extend their influence north and perhaps even to drive
a wedge between European Russia and Siberia. For this reason, the Rus-
sians occupied the Ili valley in the Tian Shan in 1871 (although they gave
most of it back in 1883). Because of their weakness, the Chinese were
forced to cede some 350,000 square miles of Turkestan to Russia by treaty
in 1864.

When the Chinese regained their strength, they counterattacked in order
to halt Russian and British penetration of their frontier area. The Atalik
found no help forthcoming from Britain or Russia, and his army was
defeated by the Chinese in 1877. He himself died in May of that year, and
Kashgar was retaken in December. In 1884, the Chinese, by Imperial
Decree, created from Chinese Turkestan the province of Xinjiang, or “New
Dominion.”

But in 1869, when the Mirza was exploring the area for the British, the
Atalik was at the height of his power. The new city of Kashgar, said the
Mirza, was built on a slope between two branches of the Kazul River, which
joined just east of the town, and which could be crossed by two bridges in
the summer and anywhere on the ice during winter. The city was sur-
rounded by a high wall of sun-dried mud bricks, with watchtowers at
regular intervals and three wood and iron gates. The flat-roofed houses
within the walls were built of the same bricks, and housed a mixed
population of Turks, Tunganis, Badakhshanis, Kashmiris, Afghans, and
others. All were Moslem, however, and every street had its mosque in which
the population prayed five times a day.
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The population had numbered about sixteen thousand, but many had
emigrated with the rise to power of Yakub Beg. The Mirza described the
inhabitants as good-humored, but profligate, crafty, and inhospitable, echo-
ing Marco Polo’s comment that they were “close fisted.” Women were
seldom seen outside the house, for in public they were forced to conform to
Yakub Beg’s demand to wear the burkha, which covered them head to toe.
This, said the Mirza, “the women particularly dislike.”

The climate apparently was healthy—dry and cold in the winter, al-
though stormy in the spring. This was the time that the Mirza was in
Kashgar, and he noted that the sun was always obscured by a haze for three
or four hours every morning. This was fine loess dust, raised by the wind.
When well irrigated, the loess allowed the abundant cultivation of a variety
of crops, including wheat, rice, cotton, peas, radishes, pomegranates,
melons, plums, and grapes. With the expulsion of the Chinese, however, tea
was in short supply, which alerted Montgomerie to the possibility of trading
Indian tea with Kashgar.

The Mirza’s stay in Kashgar did not begin auspiciously. Immediately on
arrival he was taken to meet Nubbi Buksh, the jemadar (lieutenant) in the
service of Yakub Beg. The jemadar was a remarkable man, having risen to a
position of considerable power after starting life as a gunner in the Sikh
army. Unemployed in 1855, he had been recommended by the Mirza for a
job in Kokand, after which he had risen rapidly to become the Atalik’s chief
of artillery. The Mirza, therefore, presumed on this acquaintance, but the
jemadar was hostile, not wanting others to know of his lowly origins, and
initially refused to admit he knew the Mirza. Eventually, he was forced to
recognize this, but then accused the Mirza of not being a merchant at all,
and wanted to know what the real object of his journey was.

The hostility and suspicion of the jemadar dogged the Mirza during his
four months in Kashgar. The moming after his arrival, he was brought to
meet the Atalik Ghazi. The Atalik was friendlier than expected to the
Mirza, who described him as being “of the middle size, dark complexion,
and . . . about fifty years of age.” He was uneducated and unable to read or
write, except for the Koran, which he had learned to read at the age of forty-
five and apparently studied every morning. For political advice, he relied
upon the governor of Yarkand, an educated man. Most of the Atalik’s
associates were quite uneducated, and none of them could keep accounts,
so the government had simply dispensed with keeping accounts altogether.
The Atalik was a devout Moslem, forbidding wine, opium, and smoking,
and ordering everyone to pray five times a day. A generous man, he fed
several thousand people daily after prayers. The Mirza collected details of
the Atalik’s armed forces, and concluded that he was a good soldier.
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Montgomerie, however, could see no evidence for this, and described him
more accurately as a “bold intriguer.” On the negative side, the Mirza said
that the Atalik was a suspicious man and had a violent temper. Officials
were paid irregularly, and they in turn oppressed the common people, who
frequently voted with their feet and took off on pilgrimages to Mecca, either
emigrating for good or hoping to be treated better on their return.

Under the wary eye of the jemadar, the Mirza and his men were housed in
poor quarters. The Mirza was questioned by the Atalik and others several
times, but stuck to his story of being a merchant. One day a servant brought
him a compass and a sextant, and asked to be shown how to use them.
Feigning ignorance, the Mirza declined, fearing a trap. Nevertheless, under
great difficulty, he managed to take observations of the night stars and
bribed his guards so as to be able to slip away on three occasions to the old
city of Kashgar. Befriending a merchant from Tashkent, he even acquired
military information about the nearest Russian fort, nine days’ march away
from Kashgar.

Almost as soon as he arrived in the city, the Atalik’s officials had asked
him if he knew about the two English officers who had recently entered
Kashgaria. The two were George Hayward, sponsored by the RGS to
explore the Pamir (and destined to be murdered on his next expedition
there), and Robert Shaw, a tea planter more interested in the commercial
possibilities of Turkestan. Shaw, the uncle of Francis Younghusband (who
was to head the British occupation of Lhasa in 1904) later became the joint
commercial and political agent at Leh.43> Each wanted to be the first
European in modern times to visit Yarkand and Kashgar (and return alive)
and it was quite by chance that their expeditions met in Ladakh. Intense
nvals, colleagues only by coincidence, they made their separate ways to
Kashgar. Shaw was the first to reach the city, arriving there on 4 January
1869, and Hayward followed on 5 March. The Mirza, arriving on 3
February, was therefore ahead of Hayward but after Shaw. The Mirza
promptly risked approaching Shaw on 11 February, sending a message in
English with his servant, saying that he had been sent to explore, asking for
the loan of a watch for astronomical observations, and wanting to know the
date. Believing that the Mirza might be an agent provocateur, Shaw refused
these requests.** This rebuff explains why the Mirza apparently made no
attempt to communicate with Hayward when he turned up the next month.

All three men were in detention. Neither Hayward nor Shaw was allowed
to visit the old city of Kashgar. The Atalik probably believed that all three
were spies. As Shaw commented, “by some magic the explorer is supposed
to carry off a plan of the roads, and by those roads a European army
follows.” After describing this as the “nightmare of central Asiatic rulers,”
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Shaw went on to say that “of course there is some truth in this view.”4>
Eventually, hoping perhaps to enlist British help in sttmming Russian
influence, the Atalik allowed them to depart. Shaw left for Yarkand on 9
April, and Hayward, his dreams of heading for the Pamir dashed, followed
on 13 April. The Mirza was in despair when they went, fearing that he
would be imprisoned at Kashgar forever. In desperation, he threatened to
appeal over the head of the jemadar to the Atalik himself, with whom he got
on well. This had the desired effect: the jemadar asked the Atalik for
permission, the Mirza and his men were provided with passports with the
Atalik’s seal, and the Mirza was made a gift of a robe and sixty rupees of
gold dust so that he could buy a horse. Much relieved, they rode out of
Kashgar on 7 June.

The Mirza and his party headed southeast along the road to Yarkand.
There they joined a kafila of three hundred people, mostly pilgrims on their
way to Mecca, and crossed into Ladakh over the Karakorum pass. The only
unpleasant event on the journey came when one of the Mirza’s men
developed an attraction for a Yarkandi woman. According to the Mirza, the
man was in a “demented state” and threatened to expose the Mirza if he was
not allowed to stay and marry the woman. The Mirza persuaded him to
continue by letting him think that if he stayed behind, he would be carried
off to the Atalik as a Hindustani slave. A little money also changed hands.

Leh was reached in August 1869, and from there the Mirza made his way
through Kashmir and back to the headquarters of the GTS at Dehra Dun. He
had been gone for almost two years.

The expedition was a major achievement. The Mirza could have died of
exposure along the upper Oxus or on the desolate Pamir. He could have
been robbed or killed by bandits. Many times he was threatened with
exposure as a spy of the British (which he was). Twice he was denounced as
an infidel (which he wasn’t) and nearly stoned to death by fanatical
Moslems. Shaw heard a rumor that he had been imprisoned in Kashgar with
a wooden log tied to his leg. Apparently unharmed, the Mirza managed to
surmount all the obstacles and complete his grueling journey by sheer force
of character, quick-wittedness, and physical presence. Speaking of the
political confusion in Afghanistan, and the unsettled state of Kashgaria,
Montgomerie concluded that “the discretion of the Mirza seems to be
established by the fact of his having made his way through such difficult
countries when in such a disturbed state.”

What had the Mirza accomplished? He had, first of all, produced a route
survey of 2,179 miles, the most important section being the 1,042 miles
from Kabul via Kashgar to Yarkand, 350 miles of which was very little
known. Since the Mirza started and finished his observations at known
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points, Kabul and Yarkand, Montgomerie was able to test the precision of
his pacing. He was surprised to find that it was remarkably accurate, given
the mountainous terrain, the snow on the ground, and the condition of open
arrest under which the Mirza had to travel at times.

Just as the Mirza confirmed much of the work done by Montgomerie’s
first explorer, Abdul Hamid, so his own observations were verified by later
travelers. Gordon, accompanying the Forsyth Mission in the reverse direc-
tion to the Mirza from Kashgar to Badakhshan, said of him that “he worked
under great difficulties, and . . . on the whole, we proved his information to
be extremely accurate.” 46

The relative positions of Yarkand and Kashgar were now altered as a
result of the new information, which helped explain why Marco Polo went
first to Kashgar and then to Yarkand, the route from Badakhshan to Yarkand
being less direct than at first assumed. The route survey accounted for the
geography of eighteen thousand square miles of previously unexplored
country. The position of Yarkand, first defined by Montgomerie’s explorer
Abdul Hamid, was confirmed by the Mirza and ratified by the RGS, who
proved Shaw’s measurements to be in error.#’

Despite this, it was not easy to convince the luminaries of the geograph-
ical establishment that the measurements of a “native” could be trusted.
Writing only a short while after the RGS had established the veracity of the
Mirza’s data, Colonel Henry Yule wrote that “had we not been prepared for
his results by the labour of Mohamed Hamid [ Abdul Hamid], corroborated
by Messrs. Shaw and Hayward, which showed how erroneous were the
longitudes heretofore assigned to the great cities of Eastern Turkestan, there
can be little doubt that the accuracy of the Mirza’s work would have been
subject to general misgiving.” 48

Yule indicated that he himself was not without misgivings concerning
the Mirza. Finding it “satisfactory” that the Mirza’s work was generally in
accordance with that of Wood, he observed that the two did not agree quite
as closely as Montgomerie claimed, and that in fact there was a difference of
10’ in their longitudes at and between Kunduz and Faizabad. “I have no
doubt,” pronounced Yule, “that the preference is to be given to Wood.”4?
Yule's automatic preference for Wood led him astray in at least one
instance. While the precise measurement of longitude which was assigned
by Wood to Faizabad is unknown, the Mirza’s figure of 70° 36’ is only 4’
from the Times Atlas’s 70° 40’, and if Wood differs from the Mirza by 10’
(as he does, according to Yule), then the Mirza must have had the more
accurate measure.

Yule is on less shaky ground when he is critical of the Mirza’s heights,
taken by boiling-point thermometer. Wood is considerably nearer the mark.
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Nor was Yule ungenerous to the Mirza in his overall assessment of the man,
saying that “justice cannot be done to his work without attention to the
hardships and difficulties under which his observations were made on those
high lands in the depth of winter, superadded to the absolute necessity of
secrecy in accomplishing them.” 30

The Mirza’s observations at Kashgar corrected those made by the early
French Jesuits, and those of the Schlagintweits. Was the Mirza the first to
locate Kashgar accurately on the map, or was he preceded by Robert Shaw
or George Hayward? Colonel Trotter, Montgomerie’s successor, said that
Hayward was the first to take astronomical observations at Kashgar, but
Trotter must be mistaken, for the Mirza arrived in the city a month before
Hayward, and started his observations immediately.>! Montgomerie did
admit that Hayward was the first to publish his results.>? Shaw actually beat
them both to Kashgar. However, the Mirza had also made three excursions
to the old city, and his measurement of its position was the only one
provided to the British that had been made from an actual visit. With the
conclusion of the Mirza’s travels, said Montgomerie, “‘the positions assign-
ed to the chief places in Eastern Turkestan may now be considered to be
accurate enough for all general geographical purposes.” 33

In addition, Montgomerie stated that “the Mirza’s route gives us another
determination of the great watershed which separates Eastern Turkestan
from the basins of the Indus and the Oxus,”’ and showed that the Pamir were
a continuation of the Himalayan chain, with the watershed running along
the crest of the Pamir plateau.5* These data on the hydrography of the Pamir
were much desired by geographers of the day. In conjunction with other
recently acquired survey data, the Mirza had helped nearly double the
presumed distance between Faizabad and Kashgar, explaining what had
perplexed many geographers—why it took so long for Marco Polo, Bene-
dict Goes, and others to journey from west to east Turkestan.>> Over and
above the purely geographical information, however, the Mirza also pro-
vided very useful political and military intelligence on Afghanistan. Travel-
ing with the emir’s army advancing from Kandahar to Kabul, he supplied
the British with accounts of military actions, accounts which, Montgom-
erie said, “at the time were rather valuable, as it was difficult to get any other
information.” 56 The same was true for northern Afghanistan, between
Kabul and the Oxus, and on Chinese Turkestan. Information was also
provided on routes from Kashgar to the Russian frontier. Implying that the
Mirza, unlike Shaw or Hayward, could get on the inside of things,
Montgomerie wrote: “The Mirza is a very intelligent man, and has as a

native, an Asiatic, got a very considerable insight into the state of affairs in
Eastern Turkistan.” 57
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Montgomerie now had the task of reducing the Mirza’s observations and
constructing a map from them. This perhaps took his mind off the loss of
his son, who had died in the hill station of Mussoorie just a few days after he
was born on 11 September 1869.

When Montgomerie’s paper on the Mirza’s explorations was read to the
RGS on 24 April 1871, both he and the Mirza received great praise. In their
absence, the president of the RGS, Sir Henry Rawlinson, praised Mont-
gomerie’s “‘system of educating natives of India for geographical explora-
tion.” Sir Andrew Waugh referred to Montgomerie as “our Gold Medallist”
and lauded him for bringing order out of chaos in the geography of
Kashgaria. The Mirza too was given full credit for his “pluck and endurance

. as well as for the professional skill he displayed.” From today’s
perspective, the only discomforting note came from General Walker, super-
intendent of the GTS, who spoke of the difficulty of accurately determining
longitude, being “far beyond what can be expected of the native explorers.”
Longitude, he continued, could be denived from their observations in a
rough and ready manner, “but, considering the class of men employed, it is
the best—in fact, the only one—that could possibly be attempted.” 58

Montgomerie was soon to be described by the viceroy of India as “the
first living authority on the topography of the districts lying on, or imme-
diately beyond our NW Frontier.” >°

As for the Mirza, Montgomerie sent him and his son-in-law on a second
expedition, to Bokhara, in 1872-73. They passed Herat and reached Maim-
ana safely. But beyond there, somewhere on the road to Bokhara, both were
murdered by their guides while asleep.0

The Havildar

The Mirza, it will be remembered, had been foiled by the winter snows from
pursuing his original route, due north from Peshawar to Badakhshan via
Chitral. But one year after the Mirza’s return, in August 1870, Montgom-
erie had ready a trained explorer called “‘the Havildar” who was dispatched
from Peshawar in time to take advantage of the brief summer period during
which the passes over the Hindu Kush would be open. The Havildar took his
alias from his rank, since he was a havildar, or sepoy noncommissioned
officer in the Bengal Sappers and Miners. He was Moslem, a Pathan, and
was recommended to Montgomerie by Major Pollock, the commissioner of
Peshawar. Pollock himself had obtained the services of the Havildar from
Lieutenant-Colonel Frederick Maunsell, commandant of the Sappers and
Miners, the same officer who had previously supplied Montgomerie with
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the first Pathan explorer. The Havildar, whose real name was Hyder Shah,
came from Kohat, a town south of Peshawar.!

Montgomerie was seeking geographical data on the large area lying
between Afghanistan and what he described as “Little Tibet,” or Baltistan,
to the northwest of Kashmir (Map 2). Bounded on the north by the Hindu
Kush range, and on the south and southeast by the Indus River and its
tributary the Kabul, this large region included Kafiristan, Chitral, Swat,
and Yasin. Despite the rough terrain and the violent nature of the inhabi-
tants, a fair amount of information had already been gleaned about this
northwest frontier region. Two employees of the India government, Abdul
Mejid and Pundit Munphool, had traversed parts of it in 1860 and 1865,
respectively. Neither was a trained observer or surveyor, however. The main
sources of knowledge were men of the region who came down to Peshawar
to trade. Many of these men were mines of information about the valleys in
which they lived, but being uneducated, they were unable to describe their
locations relative to their neighbors in parallel valleys, separated from them
as they were by the steep ridges characteristic of the area. Thus,
Montgomerie had detailed knowledge of isolated parts only, and believed
that a route survey through the heart of the region would enable him to pull
all his information together, and so produce a serviceable map. After the
first Pathan, killed in Swat, a second who was dismissed for the theft of
Nain Singh’s gold watch, and then the Mirza, this was Montgomerie’s
fourth attempt to penetrate the districts south of the Hindu Kush. This time
he was to be successful.

Beyond the Hindu Kush, Montgomerie was also interested in learning
more about the Oxus region of Badakhshan, through which the Mirza had
passed, and of the territory lying to the north of the Oxus.

The Havildar’s instructions were to march north through Swat and Dir to
Chitral, and then to head northwest across the Hindu Kush into
Badakhshan. At its capital, Faizabad, he would cross the route of the Mirza,
which would provide Montgomerie with a check on the accuracy of his
route survey. He was then to continue north, crossing the Oxus, and after
surveying its upper reaches, head for his ultimate destination of Kokand.

On 12 August 1870, the Havildar, accompanied by his assistant (who, as
“the Mullah,” was subsequently to become an accomplished explorer
himself) and a number of servants, left Peshawar and within three days was
out of British territory, crossing the Malakand Pass, and arriving in Alla-
dand, the small town which represented the capital of Swat. Before reaching
the Malakand Pass, the party had to pass through the tribal territory of the
fierce Yusufzai. Two decades earlier, Major Walker had tried to extend a
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survey into this area, but was shot at each time he approached it, and was
forced to retire.52

The Swat valley extends northeast from the junction of the Swat and
Panjkora rivers for about seventy miles, the sides of the valley reaching
nineteen thousand feet in height, and its breadth ranging from ten miles to
only a few hundred yards. The population were Pathans and Sunni
Moslems. The “capital” of Alladand, so called because it was the current
residence of the khan of Swat, was a town of about three hundred poorly
constructed mud and stone houses. The khan, reported the Havildar, was
such a poor ruler that the people were constantly intriguing to replace him
with his predecessor. For the British, Swat had military significance in that
it lay on the most direct route to Chitral, and on the passes over the Hindu
Kush. It was not visited by a British surveyor until thirteen years after the
Havildar’s visit, when William McNair traversed the valley in 1883 on his
way to Kafinstan.

The morning following their arrival in Alladand, after paying a tax
imposed by the khan on their goods, the party ferried over the Swat River on
rafts, crossed a low range of mountains, and marched down to the Panjkora
River. Here they narrowly avoided being looted by brigands. Each night was
spent in a different village, the Havildar fending off questions about his
journey by saying that he was going to Chitral to buy falcons—highly
prized on the plains of the Punjab. Observations of the stars were taken
when possible. The ascent over the mountains into Dir was made in rain,
although the party was sheltered to some degree by the dense pine forests on
the northern slopes. The capital of Dir, a small town of about four hundred
houses, and of the same name, was entered on 23 August. Dir was a little
over halfway from Peshawar to Chitral. The British later formed Dir, Swat,
and Chitral into a single unit called the Malakand Agency. Dir itself was
important because of its location across the primary route from Chitral to
Peshawar. For the Havildar, however, there was a more immediate problem,
for the road to Chitral from Dir, a distance of about thirty-five miles as the
crow flies, was known to be infested by Kafir brigands.

Kafiristan, the home of these non-Moslem people, who worshiped tribal
and household gods, lay to the west, a mountainous area of irregular valleys
between Chitral and Afghanistan. Mountstuart Elphinstone, who led the
mission to Kabul in 1808, had dispatched a native into Kafiristan and
obtained an account of the district. Other secondhand reports had followed,
describing a people of fair complexion, in legend (though not in fact)
descended from soldiers of Alexander the Great, left there on his invasion of
India. No Englishman was to explore this inaccessible region until the
Lockhart mission of 1885. MacNair, disguised as a native doctor, wrote an
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article detailing his travels in Kafiristan in 1883, but actually only briefly
penetrated the border, after following much the same route as the
Havildar.63 Violently hostile to their Moslem neighbors, who because of
their religious hatred attacked the Kafirs for their land and as a source of
slaves, the Kafirs in turn wreaked havoc on caravans of traders passing on
the boundaries of their territory.

For protection, travelers generally halted at Dir (if going north) until a
large number of them, up to two hundred, had gathered together, forming a
force which offered some protection against marauders. No number was
completely safe, though, as the hundreds of memorial cairns and flags by
the roadside testified. The route indeed was one long graveyard. Unfor-
tunately for the Havildar, a large party had recently left Dir for Chitral,
meaning that special arrangements would have to be made. The Havildar
therefore asked the local chief for an armed escort of twenty-five men,
which was provided after the gift of a gold-laced scarf was proffered. On 31
August, after a six-day march, and sustaining nocturnal small arms fire
from the predatory Kafirs, they succeeded in reaching Chitral unharmed.

Chitral, about fifty miles southeast of the Hindu Kush watershed, was the
capital of the area of the same name. Virtually unexplored at the time of the
Havildar’s travels, it later became famous in 1895 when Bnitish forces were
besieged there. The siege was lifted by two relief columns, one of which
took the same route as the Havildar.®4 Situated between Gilgit on the east,
and Kafiristan and Afghanistan to the west, the Chitralis, a Moslem, but
non-Pathan, people, lived in an area about the size of Wales (or Massachu-
setts). Sir George Robertson, who was present at the siege of Chitral,
described the country as a harsh and poor land. It was, he said, “bigness
combined with desolation; vast silent mountains cloaked in eternal snow,
with glacier-born torrents, cruel precipices and pastureless hillsides where
the ibex and the markhor find a precarious subsistence.” %> “Food,” con-
tinued Robertson, “is so scarce that a fat man has never yet been seen in the
country; even the upper classes look underfed, and the most effective form
of bribes is a full meal.” 66

The day before reaching Chitral, the Havildar heard his first report of the
death of George Hayward, who had been killed not far off, in Yasin, some
six weeks earlier. His murderer, a local petty chief of Yasin by the name of
Mir Walli, had arrived in Chitral three days prior to the Havildar, and was
the guest of the shah of Chitral, Aman-i-Mulk. Rumor had it that the shah
of Chitral, although professing anger at Mir Walli for the killing of Hay-
ward, had in fact conspired in the murder with him. The Havildar reported
that the two appeared to be close friends, and that the shah not only took his
share of the spoils looted from Hayward’s camp, but also carried one of
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Hayward's rifles. It was therefore with considerable apprehension that the
Havildar obeyed a summons to a durbar from Aman-i-Mulk. At the meet-
ing, the Havildar found himself seated between the shah and Hayward’s
executioner, Mir Walli. Later, he confessed confidentially to Montgomerie
that he did not believe he would leave the durbar alive, and that he clutched a
loaded revolver the whole time, concealed in his pocket, determined that if
any move was made upon him, he would shoot the two chiefs first.57 But the
Havildar remained outwardly calm, and was able to satisfy his questioners
by saying that he was on his way to Bokhara to recover money owed to him
by some of his countrymen resident there.

At this point Aman-i-Mulk told the Havildar that the road to Bokhara
was closed at the Oxus, on the orders of the shah of Badakhshan, acting on
behalf of Sher Ali, emir of Kabul. Supposedly Sher Ali’s nephew, arival for
the throne, was under Russian protection in Bokhara. When three men
traveling from Kabul to Bokhara were discovered to be in possession of
letters from parties in Kabul, intriguing with the nephew, Sher Ali ordered
the three to be “blown away from guns,” and promptly closed the border.
This was the first intimation—later proved correct—that the Havildar
would not be able to complete his full mission to Kokand.

Nevertheless, he decided to press on for Badakhshan, in order to see for
himself. Leaving Chitral on 5 September, the Havildar reached Faizabad
twenty days later, after an arduous journey. The difficulty lay with the
Nuksan pass, which, at seventeen thousand feet, provided one of the main
links over the Hindu Kush between Chitral and Badakhshan. The Havildar
had never before been in mountain snow which, combined with the steep-
ness of the ascent, made for slow progress, watching out for Kafirs all the
time. Montgomerie reported that, having reached the ascent of the pass, the
travelers had to cross huge fields of snow and ice, *‘the road for a distance of
400 or 500 paces being literally cut through the ice to a depth of from 6 to as
much as 12 feet.”%® The Havildar provided Montgomerie with the first
evidence of the existence of glaciers in the Hindu Kush. No doubt the Army
quartermaster-general’s Intelligence Department was also interested to hear
details of this important pass. The height of a pass was always a considera-
tion, but the details of the ascent and descent, whether steep or gentle, and
its suitability for pack animals or carts were at least of equal concern.

Ascending the pass, the party began to suffer from altitude sickness and
chewed raw onions in the belief that this would provide relief. On the
northern side of the Hindu Kush, the wind dropped and conditions im-
proved. Apples grew in profusion and a small coin bought fifty of them.
Soon the Havildar came to Zebak, a village through which the Mirza had
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passed the year before, on his way over the Oxus. The two route surveys of
the Mirza and the Havildar were now connected.

In Faizabad, the truth of what they had been told in Chitral was con-
firmed—that the road north across the Oxus was closed. The Havildar
therefore remained in Faizabad for a little over a month, collecting some
interesting information on the political situation there, and on Russian
activity to the north, before starting the return journey.

After leaving Zebak, they travelled with a caravan accompanying the
murderous Mir Walli, who had been in Zebak for a meeting between the
Chitral and Badakhshan chiefs. The Havildar noted with some satisfaction
that Mir Walli’s leg had been broken by the kick of a horse and that he was
in considerable pain because the bone had not been allowed to set. It was
now November and the Nuksan pass was closed by snow, so the group
decided to head for the Dorah pass about twenty-five miles to the west.
Although less steep and at a slightly lower altitude than the Nuksan, this
pass was usually avoided because it carried the road into Kafiristan. With
the caravan and Mir Walli’s armed escort, however, it seemed worth the nisk.

Kafirs were successfully avoided, but the weather almost saw the end of
the party. The Havildar reported that with the desertion of his servants, plus
the snow, cold, and high winds, and the omnipresent threat of the Kafirs, he
experienced “the height of misery.” The Dorah pass, he said, was worse
than the Nuksan. However, this was probably due to the snow, for after
ascending the Dorah pass in the summer of 1883, MacNair reported that it
was the easiest of all the passes leading from Chitral across the mountains.

After some uncomfortable moments in Chitral, where the shah, having
heard rumors that the Havildar was employed by the British, was in
consequence very cold to him, the explorer and his party proceeded back
the way they had come in the summer. The Havildar was able to note that
when they left, Mir Walli was still in agony from his broken leg and the bone
could be heard grating when he moved. Montgomerie commented with
relish that he was likely to become permanently lame, “which may yet
perhaps assist in bringing him to justice and to the fate he so richly
deserves.” 9 _

The party reached Peshawar safely on 13 December, after an absence of
four months, and then the Havildar proceeded on to Dehra Dun to present
Montgomerie with his results.

The Havildar’s observations proved to be very accurate, and in agreement
with those of the Mirza, where the two routes overlapped. For the first time
the British had a continuous route survey of 286 miles from Peshawar to the
Hindu Kush. The position of Chitral and other important places had been
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fixed, which, together with observations of mountain peaks taken both by
the Havildar and from frontier stations, would allow the construction of a
good map of the area.

The Havildar’s finding that Chitral was only a little over 7,000 feet in
height was surprising, bearing in mind its proximity to the Hindu Kush
range with peaks in the 22,000- to 28,000-foot bracket. But it confirmed
the measurement taken by Hayward that Yasin, about the same distance
from the mountain range, was at 7,700 feet.

By combining the route survey with the positions of mountain peaks
measured trigonometrically, Montgomerie proclaimed that the Havildar
“may be said to have put into my hands the key of the geography of the
whole of the unknown region which was desirable to explore, with the
exception of Kafiristan proper.” 70

Finally, the explorations of the Havildar also enabled Montgomerie to
make use of the observations made by his first Pathan explorer, who
traveled up to the sources of the Swat River and was killed in Swat in 1869.
The papers of the murdered man had been recovered but could not be taken
advantage of because they lacked the closing point of the survey. This
missing link was supplied by the Havildar.”!

The president of the RGS, Sir Henry Rawlinson, described the Havildar
as a “‘most remarkable man,” praising him in his annual address to the
Society as a “bold, energetic, and well trained officer, . . . [with] a
combination of boldness and discretion which is very rare in an Asiatic.” 72
Montgomerie noted how the Havildar was able to escape being discovered,
and perhaps executed or sold into slavery, by putting on a bold front, thus
giving the impression of resources he did not in fact have. He was clearly a
man who possessed considerable self-control in a tight spot.

Colonel Walker was present at the RGS meeting in London in May 1872,
at which Montgomerie’s paper on the travels of the Havildar was read.
Neither Montgomerie nor the Havildar was able to attend. Colonel Walker
expressed the view that it was the last that anyone, unfortunately, would hear
of the Havildar, because “after receiving a good reward, these men liked to
go to their homes, and live in peace for the rest of their lives.” 73 One could
hardly blame them. But Walker was wrong. Montgomerie, who had be-
come acting superintendent of the GTS when Walker left for leave in
England in December 1870, had already sent the Havildar off on a second
journey to explore the route from Kabul to Bokhara via Balkh and Karshi.

No account of this mission to Bokhara was ever compiled. Years later,
soon after the Havildar’s third and final expedition, Montgomerie, now
retired from service in India, was told by Walker that the Havildar had been
falsifying his data. Montgomerie replied to Walker that “I had some doubts
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as to his observations at Bokhara, which I could make nothing of.”” This
would explain why, although the Havildar succeeded in reaching Bokhara
(or at least said he did), no account of this excursion was ever published.
Why did the Havildar “cook the books™”? According to Montgomerie, “it is
the Pathan blood coming out. It is very annoying, for otherwise the man is
very satisfactory.” 74 The Havildar apparently preferred the risk of being
found out and dismissed from the Survey to the peril of being unmasked as
an agent of the British, and so concocted data to show that he had observed
in areas that he had not in fact visited.

Despite not being able to make sense of the Havildar’s observations on
his second journey, Montgomerie nevertheless dispatched him on a third
mission in 1873, later described by Kenneth Mason as the Havildar’s “most
important contribution to geography.” 7> But since Mason seems to have
been unaware of the correspondence between Walker and Montgomerie
concerning the veracity of the Havildar, doubts must be cast upon this
assertion. Even Henry Trotter, who wrote up the report of this, the Havildar’s
last journey, said of his account that it was “somewhat meagre,” although
having analyzed it, he came to the conclusion that it was “trustworthy.” 76

What we can be certain of is that this was one of Montgomerie’s last
operations. It was he who selected the route of the Havildar, although even
before the party left in the late summer of 1873, Montgomerie himself had
already gone on leave back to England. He never returned to India.

The Havildar departed from Peshawar on 19 September 1873 in a group of
six, there being in addition to himself two servants, plus a corporal in the
Sappers, and his nephew (both of whom had accompanied him before), and
his assistant, “the Mullha,” who journeyed with them only as far as
Jalalabad before parting from the group to set off on his own expedition,
also prearranged by Montgomerie (Map 2).

The Havildar’s instructions were to proceed through territory previously
unexplored, to map the upper reaches of the Oxus River. He disguised
himself as a cloth merchant, and pretended to be a servant, passing off the
corporal as the headman of the party. Heading due north from Kabul, the
Havildar and his entourage crossed the Hindu Kush main range by the
Sarolang pass, the same pass that Benedict Goes probably took in the early
seventeenth century, and the one that Lieutenant John Wood of the Indian
Navy unsuccessfully tried to negotiate on his journey to the Oxus in 1837.
On 19 November the Havildar reached Faizabad in Badakhshan, thus
linking his survey both with that of the Mirza and with his own earlier route
of 1870. Claiming that the road north across the Oxus was completely
blocked with snow, the group remained in Faizabad until late April of 1874.
Captain Trotter, who wrote up the Havildar’s report, was clearly unhappy
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with this explanation of the delay. However, during his stay there, the
Havildar was able to collect information on the political economy of
Badakhshan, some of which was later to cause problems for Trotter,
Montgomerie’s successor.

When the snow abated, the group departed and soon crossed the Oxus, at
Samti, on a raft of inflated skins. They were now in the territory of the
khanate of Bokhara. The Havildar had been instructed by Montgomerie to
stay as close to the Oxus as possible, but decided to keep to the frequented
roads inland, in order to avoid suspicion and preserve his disguise as a
merchant. The party was shortly moving up the valley of the Oxus, that is,
traveling south toward Shignan, on the right bank where the Oxus made its
great swing to the north. The road here was very difficult, in some cases
being only a series of iron pegs driven into the rocky cliffs, the traveler
holding on to them while resting his feet on rope suspended from the pegs,
the Oxus meanwhile tearing through the narrow defile below.

Unfortunately, the Havildar was stopped before arriving at Shignan, and
was forced to turn back. He was therefore unable to continue his survey
south to Ishkashim, where the Oxus began its bend north, which would
have again linked his work with that of the Mirza, thus giving the British a
virtually complete map of the upper reaches of the river.

Retracing his route, the Havildar decided to make one more attempt to
reach Shignan, by returning to Faizabad, and then traveling southeast to
Ishkashim, and this time following the Oxus north into Shignan instead of
approaching from the opposite direction. Regrettably, after marching thirty-
five miles along the Oxus, the Havildar was halted at the border village of
Shignan and had to retrace his steps.

His journey was not at an end, however. Following instructions, he
returned to Faizabad and again crossed the Oxus at Samti and surveyed the
area to the north of the river, this time heading west for about a hundred
miles before recrossing the Oxus and reaching the town of Kulm-Tash-
kurgan. From there he took the easier route over the Hindu Kush to Kabul,
and then on to Peshawar, arriving on 11 January 1875.

This, the last journey of the Havildar, was a most significant achieve-
ment. His route across the Hindu Kush from the Sarolang pass to
Badakhshan had never been previously surveyed. The information he pro-
vided about the geography of the great northern bend of the Oxus furnished
the locations and other details of towns of which only the names had
previously been known. This information also served to clarify rather vague
details of the region supplied earlier by Abdul Mejid. The Havildar also
found the solution to what Trotter called “‘one of the great problems of
modemn geography,” namely the positive identification that the Surkhob
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and Vakhsh rivers were one and the same, and that this tributary of the Oxus
in fact joined the river eighty miles farther downstream than had always
been supposed.

It was unfortunate that the Havildar was halted, while heading south, on
the border of Shignan. Unknown to him, some two months earlier another
native surveyor, Abdul Subhan, or “the Munshi,” dispatched by Trotter, had
followed the Oxus downstream, traveling north, and had reached a point
only one good day’s march from the Havildar, of whose mission he was
himself ignorant. Had the Havildar been able to proceed, the survey of this
section of the Oxus would have been completed. As it was, a gap of about
twenty-five miles remained.

The Havildar’s survey of the upper Oxus was of potential value because
of the Anglo-Russian agreement, made the year he commenced his expedi-
tion, that the river’s upper reaches should form the frontier between Russia
and Afghanistan. So little was known of this territory that it became a
complex matter before the boundary was delimited in 1885. In the 1873
understanding Britain and Russia had agreed that Afghan termtory included
all that territory under the control of Sher Ali, emir of Kabul. But this was
not the same as taking the Oxus as the frontier, for there were close ethnic
and historical ties between the Afghans south of the Oxus and Bokhara to
the north, closer in many ways than their ties to Kabul. Furthermore,
Bokhara, as well as Shignan and Roshan, all had tenuous claim to territory
on the left bank of the river. Diplomacy eventually solved these problems,
aided by better maps, and demarcation teams on the ground. There was also
considerable activity on the part of the government in St. Petersburg. At the
time the Havildar concluded his survey, a party of Russian surveyors
reached and fixed the position of two towns visited by the Havildar. When
their results reached India, one of the first connections was established
between British and Russian surveys in Central Asia.

The two towns were Kolab and Kubadian, now part of Soviet Tad-
zhikistan, and named Kulyab and im Nasir Khisrav.”” The Havildar’s
determination of the positions of these places compares well if his measure-
ments are placed against those of the Russians (of 1875), and the correct
locations as defined by the Times atlas. In the case of Kulyab, the Russians
are closer to the Times with respect to the measurement of latitude, but are
about equally at variance with the Havildar on longitude. For Kubadian, the
Havildar’s figures for both latitude and longitude are much the more
accurate.

This indicates that Trotter’s confidence in the Havildar’s work was not
misplaced, in spite of Walker’s views that the explorer had falsified his
material in the past. Even so, this is virtually the last that is heard of the
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Havildar. Whether he was dismissed by Walker, or pensioned off and
returned home, is not known. It is even possible that he was sent on yet
another mission, for he died of cholera in the Afghan city of Jalalabad in
1879. His transgressions forgiven, or forgotten, the anonymous writer of his
obituary for the RGS acclaimed him as a native explorer second only to
Nain Singh.”8

The Mullah

On his last journey, the Havildar had been accompanied by “the Mullah,”
who was now about to embark on his first independent exploration. The
Mullah (or “learned man”) was in reality named Ata Mahomed,”® and was
the brother of Montgomerie’s first Pathan recruit, killed in Swat in 1869.
Educated at the Nawab’s College in Rampur, he was fluent in Arabic and
succeeded at Montgomerie’s request in recovering the papers and posses-
sions of his murdered brother, after which he acted as assistant to the
Havildar, who provided him with on-the-job training while they journeyed
together. 80

Separating at Jalalabad from the main party led by the Havildar on 28
September 1873, the Mullah, accompanied only by one servant and a pony
laden with cloth, muslin, and silk, set off in a northeasterly direction (Map
3).

The Mullah’s objective was to map the course of the Kunar (or Chitral)
River, an objective which he accomplished except for a stretch of twenty-
five miles. While this was not without its achievements and adventures, the
later journeys of the Mullah exploring the wild gorges of the upper Indus
River were to be of far greater significance.

On his first excursion beyond the frontier, the Mullah in part followed the
same route through Dir and Chitral as the Havildar had in 1870. Crossing
the Hindu Kush by the Baroghil pass, the Mullah then reached a point in the
Wakhan already surveyed by the returning members of the Forsyth mission
to Yarkand.8! Because of this, Captain Trotter, who was the surveyor on the
Yarkand mission, and who wrote up the Mullah’s report, was able to check
his observations thoroughly. Trotter concluded that “his survey is more
carefully executed than that of any of the Mahometan explorers before
employed by the Great Trigonometrical Survey. His route from Jalalabad to
Sarhadd shows 183 bearings with prismatic compass, or one in every two
miles—a very good performance indeed, considering that the country is
thickly inhabited, and that throughout the whole of it, the discovery of his
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employment would probably have entailed short shrift and sudden
death.”82

The travels of the Mullah, which lasted over a year, took him as far as
Yarkand, before he returned to India, crossing the Karakorum into Ladakh.
The most useful part of the route was the first section as far as the Wakhan,
which surveyed 380 miles, and corrected the positions of some places
supplied by the Havildar.

After a respite of over a year, the next task of the Mullah was to survey the
course of the Indus River from where it entered the plains of India at Amb
(about fifty miles northwest of present-day Islamabad) to its confluence
with the River Gilgit. This was only 150 miles in a straight line drawn on the
map, but on foot a journey of 220 miles across difficult and dangerous
terrain. Most of the 2,000-mile course of the Indus, from its rise near Lake
Manasarowar in Tibet, and its course westward through Tibet and Ladakh,
had been surveyed years before (in part by the pundits of the Singh
family),83 and its route from Amb to the sea was also well charted. But only
a dotted line on the map showed its hypothetical course between Gilgit and
the plains through the rugged mountainous regions of Kohistan and Hazara.
Here the river cut its way through mountain ranges rarely less than 15,000
feet high, passing by the great Nanga Parbat at 26,660 feet, in a series of
precipitous gorges.

The heights of the mountain peaks had been measured from a distance by
trigonometrical stations. Such information as there was about the country
itself had been put together from bits and pieces provided by native
travelers, for no European had ever actually penetrated the area.

The primary reason for this was that the hill tribes inhabiting the territory
adjacent to the valley of the Indus were all naturally suspicious not only of
outsiders, but also of each other. One consequence was that most of the
local people never traveled outside their own valley, leaving trade to a few
specially designated individuals. The Mullah was one such person and was
therefore an ideal candidate for the Survey of India.

On this occasion, the Mullah was to be working in concert with another
man from the area, a Maulvi named Saiyad Amir from the village of Seo.84
The two met in Peshawar in late 1875 and agreed to travel disguised as
traders. The Maulvi left first, in December, carrying some goods, and the
Mullah, accompanied by two servants, followed on 13 February 1876.

The Mullah met up with Saiyad Amir in the latter’s home village of Seo
on the Indus on 21 March. After an eight-day rest, the Mullah proceeded up
the Indus. He was alone except for coolies carrying his goods. Turning east
to follow the course of the river, the Mullah passed Nanga Parbat (which he
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refers to only indirectly as “a high snowy ridge with . . . peaks”) and
shortly thereafter closed his survey.85

His next task was to survey the route from Yasin to Mastuj. To reach Yasin
he had to head northwest and pass through Gilgit. Here he did not count his
paces or take bearings, because the area had already been surveyed by the
late Captain Hayward, murdered in Yasin in 1870.

The Mullah stayed for two weeks in Gilgit, establishing his bona fides as
a trader. He then continued and reached Yasin safely on 27 June. From
Yasin, the road to Mastuj ran off to the west, and the Mullah restarted his
survey. The road was very treacherous in parts, the worst part being “where
the traveller has to proceed with one foot on a log of wood thrown across a
chasm, and the other on a narrow ledge of rock only a few inches broad on
the face of a perpendicular scarp.”86 The Mullah closed his survey at
Mastuj, which he had already visited in 1873. From here he traversed other
relatively unknown parts of Kohistan, before returning to British territory
near Peshawar on 21 October 1876.

Some details of this exploration of the Mullah were subsequently pub-
lished by J.T. Walker, the surveyor-general of India, in his report on the
operations of the Survey of India for the year 1876-77.87

The Mullah, the General Report said, had “added much to our knowl-
edge of the geography of the interesting regions lying beyond our northern
Trans-Indus Frontier.” For example, a route which had been thought to run
straight in one direction was found to turn back on itself. Even more than
thirty years later, it could still be authoritatively stated of the Mullah’s
explorations in 1876 that “the little that is known of the course of the Indus
between Bunji and Attock has been derived from [his] observations.” 88

These explorations of 1876 had skirted east and north of the valley of the
River Swat. The acquisition of knowledge about this area was considered
vital to an understanding of the geography of the region. Accordingly, in
1878 the Mullah was dispatched on his last exploration.89 He received his
orders in 1877, probably from Colonel Tanner, but then went to his home for
a year, to let suspicions about his being an agent for the British die down.%0
He eventually started out from Peshawar on 23 April 1878, in the guise of a
trader seeking to purchase timber.9!

The Mullah was only a short way into his expedition when he found
himself crossing the Swat River and listening to a story, told by one of the
ferrymen, of a man, a Pathan from Peshawar like himself, who had been
murdered by his companion while washing at the same spot on the bank
where the Mullah had been standing. The Mullah realized immediately that
the murdered man must have been his brother, who had been sent off on his
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first exploration by Montgomerie in 1869. Despite what he might have
taken as an inauspicious omen, the Mullah pressed on.92

He eventually returned safely to Peshawar on 30 August, after surviving a
journey full of “perils and privation steadily faced and patiently sur-
mounted,” 93 which included attacks by robbers, very bad weather, ava-
lanches, dysentery, and fever. Nevertheless, the Mullah, in a survey which
was linked at several points to his explorations in 1876, acquired much
useful information on the Swat valley and adjacent areas, which was not to
be more fully surveyed until the uprising there of 1895-97.

The Mullah was later described by the surveyor-general as “the most
painstaking and reliable of any of the Mussulman explorers that have been
employed by this Department.” %4

The last reference to the Mullah is a note in the financial accounts of the
survey for 1888, recording expenses for his “secret and confidential explo-
rations across the frontier” into Afghanistan.®>

But the use of Indian pundits on the northwest frontier waned well before
this time, as the area was increasingly penetrated by British surveyors and
military expeditions.®® The regions to the north of the Oxus were similarly
explored by their Russian counterparts, and geographical information on
these parts of Central Asia was, to a degree, shared by the two governments.

From the early 1870s onward, the Survey of India diverted the major
effort on the part of its clandestine probes to the opening up of Tibet, that
“great closed land,” and its border areas.



FOUR
To Tibet and Beyond:
The Singh Family

Western Tibet is that part of Tibet to the west of the 81° line of longitude
passing through Lake Manasarowar, and to the south of the 35° line of
latitude, which runs to the north of Lake Pangong. It is bounded by Ladakh
on the northwest and Nepal on the southeast.!

Lakes Manasarowar and Rakas Tal are in the extreme southwestern
corner of Western Tibet, only forty miles north of the Nepalese border. With
their attendant Mount Kailas, they are sacred to both Buddhists and Hindus.
Mount Kailas is believed to be the home of Siva and center of the world.
Pilgrims obtain merit by circumnavigating the mountain, a distance of
twenty-eight miles, taking three to four days. But the most devout do so by
stretching themselves full length on the ground, marking the spot reached
by their outstretched fingers, and prostating themselves again from that
point. This procedure takes about three weeks.

Lake Pangong (actually a series of four interconnected lakes) is on the
frontiers of Tibet and Ladakh, the border almost bisecting it. It was once a
freshwater lake, but by the nineteenth century the water level had sunk
below the outlet and the lake was saline. Both Lakes Pangong and Man-
asarowar are part of an extensive lake system stretching east across Tibet to
Lhasa, many of them, like Lake Pangong, being salt or alkaline and without
external drainage.

Although Mount Kailas, with its snow-capped, temple-shaped dome,
dominates the surrounding territory at 22,028 feet, it is not the tallest
mountain of southwestern Tibet, that honor going to the highest peak of the
massive Gurla Mandhata conglomeration, to the south of Lake Man-
asarowar, which reaches 25,355 feet.

To the southeast of the Mount Kailas region runs the Tsangpo-
Brahmaputra river of southern Tibet. Elsewhere, southwestern Tibet
merges into the desolation of the Chang Tang or northern plain, a high
plateau sparsely inhabited by nomads, whose barren terrain is relieved only
by brackish lakes and hardy tussocks of furze. Nevertheless, it supports an
abundant variety of animal life.
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Western Tibet is rimmed on the south and west by the Himalayas, which
run along the border to meet the Karakorum range in Ladakh. Further to the
north stretch the Kunlun mountains, separating Chinese Turkestan from the
Tibetan plateau.

The area was known to the Indians as Hundes, and to the Tibetans as
Ngari-korsum (the three districts of Ngari) comprising Guge, Purang (near
the Nepal border) and Rudok.

Generally situated at altitudes of more than thirteen thousand feet, the
bulk of the population is settled in the deep valleys carved out of the plateau
by the rivers Indus and Sutlej (and their tributaries), both of which have
their sources close to Lake Manasarowar. In these cultivated river valleys
where barley and vegetables are grown, the population density is estimated
to average about ten people per square kilometer, while in the even more
lightly inhabited highland plateaus of the area, there is only an average of
one nomad per square kilometer.?2

Sheep, goats, and yaks graze on the course grass. Wild yaks and ante-
lopes are found in large numbers in spite of the barrenness and desolation of
the general area, with its thin vegetation, low rainfall, and paucity of
drinkable water. Except in the valleys, there are no trees or shrubs (in fact no
vegetation over a foot high) to break the perpetual wind from the south or
west that blows during the day, gusting up to 35 miles per hour over a dreary
landscape strewn with large stones. The stones make traveling difficult,
hindering the progress of the yaks and sheep which, in the absence of any
wheeled vehicles, provide transport for goods and people.

The temperature is subject to violent fluctuations—very hot under a
clear summer sky, but dropping quickly and steeply at night, or as clouds
appear. Indeed, the air is so thin that “a bare headed man with his feet in the
shade can get sunstroke and frostbite simultaneously.”3 Provisioning for
nineteenth-century travelers was difficult, as there was little wood with
which to cook food, and yak dung, which provided the only readily
available fuel, imparted an unpleasant taste.

Nevertheless, climates vary widely in the area, and thriving communities
existed in the cultivated valleys. Western Tibet was famous, for example, for
its apricots.# The reports of the pundits tended to exaggerate the bleakness
of the region, as they were frequently forced to avoid populated areas for
fear of discovery.

Gartok was the main town and capital of western Tibet. The title of
“capital” did not imply a teeming metropolis, for the town, about eighty
miles northwest of Lake Manasarowar, hemmed by mountains to the north
and west, was really a cold and windy village composed of only a fort and a
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few houses, most of the people living in tents. At an altitude of nearly
fifteen thousand feet, Gartok was only the summer capital, host to the
Bhotias, Ladakhis, and travelers from China and Turkestan during the
August and September trade fair. In the winter months it was deserted, its
inhabitants moving to Gargunsa, two or three days’ journey northwest down
the tributary of the Indus. Subordinate to the Garpon (administrator) in
Gartok was the district seat of Rudok, a small town 120 miles (or eight to ten
days’ march) to the northwest, off the southwestern branch of Lake Pangong.

Other clusters of population included Tsaparang-Chabrang, and Toling
(or Totling), both close to the passes over the Himalayas. Tsaparang had
been the ancient capital of the kingdom of Guge, the conquest of which by
Ladakh led to the closing of the Catholic mission in Tsaparang in 1635.
Reincorporated into Tibet in the latter part of the century, it was again
briefly overrun from Ladakh, by the Dogras, in 1841. At some point, the site
was rebuilt nearby as the modern village of Chabrang, which had a number
of stone and clay houses, roofed with wood from the poplar trees that grew
on the banks of the nearby Sutlej.> Toling, also on the Sutlej, was the site of
a famous monastery, and a royal temple of Guge, built around 1020. In 1867,
the Toling monastery, with about fifty or sixty monks, allowed the pundits
to spend the night there. Toling was also the location of the only bndge in
Tibet across the Sutle;.

Gartok was a center of the wool trade, particularly for pashm, the soft
underwool of the goat, imported by Ladakhi traders to be made up into the
famous cashmere shawls. Tibet also exported horses, salt, borax, and, to a
limited extent, gold. Imports consisted primarily of European silk, cloth
and cotton goods, dried fruit, grain, sugar, and saffron. The major trade
arteries ran west, into Ladakh, but there were also routes across the
Himalayas to Kulu, Spiti, Lahul, Bashahr, and Garhwal.

At the time of the exploration of Western Tibet organized by
Montgomerie in the 1860s, most of the border states were not yet British
Indian territory.

Kashmir and Jammu had been conquered in 1819 by the Sikh ruler Ranjit
Singh. He appointed the Dogra chieftain Gulab Singh as governor of
Jammu in 1822. In 1834, Gulab Singh’s military commander Zorawar
Singh invaded and conquered Ladakh, which became a dependent territory
of the Sikh government of the Punjab. But after Zorawar invaded Western
Tibet in 1841, his forces were cut to pieces by a Tibetan army and he himself
was killed in battle.

Worse was to follow. Following defeat in the first Anglo-Sikh war, the
son of Ranjit Singh was forced to cede Kashmir to Britain by the treaty of
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Lahore in 1846. One week later, by the Treaty of Amritsar, Gulab Singh was
rewarded for his neutrality and willingness to act as an intermediary by
being recognized by Britain as Maharaja of Jammu and Kashmir. This area
included Ladakh, but excluded Lahul and Spiti, over which Britain main-
tained direct control, primarily because an important route for the shawl
wool trade ran through Spiti from Gartok.®

Kulu, a small area of about six thousand square miles to the south of
Ladakh, included Lahul and Spiti. Wool was carried from Gartok, through
Spiti to Rampur, the capital of the hill state of Bashahr. Bashahr itself, a
British-protected state, lay between Lahul and Spiti to the north, and Garh-
wal to the south. Most of the goods crossing the Himalayas into Western
Tibet were carried either by the Bashahns, or by the Bhotias of Garhwal.
Another important route through Bashahr led from Simla (later the British
summer capital), through Rampur, which lay on the Sutlej, and then over
the 15,400-foot Shipki pass to Toling. Traversing the Tibetan border from
Ladakh in the northwest to Nepal in the south, the last Himalayan state was
that of Kumaon and Garhwal, acquired by Britain following the victory over
the Gurkhas in the Anglo-Nepalese War of 1814-16. This acquisition gave
British territory a common frontier with Tibet for the first time.

The first European to cross the Himalayas, the Catholic missionary
Andrade, did so via the Mana pass in Garhwal in 1624, and again the
following year, setting up a small mission in Tsaparang. The Jesuit priests
and Desideri and Freyre, on their way to Lhasa, had been the first Europeans
to see the Ladakhi capital of Leh, in 1715, before continuing their journey
via Gartok and Lake Manasarowar.

It was over the Niti pass (also in Garhwal) that the first Briton crossed the
Himalayas into Western Tibet, in 1812. William Moorcroft, accompanied
by Hyder Young Hearsey, visited Lake Manasarowar and believed he was
the first European ever to see it, not being aware of the previous journey of
Desideri and Freyre. He was, however, the next European to follow them,
almost two hundred years later. Moorcroft penetrated as far as Gartok in his
attempt to open up the shawl-wool trade.”

After the successful conclusion of the war with Nepal, a number of
Englishmen tried to visit or establish commercial relations with Western
Tibet, but they were usually able to get no further than a few miles from
the border before being stopped and turned back by Tibetan border
guards.® With the advent of the 1840s, some travelers did manage to make
more substantial probes into the area.® The commissioner at Bareilly,
Robert Drummond, even had the temerity to launch a boat on the sacred
Lake Manasorawar. It was later rumored that the local official in charge
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had been decapitated for allowing the spirits to be disturbed in this
manner. !0

Nevertheless, despite the information provided by these explorers and
sportsmen, Western Tibet was still very much virgin territory to the
geographers and administrators of the 1860s.

Even the boundaries of Western Tibet were unclear, although the British
had tried, in places, to remedy this. Under Article 2 of the Treaty of
Amritsar, Gulab Singh had agreed to allow the British to survey his territory.
He also agreed to appoint commissioners who, together with the British,
would define his eastern boundary. This boundary was primarily that
between Ladakh and Tibet but also included the boundary between Lahul
and Spiti on the south and Ladakh on the north, and where the two joined
the Tibetan frontier. Britain’s view was that an unsettled boundary—a
common cause of disputes in the area—was to be avoided if at all possible,
in order to lessen the likelihood of another Dogra attack on Tibet, which in
turn would both harm Anglo-Chinese relations and disrupt the trade of the
Indian hill peoples with Tibet. Specifically, a border clash had the potential
to injure the trade in pashm.

British desires, however, whether to capture the wool trade or demarcate
the boundary, went largely unrequited in the face of the intransigence and
procrastination of both the Tibetans and the Chinese. In 1846, the Bntish
appointed Vans Agnew and Captain Alexander Cunningham as their
boundary commissioners.

The two commissioners did some survey work in Spiti and Lahul, but
were prevented from reaching the Ladakh-Tibet border by a combination of
bad weather and a rebellion in Kashmir. Attempts to engage the interest of
the Chinese and the Tibetans continued, and in 1847 new boundary com-
missioners were appointed. In the event, no Chinese or Tibetan commis-
sioners appeared, thus ending the first attempts to demarcate a frontier
between the British and Chinese empires.

The survey of Kashmir and Ladakh was continued, and in 1864,
Montgomerie was able to declare that all of Ladakh “at present accessible to
Europeans” had been surveyed, including the Indus “up to, and slightly
beyond, the Chinese boundary.”!! Before going on leave in 1865,
Montgomerie had even requested that William Johnson be permitted to
survey east of Lake Pangong, where, said Montgomerie, he thought that
about sixteen thousand square miles could “be sketched without interrup-
tion.”!12 It is not clear why Montgomerie took this view, bearing in
mind that others, such as Godwin-Austen in 1863, had been halted by
Tibetan officials when they had attempted to do just this. In any case,
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Johnson was diverted from this task by the famous invitation he received to
visit Khotan.

Explorations by the Pundits in 1867

In the late nineteenth century, the Mana pass, at over eighteen thousand feet,
provided a major link between British Garhwal and Western Tibet. The
route through the Mana valley up to the pass was described in 1907 by the
great mountaineer Thomas Longstaff as being desolate and very difficult,
“the upper half of the track [lying] over an absolute chaos of unstable rocks
of all shapes and sizes.” 13 Nevertheless, it was over the Mana pass that three
pundits of the Singh family crossed into Tibet on 28 July 1867.14

Montgomerie was always critical of previous explorations, each of
which had proceeded independently of the other, the travelers providing
pieces of information but never in such a manner as to be able to fit the
puzzle together and so draw up a coherent map. Before leaving for furlough
in England in 1865, Montgomerie had already decided that the next mission
of Nain and Mani Singh would be to fill in a number of missing links in the
map of western Tibet.

In his journeys of 1865-66, Nain Singh had surveyed the route east from
Lake Manasarowar to Lhasa and had connected the lake with survey points
in British Kumaon. His cousin Mani had traversed two separate routes from
Kumaon to Gartok, the capital of western Tibet. What was lacking was an
accurate picture of the territory lying from the west of Gartok to the Ladakhi
border. If this gap of about one hundred miles could be filled, an important
link would be completed in the construction of a map of Tibet.

Another task of the mission was to investigate details of the headwaters
of the Indus, one of the great rivers of northern India, and the Sutlej, one of
its major tributaries. The pundits were to confirm the existence of a large
branch of the Indus River which had been reported to surveyors in Ladakh
by the local inhabitants. Secondly, they were to explore the upper reaches of
the Sutlej, and finally to explore east of Gartok, “to gain some knowledge
of the vast terra incognita lying between the desert of Gobi and Lhasa.” '3
This last objective also aimed at clarifying the mystery of the gold and salt
mines to the east of Gartok, about which Mani Singh had heard while
visiting the town.

Since Mani Singh seemed to lack mental stamina, having failed to enter
Tibet, Montgomerie decided to supplement the party with a third member
of the family, Kalian Singh, the brother of Nain.!6 Like the other members
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of his family, Kalian, or G.K., was a Bhotia from the village of Milam in
Kumaon.

According to the Times correspondent, writing only in 1869 when the
mission had long since concluded and been made public, Montgomerie had
applied for passports for his pundits from the Chinese through Sir Ruther-
ford Alcock, British minister-plenipotentiary in Peking from 1865 to 1871.
Alcock, said the Times correspondent, “could do nothing for the Pundits, or
at any rate he did nothing.”!” The mission therefore proceeded in secret.

It began from Mussoorie on 2 May 1867 (Map 4). Preparation had been
made that spring, after giving Nain and Mani Singh time to recuperate from
their previous exploits, which had ended but a few months earlier, in
October 1866. Montgomerie officially rejoined the Survey from leave in
England only on 1 May 1867, but no doubt he was present in an unofficial
capacity to brief the trio prior to their departure. After they were gone,
Montgomerie took charge of the survey of Kumaon and Garhwal.

Heading east and then north, the three pundits marched up through the
foothills of the Himalayas, passing through Badnnath (a place sacred to
Hindus, as it is considered the source of the Ganges) about three weeks
later, and reaching the village of Mana some miles short of the pass, on 3
June. If not obscured by cloud, Mount Kamet would have been clearly
visible to the east. At Mana, they halted, pending the formal opening of the
pass by the Tibetan authorities. Before this could be done, the Tibetans
annually ascertained whether there was any epidemic of disease or outbreak
of famine in India that might affect them. Montgomerie sarcastically
commented that this “inquiry seems to be carried out with all that assump-
tion of lofty superiority for which Chinese officials are famous. Looking
down from their elevated plateaus they decide as to whether Hindustan is a
fit country to have intercourse with,” 18

The Times went even further, referring to the “amusing impudence” with
which, according to its correspondent, “they [the Tibetan officials] gravely
inquire and decide every year whether Her Majesty’s Eastern Empire is
worthy of their patronage or lofty recognition.” ' However, since smallpox
had in the past been introduced into Tibet from India, with devastating
effects on the inhabitants, the Tibetans may be considered to have taken a
natural precaution before throwing the passes open to travelers.

While delayed at Mana, the pundits made good use of their enforced
idleness by hiring three men, all of whom claimed to know the routes to the
Tibetan goldfields. These three in turn acquired servants and purchased
asses for carriage of the goods they were taking into Tibet, ostensibly for
purposes of trade. Armed with weapons borrowed in Badrinath in order to
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deter robbers, the complete party, now composed of eleven men, twelve
asses, and one pony, crossed the Mana over the Himalayas on 28 July. By 6
August they had reached Toling on the Sutlej, passing close by Tsaparang,
where Andrade had established the first Catholic mission in Tibet. Of
Toling, the pundit noted only that he stayed for a night or two at the
monastery, with some fifty to sixty monks, although later European trav-
elers noted that the town had brightly colored temples and was perched on a
precipice overlooking the Sutlej.20

On leaving Toling, the party crossed the Sutlej by a remarkable wooden
cantilever bridge, reinforced by two iron chains. The pundit gave the
dimensions of the bridge as seventy-six feet in length, seven feet wide, and
forty feet above the water. The chains were formed of links of iron, each link
on the shape of a figure eight, about a foot long and a square inch in cross-
section. Local folklore said that the bridge was built by Alexander the
Great. Later photographs show what appears a very rickety structure, but
the bridge was still there to be used forty years later by Rawling and Hedin,
and the latter reported that it did not even tremble when his horses crossed
it.2! According to the pundit, the iron was preserved by the dry climate and
an annual lubrication with butter.

Once over the bridge, the party soon ran into trouble. Heading in a
northeasterly direction, they bypassed Gartok in order to avoid arousing the
suspicions of the officials there and found themselves on the desolate waste
of the Antelope Plain, dotted with lakes of brackish water. The problem
arose when the pundits descended down from the plain to the banks of the
Indus, reaching Giachuraf camp in mid-August. Once they had crossed the
Sutlej, the party had adopted the clothes worn by Bashahri traders, claim-
ing to be in Tibet to sell coral in exchange for shawl-wool. The disguise of a
Bashahri had served Nain Singh well on his previous expedition, because
the Bashahri were the only Indian hill people allowed to trade freely over all
Tibet. On this occasion, however, their disguise was quickly penetrated by
the Tibetans at Giachuraf, who pointed out that they could not have come
from Bashahr, since all the routes were closed because of an outbreak of
smallpox. The direction in which Nain Singh and his party was heading
might also have given cause for alarm. They were only thirty miles from the
goldfields and well past Gartok, the main mart for the trade in wool, and
where merchants were most likely to go.22

It was only by dint of repeated protestations and bribes that some of the
party were allowed to proceed. Mani Singh, whose nerves had been shaken
by the fear of discovery, was left behind as a guarantee of good faith. Nain
and Kalian Singh, with some servants, left Giachuraf on 22 August, but
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Kalian was soon dispatched on a separate expedition, and Nain Singh
continued alone. He reached the fabled gold mine of Thok Jalung on 26
August.

The tradition of Tibetan goldfields may be traced back as far as the Greek
historian Herodotus, who referred to “great ants, in size somewhat less than
dogs, but bigger than foxes” who dug for gold in a land to the north of
India.23 That this land was Tibet is unlikely—Herodotus is very unreliable
in his descriptions of India, and although some believe he could have been
referring to the area explored by Nain Singh,2# there is no confirmatory
evidence. Others are inclined to place Herodotus’ *“‘great ants” in the Indus
valley of Ladakh?3 or near Yarkand.26

One authority cites a tenth-century Arabic document as the first positive
identification of gold in Tibet.2? This was followed by reports from the
Jesuit and Capuchin missionaries of the eighteenth century. The East India
Company learned more details about Tibetan gold from the missions to that
country of George Bogle in 1774 and Samuel Turner in 1783.

Gold was exported in the eighteenth century to China and Ladakh, and to
Bengal. However, the conquest of what is now Nepal by the Hindu Gurkhas
cut into the trade with Bengal, and by the nineteenth century shawl-wool
had become a much more important export item to Ladakh than gold. The
bulk of Tibetan gold therefore went to Peking, although some gold dust
continued to find its way to Leh and into Kumaon.

Peking’s control over the goldfields of Western Tibet had been increased
in the aftermath of the Dogra invasion of 1842. The number of miners was
regulated, and Tibetan civilian and military supervisors were installed,
partly to protect the gold, and partly to have the miners available to defend
Gartok in case of an emergency.2® Although the location of the goldfields
had remained of some interest to the East India Company into the nine-
teenth century, it was the discoveries and descriptions of Nain Singh that
rekindled this interest.

The mines of Thok Jalung (“thok” is Tibetan for gold or goldfield),
which Nain Singh approached in 1867, were very new, having probably
been worked, so Montgomerie reported, for only eight or nine years. As the
pundit descended the pass leading to Thok Jalung, he saw the diggings
lying ahead of him on an otherwise empty plain of reddish-brown earth and
could hear the sound of cheery singing from the miners and their families.
The “mine” was more of a trench, about a mile in length, twenty-five feet
deep, and varying in width from ten to two hundred paces. A stream ran
along the bottom of the trench, and the men sluiced earth, excavated by
long-handled spades, with water from the stream, which carried the soil
away leaving the heavier gold behind.
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The pundit introduced himself to the chief of the goldfield, a middle-
aged man from Lhasa, possibly a lama, who was wearing a red robe and a
brown felt hat with a broad turned up brim. Nain Singh proffered a gift of
Indian tobacco. The chief was affable, but astute. He was familiar with the
order prohibiting Bashahris from entering Tibet that year, and it took all the
pundit’s power of persuasion, plus the sale of his coral to the chief’s wife at
a disadvantageous price, to get permission to stay at the camp for five days.
The coral had been kept in a substantial wooden box, which also housed the
large sextant in a secret compartment. The pundit admitted that he was in a
“great fright” when the chief, impressed by the good workmanship of the
box (needed, according to Montgomerie, “in order to make the secret
compartment fit properly”), examined the box carefully, luckily without
finding the sextant.?? Nain Singh explained his possession of such a fine
box by saying he had bought it at a sahib‘s auction.

The chief, like the miners, lived in a tent made of yak hair pitched in a
hole seven to eight feet below the surface of the ground. This was done to
provide protection against the freezing winds that swept the plain, making
conditions worse than at Nome or in the Klondike region.3? At an elevation
of over sixteen thousand feet, the pundit reported he had never been so cold
before. It was probably the highest place in the world inhabited all year
round. The tents, dug into the ground, plus the furs worn in winter could
conceivably have provided the basis for the legend of Herodotus’ “gold
digging ants.”

Although the pundit was able to ascertain some details of the price of the
gold, he did not venture any estimates of annual production, saying only
that “the yield of gold seems to be large.” The Thok Jalung field, he heard,
was just one of many which stretched from Lhasa into Western Tibet,
running to the north of the Tsangpo watershed.

It was thirty-nine years after Nain Singh’s visit before the first European
saw Thok Jalung, and he apparently came away with no better information
as to their production, for British authorities could still write that “the
output of the Tibetan fields however, is quite unknown, a circumstance to
which the many stories of their fabulous wealth are no doubt to be at-
tributed.” 3!

Retracing his steps to Giachuraf, Nain Singh was reunited with Kalian,
who had been earlier sent on his separate expedition up the river on which
Giachuraf stood. Although the existence of this river, which joined the
Indus in Tibet about forty miles from the Ladakh border, had been locally
reported and marked on maps, it had never been observed by a European or
a trained explorer. The pundits had now shown that the “eastern branch of
the Indus” did indeed exist, and by tracing the river to where it joined what
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had been thought to be the main branch of the Indus, flowing from Gartok,
they were able, by comparing the respective sizes of the two branches, to
show that the eastern branch was in fact the main stream of the Indus River.
The tributary was then called the Gartang River.

The Gartang was wider than the Indus, but the latter had a depth of four
to six feet by comparison with only one to two feet for the Gartang. Kalian
had tried to follow the Indus upstream to determine its source. Tracing the
Indus through a broad, flat valley, he had marched south toward Mount
Kailas, although he was unable to take a bearing, as the peak itself was
obscured by cloud and rain.

Kalian reached Jiachan, which he was told was only three or four
marches from the source of the river. Unfortunately, here his servant was
attacked by armed robbers, and although the pundit (described by
Montgomerie as a “tall, powerful man”) drove them off, swinging one
robber round by his pigtail in the process, it was decided that the bandits
might bring reinforcements, and so the two turned back toward Giachuraf.
The last few miles to the actual source of the Indus were finally traversed by
Sven Hedin, but not until forty years later, in 1907.

At Giachuraf, Kalian rejoined Nain and Mani, and the full party headed
down the Indus to its junction with the Gartang, through a broad valley with
its banks lined with low jungle. From the junction, Nain Singh sent Kalian
further down the Indus, into Ladakh, so that their surveys could be con-
nected to that of Ladakh, while he and Mani proceeded up the lesser branch
to Gartok. Nain Singh did not delay in Gartok, as he discovered that a rumor
was abroad that he was in the pay of the British. Hurriedly, the party left and
marched to Toling, crossing back over the Sutlej by the same cantilever
bridge. Here, as agreed, they waited for Kalian Singh, who had carned the
survey of the Indus as far as Demchok.32 Kalian had then turned south,
crossed a high pass, and reached the Sutlej, carrying his survey of the area
back up to Toling, where he rejoined the rest of the party on 29 September.

The three pundits separated again at this point, with Kalian and Mani
Singh sent on a long detour, descending the Sutlej to Shipki, on the border
of Bashahr, and then crossing the Himalayas to reach Nilang on the Ganges,
while Nain Singh retraced his steps directly to Badrinath. The three then
again joined up and returned to British territory at the beginning of
November 1867.

The expedition had lasted six months, and for the final three the pundits
had been continuously at elevations greater than thirteen thousand feet.
Significant results were achieved, although they were not as extensive as
those derived from the Singhs’ previous venture into Tibet. The explorers
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had paced a route survey of 850 miles, taking 80 measurements for altitude
and 190 latitude observations at some 75 different points. All this added up
to a considerable amount of new geographical data covering an area of
about eighteen thousand square miles in western Tibet.

Highlights of this new information included the tracing of the courses of
the Sutlej and the Indus. The Sutlej was mapped from Toling down to Indian
territory, which portion had never been surveyed before. In the case of the
Indus, it was now shown that the eastern branch of the river, about which
information was very hazy, was in fact the main stream, and this main
stream had been traced almost to its source. The other branch was also
mapped for a considerable portion of its length.

The position of the town of Gartok had now been confirmed.3? Orig-
inally determined by Mani Singh in 1866, its position was now verified by a
second set of measurements. Furthermore, by carrying the route survey
down the Indus to Demchok, both Gartok and other parts of Western Tibet
were now linked to the regular survey of eastern Ladakh begun by the
boundary commissioners of 1846-47 and completed by Godwin-Austen
and others in 1864.

Nain Singh himself had carried the route survey across the Indus to the
east, reaching the goldfields of Thok Jalung, and providing the only
firsthand account that the British had of Tibetan gold-mining processes as
well as information from travelers about other goldfields and salt mines in
the area, extending all the way to Lhasa, probably following the depression
to the north of the Tsangpo. Tibetan techniques of mining appeared to be so
crude that only the very richest ground could be worked, with much of the
gold left unextracted. This provided one explanation for the reduced pro-
duction of the Thok Jalung “mines” by the turn of the century. Other
possible explanations include high Chinese taxes and “want of enterprise
characteristic of all things Tibetan” stemming from a fear of disturbing the
spirits of the earth.34

Nevertheless, the Indian government believed that Tibet was rich in gold
and that the Russians had designs on it,35 although commercial interests in
Britain do not seem to have investigated the possibilities of gold mines in
Tibet until the late nineteenth century.3¢

Nain Singh, the leader of the expedition, was highly praised by
Montgomerie, who also noted that the third pundit, Kalian Singh, had
proved “a very valuable addition.” Mani Singh, however, whose nerves
seemed not to have improved, was said only to have been “useful in various
ways.”

This was the first systematic survey of Western Tibet, and Montgomerie



112 THe PunDITS

was determined to build upon it. While in Thok Jalung, at the furthermost
extension of his travels, Nain Singh had heard of the lands to the east,
sparsely populated by nomads “addicted to highway robbery.” Ney-
ertheless, Montgomerie wrote to the RGS, this was the area into which he
hoped to conduct further explorations.3’

1868: Kalian Singh

It was characternistic of Montgomery to pick up on scraps of information
gleaned by his explorers and to integrate them into his “grand plan.” This
plan was based on a proposed series of explorations to map a continuous
line beyond the frontier of British India, starting from Sind in the West,
progressing through Baluchistan and Kabul to the Oxus and across the
Pamir. From there the line continued to the Karakorums, through Ladakh to
the Indus and then from Lake Manasarowar following the Tsangpo to
Shigatse, and on to Lhasa. About five thousand miles long, this line was
basically complete by 1868. The only large unmapped section lay east of
Lhasa towards Assam. But Montgomerie did not stop at this point. He
energetically proceeded to explore the territory behind this line.38 One of
the most difficult areas for this exploration was the vast and thinly inhabited
region that lay to the east of Western Tibet, stretching from Rudok and the
goldfields of Thok Jalung for over a thousand miles across the Chang Tang
and the mountain ranges of the Kunlun and Nan Shan toward the end of the
Great Wall of China.

The mission of Kalian Singh in 1868 was designed to be a first step in this
direction (Map 4). Specifically, he was directed to explore beyond the
eastern watershed of the upper Indus, starting from Rudok and going
beyond Thok Jalung (visited the previous year) to investigate reports of a
road running east through more goldfields to Lake Namtso (Tengri Nor).
After that, Kalian Singh was to try to continue along this road to Lhasa and,
if that did not prove possible, then to proceed south through Selipuk to the
Tradom monastery on the Tsangpo. There he could link up with the survey
made by his brother, Nain Singh, in 1865.3

Preparations for Kalian Singh’s expedition to Tibet were made “early in
1868” and got under way in April. He adopted the disguise that had served
him well the last time, that of a trader from Bashahr, and together with a
party of genuine Bashabhris, “whom he had induced to accompany him,” he
made his way from Spiti through Ladakh to Demchok, a village which he
had reached from the opposite direction the previous year. Here he meas-
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ured the dimensions and rate of flow of the Indus River before proceeding to
Rudok, the district capital.

Montgomerie was anxious to have a precise determination of the position
of Rudok, for although Henry Strachey in 1847 and Godwin-Austen in 1863
had both come within twelve miles of the town, no European in modern
times (with one possible exception) had actually been there.4? The excep-
tion was referred to in a letter, where Montgomerie wrote of “a tradition that
an officer, a well-known sportsman, did get to the place some years ago, but
for reasons of his own he has not thought fit to divulge his experiences in
print. He appears to have approached the district on a shooting expedition
and though the Tartars turned out he got the better of them and finally
concluded a treaty between himself and the great Garpon which the latter
ratified over prunes and brandy. The officer is said to retain the privilege of
shooting over certain parts of that country, but whether by the further
contributions of prunes and brandy is more than my informant could say.” 4!

This anonymous sportsman had not, however, provided either the loca-
tion or a description of Rudok. Montgomerie says that Kalian Singh took
observations for latitude and height while he was there (although they are
not given in the report) and that the town consisted of a stone fort, situated
on top of a 250-foot rocky hill. This single hill rose from a flat landscape.
Four monasteries housing a total of 150 monks were situated close to the
fort, and some 150 houses were scattered around the base of the hill. Later
travelers described this setting as “picturesque” and added that the monas-
teries were painted red and that the houses were whitewashed. Rudok,
situated on a road connecting with both Lhasa and Leh, was over thirteen
thousand feet above sea level. This road through Rudok was an alternative
to the more southerly route via Gartok and Mount Kailas, following the
Tsangpo. Caravans from Kashgar, after crossing the Karakorum, would
pause at Rudok before continuing into Ladakh. The town was also well
known for its ponies.42

Kalian and his party left Rudok on July 22, initially backtracking their
steps before heading east. The ground was a dazzling white, like the soda
plains of the Aksai Chin plateau to the north, and was capable of inflaming
the eyes in the same manner as snow blindness. Kalian was now marching
into the Chang Tang, a cold, windy, and barren plateau situated at over
fifteen thousand feet above sea level. In his report, Montgomerie speculates
that the Chang Tang extended to the east “nearly up to the end of the great
wall of China near the city of Sewchoo.”43 However, although the Chang
Tang is immense, covering almost half of Tibet, it does not approach
“Sewchoo” (or Suchow, now called Jiayuguan) and is in fact separated from
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it by mountain chains and the Tsaidam basin. Because the Chang Tang
rarely received more than one inch of rainfall per year, it was inhabited only
by nomads who nevertheless carried on a thriving trade in wool, salt, borax,
and yak tails.44

Robbery was another economic activity of the nomads. An encampment
of 150 tents was looted while Kalian Singh was there. The Jongpen, or local
administrator, stopped the robbers by getting each tent to contribute about
five pounds of tea or one or two rupees as blackmail. Thinking that he could
be robbed again, Kalian sent most of his goods off with one of his men,
ordering him to take the road along the Tsangpo to Lhasa, where they would
meet.

Kalian and his remaining goods and men then continued east, past salt
and brackish lakes and abandoned goldfields, until he reached the Thok
Jalung gold mine, visited by Nain Singh the year before. Traveling now at an
altitude of fifteen thousand to sixteen thousand feet above sea level, they
reached Kinglo, near a large lake (Nganglaring Tso). The northern route to
Lhasa continued from here in an easterly direction, and it was this road that
Montgomerie had told Kalian Singh to follow. The local ruler, however,
would not permit this, and so the party headed in the direction of
Montgomerie’s secondary objective, which was to proceed from the Sel-
ipuk monastery (called Shellifuk by Montgomerie) to Lake Manasarowar.
This the pundit did, although there is no evidence he actually saw the lake or
the monastery at Selipuk, which remained unmapped until Sven Hedin
went there forty years later. The report of Kalian does not record him as
meeting any people on the way to Manasarowar, although birds and animals
were present in great abundance. These included wild yaks, antelopes,
goats, wild sheep, wolves, foxes, hares, marmots, geese, ducks, storks,
eagles, and vultures. The pundit and his party reached Manasarowar safely,
and the pundit made a traverse of the lake, taking bearings of the mountains
around it, while he waited for the caravan from Ladakh which he hoped to
join on its way to Lhasa. The caravan did arrive, but for some reason he was
not able to accompany it; he made his way independently along the road to
Lhasa, reaching Shigatse before he was stopped. This testifies to the
efficiency of the Tibetan intelligence system, for the halt was ordered by
mounted couriers sent by the Garpon at Gartok, over five hundred miles
distant.

The man whom the pundit had earlier separated from the main mission
had been more successful. He had succeeded in joining the caravan from
Ladakh and reached the Tradom monastery before he, too, was halted by the
couriers of the Garpon. It seemed as though the man would be returned to
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Gartok for punishment, but he told the Ladakhi merchant that he was
carrying goods for Nain Singh. The merchant remembered Nain Singh
warmly and persuaded the guards to release the man, who was allowed to
cross the Himalayas into Nepal, taking a route running south past the shrine
at Muktinath.4>

Montgomerie comments that this was very unusual, for the Tibetan
authorities always returned suspect travelers by the road on which they
entered the country, lest they acquire new information. He says that they
may have been deceived by the looks of the man, a Ladakhi from the
Zanskar region, who appeared “humble and rather stupid.” Montgomerie
says that in fact “in spite of his appearance, [he had] a shrewd idea of
distances and points of the compass.” 46

This mission of Kalian Singh, while not as momentous as some, did
pioneer new ground and add some links to Montgomerie’s chain of explora-
tions. Kalian’s survey had been connected to earlier explorations of Dem-
chok and Thok Jalung, territory to the east and southeast of which had now
been partly mapped for the first time. Many details had been added about
the mineral deposits in Tibet, particularly gold, salt, and borax. Kalian also
took bearings along the road from Manasarowar to Shigatse, which
Montgomerie said would *“no doubt add considerably to our knowledge of
the mountains on either side of that route.”47 The fact that the pundit’s
Zanskari servant was allowed to take a new route out of Tibet to Nepal and
then to India provided Montgomerie not only with data on a new line of
rough bearings across the Himalayas but also the ability to link this with the
observations made by Mani Singh three years earlier.#8

Montgomerie said that future explorations would attempt to cross the
Aksai Chin and then explore further east “towards the end of the great wall
of China.” But he confessed he was not optimistic, for “‘the jealousy of the
Chino-Tibetan officials renders success very doubtful.”49

Montgomerie’s lack of optimism did not stop him from attempting to
expand the area of his operations. In 1871 another exploration commenced,
designed to build on the results of Kalian Singh’s mission to the goldfields
of western Tibet. This was the first major operation of the explorer Kishen
Singh who, under the aliases of “A.K.” and “Krishna,” 5 was to build a
reputation for himself to rival that of his cousin, the Pundit Nain Singh.5!
He came from the same village of Milam in Kumaon and was apparently
recruited and brought to Dehra Dun in 1867. After training by Nain Singh,
he made a trial exploration in 1869. Kishen Singh was probably in his late
twenties when he left for Tibet in 1871.52

The party under his leadership left Kumaon in the summer of 1871 and



116 THe PUNDITS

headed in the direction of Lake Manasarowar (Map 4). The group consisted
of Kishen Singh himself, described as a *“semi-Tibetan, a young man who
had been thoroughly trained for the work,” and four assistants.53 The
official instructions to the expedition were to explore “some portion of the
unknown regions north of the Tibetan watershed of the upper Brah-
maputra.” 34 Nain Singh had traveled along the Brahmaputra to Lhasa, as
had Kalian Singh as far as Shigatse. But no explorer had succeeded in
penetrating very far to the north of the river, where most Tibetan territory
lay. Montgomerie refers to “many failures” before Kishen Singh’s suc-
cessful expedition of 1871-72, which would explain the lapse of three years
in prosecuting the exploration of Tibet since Kalian’s exploration of the
Thok Jalung gold mines in 1868. Montgomerie was also perhaps preoc-
cupied with the work of crossing the northwest frontier, carried out by the
Mirza and the Havildar.5>

Kishen Singh and his entourage had to detour off the main route almost
to the Nepalese border in order to avoid mounted robbers and eventually
reached Shigatse on 24 November 1871. This was to be their starting point
as they headed north across the Tsangpo-Brahmaputra. Their time was
occupied in Shigatse in buying fifty sheep as beasts of burden. The ground,
they were told, was too stony for yaks. After crossing the Tsangpo by raft,
they traveled in a northeasterly direction toward the Tengri Nor, a sacred
lake. At first, the party encountered a number of monasteries, but as the
altitude increased, there were only nomad encampments. While still in the
inhabited part, Kishen Singh exchanged his silver Indian rupees for gold.
The gold was then inserted into several hollow walking sticks which he had
brought with him. The road was a well-traveled one, used by pilgrims going
to Tengri Nor and by traders in borax and salt. Before passing over the
mountain range to the north of the Tsangpo, they saw several geysers, some
hurling near-boiling water sixty feet into the air. In the intense cold (“the
mercury of his thermometer did not rise out of the bulb till after 9 or 10 in the
morning™) the hot water froze almost immediately on falling, producing
great cones of ice.

On 13 January 1872, the party got their first glimpse of the Tengri Nor. At
over fifteen thousand feet above sea level, it was frozen solid in spite of its
salinity. Kishen Singh decided to make a complete circumnavigation of the
lake. This took him over two weeks, and he determined that it was about
fifty miles long and between sixteen and twenty-five miles across. Two
rivers flowed into it, he reported, but it had no exit.

After resting for three days, the party again set off north, coming soon to
the Bul (or Borax) Lake. Borax was much in demand by the Tibetans as a
spice for tea and meat, or for washing clothes. They had intended to
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continue north, crossing Tibet and entering China, perhaps getting as far as
the city of Sining at the end of the Great Wall. Alas, disaster struck when
over sixty armed men robbed them, leaving them only the minimum
amount of supplies plus the instruments which, the robbers said, would
arouse suspicions if the authorities ever caught up with them. The gold-
filled walking sticks disappeared with the bandits. There was nothing for it
but to head for Lhasa and hope to reach inhabited territory before their
meager supply of food ran out. After almost dying of starvation, they
reached Lhasa on 9 March, after following a similar route into the city to
that of the Fathers Huc and Gabet in 1846.

Even in the midst of these hardships, Kishen Singh continued faithfully
to count his paces, although he admits that he became so weak that his
stride grew shorter.

They had hoped to borrow money in Lhasa so as to be able to continue
with their original plan to get to Sining. But this proved to be impossible,
and so Kishen Singh pawned his aneroid barometer with a trader whom he
accompanied to Gartok. The recipient believed it was a very large watch.
From there he returned to Dehra Dun, reaching GTS Headquarters in the
summer of 1872, “after a long and difficult journey.”

This expedition was not as successful as it might have been. Nev-
ertheless, all the participants returned safely and with some achievements.
An initial penetration of a vast and remote area had been accomplished. A
route survey of over 320 miles was made, which, together with observations
for latitude and height, enabled Montgomerie to fill in some twelve thou-
sand square miles of geography in what had been a virtually blank map. For
this, he was commended by the Indian government and the secretary of
state.>6 Kishen Singh had proved the existence of “a great snowy range”
running north of the Tsangpo, indicating once again the immensity of the
Himalayan system. A northern tributary of the upper Tsangpo had been
explored, and data had been gathered on the roads, lakes, and peoples of the
area. As regards the road from Lhasa to Sining, Montgomerie said that “even
the slight amount of information gained respecting it is encouraging,” and he
vowed to make a further attempt to send an explorer along it, so as to link the
trans-Himalayan explorations of the Survey of India with the surveys carried
out by the French Jesuit missionaries.3” Montgomerie noted that Kishen Singh
had “shown a large amount of skill, observation and determination,” and he
accurately observed that “A.K.” would further distinguish himself.

Nain Singh’s Last Exploration

The Singh family had made very substantial contributions to the explora-
tion of Tibet between 1865 and 1872. The journeys of Nain, Mani, and
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Kalian had crisscrossed much of the southwestern corner of the country,
while Nain had mapped southern Tibet along the Tsangpo and north of the
river to Lhasa. Kishen had carried a route survey north of Lhasa for over a
hundred miles to Tengri Nor and the Bul Lake. But most of Tibet still
remained unvisited and unmapped. Between Tengri Nor and the Nganglar-
ing Tso of Kalian Singh stretched over four hundred miles of virgin
territory, quite unvisited, as were the further reaches of northern Tibet. In
1874 came the opportunity to penetrate this area, to map fresh territory, and
to provide a new link between Lhasa and the surveys already conducted in
southwestern Tibet.

Nain Singh, together with Kishen and Kalian Singh, had been attached
to the second Forsyth Mission to Yarkand, which left India in 1873.38 For
reasons beyond his control, Nain Singh had not been able to break much
new ground while attached to the Mission. But when the Mission returned
to Leh in the summer of 1874, Captain Trotter, who had succeeded
Montgomerie on the latter’s departure from India in 1873, dispatched Nain
Singh by a northerly route across Tibet to Lhasa.>® The exploration was
undertaken on the instructions of General Walker, superintendent of the
GTS. It was initially intended that the Pundit should be accompanied by
Kishen Singh, but Kishen was suffering from exposure, incurred on a
journey from Khotan.

There is evidence that Nain Singh was worn out after nearly two decades
of the rigors of traveling under difficult and dangerous circumstances. In a
letter to General Walker discussing the pundit’s participation in the second
Forsyth Mission, Montgomerie wrote that “I do not think he was greatly
taken with the idea of going North and East of Ladak, though he would not
have minded anything to the South East.” Montgomerie continued: “he
may make one grand push if he fully understands that it is likely to be his
last, and that he will get some position given him, or a pension. He does not
at all fancy having much more of actual exploration.” % According to
Trotter, “on the return of the mission to Ladakh, being anxious to have an
opportunity of gathering fresh laurels, he [Nain Singh] volunteered to
proceed on a fresh exploration.” ! This was to be his last “grand push,” and
he may have volunteered with the promise of a pension or other induce-
ment, particularly since the journey involved the relatively level plains of
Tibet rather than the rugged passes over the Karakorum and the Kunlun.

The objectives of this last journey were to survey a route from Leh to
Lhasa by a much more northerly path than the one he had taken in 1865.
From Lhasa he was to try to join the caravan to Peking, which the Survey of
India had heard left from Lhasa every three years. Should this not prove
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possible, his instructions were to return to India by an unexplored route,
cither down the course of the Tsangpo Brahmaputra,52 or through the
Himalayan kingdom of Bhutan.63

This was the pundit’s third clandestine penetration of Tibet. Officials on
the frontier would have been on the lookout for him. He had also been in
Leh on numerous prior occasions and was known to be in the service of the
Indian government. Accordingly, more elaborate precautions than usual
were needed in order to ensure his safe passage in disguise across the
border. The frontier crossing was the key to everything. Once into Tibet,
Nain Singh would be relatively safe, since he would be passing through
thinly populated areas.

The deception involved a rather complex scheme in which William
Johnson (famous for his visit to Khotan in 1864), now wazir of Ladakh in
the service of the maharaja of Kashmir, was to conspire with the headman of
the village of Tankse, near the Tibetan border. The headman was to collect a
number of sheep for the Pundit, giving the impression to the Ladakhis that
the sheep were to be used as baggage animals to carry the Pundit’s
merchandise on the road to Yarkand. This was quite plausible. The sheep
were indeed to be used as baggage animals, and Tankse was on the
Changchenmo route to Chinese Turkestan. The Pundit, however, was not
going to Chinese Turkestan, but to Tibet.

Another problem which Trotter had to address was the question of how to
provide security for the funds the Pundit would need to reach Lhasa and
then continue to Peking and home to India. For the first stage of the journey,
as far as Lhasa, the pundit carried sufficient cash with him. But to carry
more, even in the form of merchandise, through areas infested by robbers
was to Trotter’s mind to risk the life of his explorer. As it happened, the
triennial Lopchak mission from Ladakh to Lhasa was about to leave Leh.
Nain Singh had traveled with this caravan before, and Johnson got the
Lopchak to agree to take money to Lhasa for Nain Singh, who would collect
it personally when he arrived. Since the caravan was a large one and
traveled along a well-known road, it was felt that this arrangement would
provide ample security.

For the final section of his journey, from Peking back to Calcutta by sea,
Trotter provided the Pundit with a letter of introduction to the British
Minister in Peking. The minister was to arrange transportation for the
Pundit once the letter was presented.

Nain Singh’s party included four attendants. One of these was his servant
Chumbel, two were Tibetans who had also accompanied him in the past,
and the fourth was a local man, loaned by the headman of Tankse. They set
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out from Leh on 15 July 1874, Nain Singh leaving behind the impression
that he was returning to Yarkand.4

Nine days later they reached the last village before the Tibetan border,
and under cover of darkness the pundit and his companions dressed in the
priests’ robes which had been tailored secretly for them in Leh. At first they
did follow the Changchenmo road north, but after two days turned east.
Slow progress was made, the pace determined by the speed of the sheep.
Crossing the “frontier” was something of an anticlimax, just one hut with a
small guard, which they passed without incident. The party was now in
Tibet, on the north bank of Lake Pangong, and proceeding in a generally
southeast direction, parallel to the Tsangpo but at distances varying from
one hundred to two hundred miles north of the course of the river. The
villager from Tankse had gone ahead of them and by using his good offices
had obtained from the local officials the permission needed to proceed into
the heart of Tibet. The pundit continued past Lake Pangong and was able to
fix the location of its eastern extremity. Godwin-Austen and others had
mapped the western parts of this elongated lake, but the easternmost point,
well into Tibet, had now been located for the first time.5

Nain Singh’s route now took him on to the great lacustrine plain of
central Tibet. Most of the lakes were salt, but some were fresh water and the
travelers were able to fill their waterskins, made of sheep stomachs. For the
first ten days the road was not far to the north of the route taken by Kalian
Singh while on his way from Rudok to the gold mines of Thok Jalung.

For security, Nain Singh had secreted his Indian rupees in a number of
hiding places, the main one being in a worn pad on the back of an old
donkey. This animal was dubbed the “Government Treasurer.” Occasion-
ally, they would deliberately camp well off the road, to avoid robbers whose
favorite trick was to cut the tent ropes at night and plunder the camp while
the sleepers were trying to extricate themselves.

The altitude was, on average, a little over fourteen thousand feet A few
shepherds were seen, but the paucity of human population was more than
made up for by an abundance of animal life.

About one-third of the way between Lake Pangong and Tengri Nor, Nain
Singh entered an area inhabited by Khampas, who said that they had
migrated there from Kham (north and east of Lhasa) twenty-five years
earlier. Accomplished horsemen and sportsmen, they tended herds of
horses, sheep, and goats. They also had a bad reputation for plundering
caravans. However, because one of his servants had befriended one of the
Khampas in Ladakh some years before, the pundit was able to join a small
group of them going in the same direction, and which afforded some
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protection for a while. Then, taking a devious route to minimize the risk of
being robbed, they arrived in the gold-mining area of central Tibet.66

The pundit’s account of the mines of the Thok Daurakpa area led Trotter
to downgrade the importance which had been attached to the Tibetan
goldfields as a result of his earlier report of 1867.67 The mining area through
which Nain Singh was now passing did produce gold of a higher quality
than that found in Thok Jalung to the west. But the gold of Thok Daurakpa
was embedded in rock, rather than soil, and the water for washing the
pulverized rock had to be carted in skins on the backs of donkeys from a
stream over a mile away. The amount of gold produced was so small that the
local shepherds were wealthier than the gold diggers. Furthermore, said the
Pundit, he believed that only two other mines in northern Tibet were being
worked, and both were even smaller than Thok Daurakpa.

Pausing for just one day at the gold mines, Nain Singh and his compan-
ions, now halfway to Tengri Nor, continued across the Chang Tang. Their
altitude was now sixteen thousand feet, but the sun was warm, grass grew
underfoot, and herds of antelope grazed nearby. On his route from Lake
Pangong, the pundit had been marching parallel to a snowy range lying just
to the south, a chain of mountains now known as the Nain Singh Range.58
The extension of this range continued up to a point south of Tengri Nor.

Nain Singh struck the northwest corner of Tengri Nor (the easternmost
point of which is about eighty miles due north of Lhasa), after a journey of
sixty-four marches from Noh, near Lake Pangong. He had mapped a chain
of lakes across central Tibet, none of which had been seen before. Only
Tengn Nor itself had been visited before by a trans-Himalayan explorer, in
1872, when Kishen Singh made a complete tour around it.

Nain Singh followed the path of Kishen Singh along the northern shore
of Tengri Nor for fifty miles and then, like his predecessor, turned to the
south in the direction of Lhasa. After some ten to twenty miles, he struck off
by a different and less direct route to the Tibetan capital.

The pundit and his party entered Lhasa on 18 November 1874. They had
started from Leh on 15 July, averaging less than ten miles per day over the
1,095 miles from Leh to Lhasa. But the sheep purchased in Ladakh,
although slow movers, had more than proved their worth. Of the twenty-six
that started out on the journey, four or five covered the entire distance.
Others were eaten or had been taken sick. All carried twenty to twenty-five
pounds of baggage on their backs and foraged for whatever food they could
get.

Nain Singh was anticipating small luxuries such as fresh vegetables,
beer, and a more comfortable accommodation in Lhasa. Unfortunately, this
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was not to be. Just before reaching the city, he heard a rumor that the
Chinese were aware that a British agent was approaching Lhasa from India.
The pundit sent one of his servants ahead of him to see if the Lopchak
mission had arrived with the remainder of his funds. The response was
negative; in fact, the head of the mission had died on the way to Lhasa. Now
Nain Singh’s penury was to force the curtailment of his expedition.

But there was a more present danger. On reaching Lhasa, Nain Singh had
the bad luck to bump into a merchant from Leh who knew his identity and
true occupation. The pundit feared betrayal and made plans to leave Lhasa
immediately, rather than wait in the hope that the Lopchak mission might
appear. Had he been able to delay his departure, he might have been able to
retrieve his funds from the mission, even in the absence of the Lopchak
himself.

Instead, the pundit sent two of his men back to Leh. They carried details
of all his astronomical observations and route survey, and they reached
Trotter safely in January 1875. Trotter now feared for the safety of his agent,
who had in fact left Lhasa abruptly with his two remaining servants only
two days after arriving. The psychological strain of possible discovery
(followed by the inevitable imprisonment and probable death) must have
told on the pundit, particularly as he had had to start off again from Lhasa
with no chance to recuperate from a four-month march across the Chang
Tang. '

To return to India via Peking was clearly out of the question. The
remaining funds were pitifully small. The best route to take home was the
shortest and quickest, not northeast through China, but south into India.

In order not to arouse suspicion, and to throw pursuers off the track
should he be betrayed, Nain Singh left his bulky inessentials behind with
his landlord, saying that he would collect them in a month’s time after
returning from a pilgrimage to a monastery north of Lhasa. The small party
duly left Lhasa for the north, but as soon as darkness fell made a 180-degree
turn toward India. This fall-back strategy was in accordance with his
original instructions received from Walker and Trotter.

A week after leaving Lhasa, the pundit came to the Samye gompa, an
ancient and famous monastery just two miles from the northern bank of the
Tsangpo. He admired its high circular walls, which he estimated to be one
and a half miles in circumference, and counted 1,030 chortens (funeral
monuments) on top of it.

Nain Singh followed the course of the Tsangpo downstream for two days
and then crossed it by boat. The river was sluggish, and the pundit was able
to estimate its rate of flow as two-thirds of a mile per hour by throwing in a
piece of wood and timing it over a fixed distance. Measuring the poles used
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to punt the ferry across the river gave it a depth of between eighteen and
twenty feet. The river was about five hundred yards wide.

The point where the river was crossed was near the town of Chetang, and
here Nain Singh left the Tsangpo. The information he was able to give about
the river was valuable. He had followed it for thirty miles along a part of its
course that had hitherto been unexplored. Chetang was fifty miles beyond
the lowest point at which the river had been mapped to date, and from the
town the pundit was able to approximate its course for a further one hundred
miles by taking bearings of distant peaks, the Tsangpo being reputed to
pass to one side of them.

Following the road south away from the Tsangpo, and up the valley of the
Yarlung, one of its tributaries, Nain Singh crossed the main Himalayan
chain by the Karkang pass, at a height of over sixteen thousand feet. He was
traveling toward Tawang, accompanied by a man of some importance in that
district. Tawang was a small area to the east of Bhutan and north of the
Assamese plains, loosely owing an allegiance to Lhasa, and situated on a
traditional trade route between India and Tibet. The merchants of Tawang
were suffering at the hands of those in Lhasa and so were preventing any
merchants from Tibet from proceeding onward to the Indian border, in
order to retain the bulk of the trade for themselves. Because of this, the
pundit, who had arrived in Tawang on 24 December, was detained there
until 17 February, and not even his influential friend could prize him free
before that time. Eventually, by depositing almost all of his remaining
goods and by claiming that he would return for them after a pilgrimage just
across the border, the pundit reached Udalguri in British territory on 1
March 1875. There he presented himself to the local assistant commander,
who telegraphed Trotter to announce the safe arrival of his explorer. The
assistant commander also made the travel arrangements for the pundit to
proceed to Gauhati, where he once again met up with the Tsangpo, now
known as the Brahmaputra, and took a steamer to Calcutta.

The expedition had achieved important results, even though the pundit
had been unable to reach his far-flung goal of Peking.

Nain Singh had traveled 1,405 miles between Leh and Udalguri. His
survey had started at Noh, a village whose position had also been fixed by
the pundit Kishen Singh on his return from Khotan. It terminated at
Udalguri, the position of which was known very accurately from measure-
ments made by the Indian Revenue Survey Department. Between these two
points stretched 1,319 miles of virtually unknown country, of which 1,200
miles was completely unexplored. Prior to Nain Singh, only the small
section around Tengri Nor had been surveyed, by Kishen Singh in 1872.

The pundit had located the eastern extremity of Lake Pangong, provided
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additional details of the Tibetan goldfields, mapped a large number of new
lakes and rivers, and confirmed the existence of a chain of snow peaks to
the north of the Tsangpo. More information on the course of this river
through Tibet had been discovered. The route through Tawang to British
India had been charted for the first time.

Nain Singh also took a large number of sextant observations, as well as
pacing his route, taking compass bearings and measuring for altitude by
observing the boiling point of water. All had to be made in conditions of
complete secrecy. Based on the pundit’s earlier observations at Lhasa,
Montgomerie had concluded that Lhasa lay at longitude 90° 59’ 30", All the
measurements, said Trotter, showed the pundit to be “a skillfull and
accurate observer.” 9

No Europeans were successful in reaching Tengri Nor until Bonvalot and
Prince Henri of Orleans in 1890. A British expedition to the west of Tengri
Nor almost half a century after Nain Singh (in 1922) commented that most
of the information they had on the area was still derived from his expedition
and that of Kishen Singh. They also verified the accuracy of the two
pundits’ observations.”0

This was Nain Singh’s final foray beyond the frontiers. The stress of this
journey and prolonged exposure to the elements had taken their toll on his
health, and his eyesight in particular had been affected by continuous
observations taken at very high altitudes. But although he retired from
exploration, he continued to serve the Indian government with the training
of younger explorers.

Within a year of his retirement, Walker was able to write that “he is an
admirable trainer and has managed to collect several young men around
him and taught them all that is necessary for work of this nature, so that they
are now ready for further explorations.”’! The work of teaching new
recruits the fine art of secret exploration continued at least up until 1879,
when “S.C.D.” (Sarat Chandra Das) was given a course in surveying and
observing by Nain Singh.72

The pundit’s name was now made public and was announced in the
Geographical Magazine in 1876.73 Members of the GTS, including Walker
and Montgomerie, urged that Nain Singh, in addition to his pension, should
receive further monetary compensation from the government, as well as
recognition from the Royal Geographical Society.

Montgomerie wrote to the India Office in March of 1877 from his home
in Bath, pressing for a grant of land to be made to Nain Singh.?4 Unknown
to Montgomerie, this had already been done. On the recommendation of
Walker, the Indian government had proposed to London on 15 December
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1876 that the pundit be given the grant of a village in Rohilkand together
with a jumma (or revenue assessment from land) of Rs. 1,000. These
proposals were enthusiastically endorsed by the secretary of state for India
in Council, who spoke of the “high value” of the pundit’s achievements.
The secretary of state also expressed “warm approval of the energy and
discretion shown by Colonel Walker and Colonel Montgomerie in the
gradual elaboration of a system which has produced, at a minimum of cost,
results of real importance, which are seldom attained elsewhere without
some considerable sacrifice of resources, if not of life.” 73

The Paris Geographical Society had given Montgomerie a gold watch for
him to send on to Nain Singh. Montgomerie did so, noting in a letter to
Walker that “it is not a very handsome watch but the Society is not rich and
they meant to pay N.S. a high compliment.”7¢ The award of this watch
came in the same year as the award of a gold medal from the Royal
Geographical Society. It was the latter award, however, which occasioned
considerable dissension in the highest councils of the “Geographical.”

The question at issue was who was the most meritorious—Nain Singh
for his feats of exploration, or Trotter for planning the expedition and
interpreting and writing up the results? Clearly each accomplishment
depended upon the other, but who should achieve recognition first?

On the one side was the former president of the RGS, Sir Henry
Rawlinson, who proposed that Trotter should have the Patron’s Medal for
1876 because of his “having conducted the Survey operations of the late
Mission to eastern Turkistan under Sir Douglas Forsyth.” 77 This view was
opposed by Colonel Henry Yule, whose views as a scholar carried much
greater weight than those of Rawlinson. Yule wrote to Sir Rutherford
Alcock at the Society, calling Nain Singh “the Pundit of Pundits,” and
comparing him with such giants of exploration as Livingstone and Grant. It
was his “strong opinion,” said Yule, “that his [Nain Singh’s] great merits
cannot be fully recognised by anything short of one of the Society’s gold
medals.” Yule continued that “either of his great journeys in Tibet would
have brought this reward to any European explorer; to have made two such
journeys adding so enormously to accurate knowledge . . . is what no
European but the first rank of travelers like Livingstone or Grant have
done.” 78 Yule had been in touch with Walker, who was on leave in England
at the time. Walker agreed with Yule and wrote that “I shall be very glad if
you can get him the gold medal of the R.G.S., or any other suitable mark of
distinction, in acknowledgement of his excellent services to geographical

science.” 79 The letter, which did not mention Trotter, was sent along to the
RGS by Yule.
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Not all the scholars of the Society supported Yule. Clements Markham
wrote to Colonel Walker, his cousin, apparently unaware of his relative’s
endorsement of Yule’s position. “We are doing everything we can to get
Trotter the medal this year,” he said, “but unfortunately Yule has proposed
the Pundit Nain Singh, and is very hot upon it. Obviously this would be
unjust to Trotter, and I trust Sir Henry Rawlinson will carry the majority of
the Council with him.” 80 But this was not to be. In an embarrassing reverse
for the president, who had already informally promised the medal to Trotter,
the Council voted in favor of Nain Singh. Markham expressed his an-
noyance in a further letter to Walker, commenting that “Colonel Yule made
a long semi-political speech magnifying the Pundit at the meeting of the
Council and ignoring the fact that the utilization of his work is entirely due
to the [Survey] Department.” 8! When the time came for the medal to be
presented by the Society, it was the president who had to address Yule,
standing in for Nain Singh in the latter’s absence. But Rawlinson concealed
his defeat well and praised the pundit highly. He was, he said, “a man of
loyalty, courage and endurance who had accomplished his explorations
with frequent risk to his life.” 82

Nain Singh himself was not personally involved in the altercation. The
only wish that he had expressed was to have another gold watch from the
RGS to replace the one they had awarded him in 1868, which had been
stolen from him. He had only had it for six months and entrusted it to a
Pathan, whom he was training, to take to his home. The Pathan stole the
watch, and despite all efforts, it was never recovered.®3 It was a prized
possession, and its loss was a great blow to the pundit. He wrote to Colonel
Smyth, who had recruited him for the Survey of India, requesting that the
RGS send him a replacement, and he would bear the cost. He wanted the
same inscription on it as the original and wrote in Hindi characters the
English words “De President and Council of de Raeel Jographical Society
of London to Pundit Nain Singh for his great Jographical exploration. 25th
May, 1868.” But Smyth (or the Society) never complied with his request.34

The medal from the RGS and the watch from the Paris Geographical
Society were sent out to Nain Singh in India. There they were officially
presented to him by the viceroy, Lord Lytton, at a quiet ceremony in the
drawing room of Government House, Calcutta, on the afternoon of 1
January 1878.85 On the same day, the Pundit was gazetted a Companion of
the Order of the Indian Empire.86

Nain Singh handed a letter to the viceroy at the ceremony, asking for
financial aid to send his two sons to be educated in England, “which is as
cold a place as their native country.” The viceroy said he ““could not hold out
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any promises to him.”87 There is no record of any money for education
being granted. Smyth speaks of two boys, whom he describes as the
pundit’s cousins, who were educated at a mission school in Almorah,
became Christians, and then went on to study medicine in Agra.88

After spending several years training a new generation of explorers, Nain
Singh went back home. The summer months he spent in his native village of
Milam, where his cousin Mani was still Patwarie, and in the winter he
migrated to the warmer weather in the plains.

He died at the village in the plains where the government had granted
him land. One writer, who checked with a descendant of the pundit, says he
died in 1895, of a heart attack. This writer also says that an earlier report by
Colonel Smyth stating that the pundit had died in early 1882 is false.3? But,
this report does exist (the obituary is in The Times), and Smyth’s account
adds detail to it, saying that the death occurred in Moradabad and was due to
cholera contracted at the January fair at Allahabad.?0 Smyth, therefore,
must have checked the account in the paper with another knowledgeable
contemporary, and I am inclined to think the date of 1882 is more likely to
be correct.?! The pundit was in his early to mid-fifties when he died.%?

The last words on Nain Singh are best left to Colonel Yule, addressing
the RGS at the time of its presentation of the Society’s gold medal. Nain
Singh, he said, “is not a topographical automaton, or merely one of a great
multitude of native employe’s with an average qualification. His observa-
tions have added a larger amount of important knowledge to the map of
Asia then those of any other living man.” 93

Kishen Singh

The only rival that Nain Singh had for his feats of exploration was his
cousin, Kishen Singh, alias the pundit “A .K.”

The third and last exploration of A.K. was his crowning achievement, as
well as the longest, both in distance and time elapsed, of any of the trained
explorers of the Survey of India (Map 5). It began when he left Darjeeling
on 24 April 1878 and ended with his return there on 12 November 1882, over
four and one-half years and 2,800 miles later. His epic journey led him
north from Lhasa across Tibet into China almost as far as Outer Mongolia,
from where he returned by a different route to southeastern Tibet, and then
(l:ontingued west along the border between Tibet and Assam, in northeastern
ndia. %4

The arrangements for A.K’s journey were initiated by Colonel (later
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General) Walker. Montgomerie had left India for medical reasons in 1873.
For some years he hoped to return to the GTS, but his health failed to
improve, and he retired with the rank of colonel in 1876. He died at his
home in Bath, of arteritis and bronchitis, on 31 January 1878. Montgom-
erie’s place in India had been taken by Henry Trotter, who, after mounting
important explorations by the pundits as part of the second Forsyth Expedi-
tion to Yarkand, left the Survey for a career in diplomacy. It was left to
Walker, therefore, at the close of his own career, to organize and direct
A.K.’s final journey. Walker returned from leave in 1877 and became
surveyor-general of India in January 1878. By the time A.K. saw him again,
in Calcutta in December 1882, Walker was on the verge of retirement, and
he left India two months later, in February 1883.

Although Montgomerie was dead, Walker was still following his grand
plan of exploration far beyond the frontiers of India. A.K. had penetrated
some distance into northern Tibet on his first exploration of 1871-72.
Additional information had been derived from the travels of Nain Singh,
made in 1874-75 after the close of the second Forsyth Mission. The prime
objective of A.K. was to make a further reconnaissance, to traverse Tibet
from south to north, cross the Kunlun mountains, and so explore the area
beyond. Specifically, he was instructed to take any practicable route across
Tibet and to return by a parallel but different route. He was to avoid China
proper as far as possible because Walker thought that if A.K. came upon
one of the major trade roads leading into China, he might be tempted to
follow it and return to India by sea from the China coast. Since most of
China was already well mapped, this would not be as useful as going
through unknown territory. Of this part of the Chinese empire, where
Chinese Turkestan met the Gobi desert, very little was known beyond the
accounts of Marco Polo, and others such as Benedict Goes in the early
seventeenth century. The two French priests Huc and Gabet had crossed into
northeast Tibet and reached Lhasa, but they were not trained surveyors or
geographers, and their observations left a great deal to be desired. Nikolai
Prejevalsky, the Russian explorer, and the Hungarian Count Szechenyi were
soon to explore this region, but neither had done so at the time A.K.’s
travels were planned. A.K. subsequently crossed the routes of both their
expeditions.

The exploring party consisted of A.K. himself and two others, one of
whom A K. described as “my faithful companion Chumbel.” One account
describes Chumbel as being a “fellow villager” of A.K., but another has
him coming from the village of Zaskar in Ladakh.®> Both accounts agree
that he was a loyal and reliable friend, unlike the third member of the group,
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a servant named Gangaram, who deserted A K. at a critical point in the
expedition. Chumbel was older than A.K. and had also accompanied Nain
and Kalian Singh.

The equipment that the group took with them included a nine-inch
sextant, a Tibetan tea-bow] to be used as a container for the mercury which
would provide an artificial horizon; two compasses, one prismatic for
taking bearings of distant peaks, and the other a pocket version for use in
taking route bearings; and an aneroid barometer and some boiling-point
thermometers, both to be used for calculating altitudes. Also included were
a rosary to keep track of the paces marched and a prayer wheel, in the barrel
of which the day’s notes could be stored.

A K. was to travel in the disguise of a merchant and was given ample
funds for this purpose. The route that he eventually covered has been
described in the official report as being like a triangle. The western side of
the triangle went from Lhasa northeast to Lake Tosun Nor in Tsinghai. This
was the apex of the triangle, but with a significant extension northward to
Saitu (Tunhuang). The eastern side ran southeast from Chakangnamaga to
Tachienlu (Kangting, now part of Szechuan) with the third side leading
from Tachienlu back almost to Lhasa, actually closing at Chetang on the
Tsangpo, about forty-seven miles southeast of Lhasa. The accuracy of
A K.’s observations could be judged, as the positions of the opening and
closing points of his survey, Lhasa and Chetang, had both been established
by the earlier explorations of Nain Singh.

A.K. was delayed for three months because Gangaram fell ill on the way,
so that they took over four months to reach Lhasa. The route was through
Phari and Gyantse, the same route as that followed by Bogle and Turner in
the eighteenth century, and also by Thomas Manning, the first Englishman
to reach Lhasa, in 1811. First passing over the Himalayas, A.K. then crossed
the Tsangpo by a bridge “formed of two iron chains, one on each side: from
the chains thick ropes are suspended to the depth of four yards: by these
ropes planks, three feet long and one foot broad, are supported lengthwise
so as only to admit of one person crossing at a time.” 96 A.K. must have had
a better head for heights than Nain Singh, who had come to the same bridge
twelve years earlier and had preferred to take a boat across the river, saying
that the bridge looked very insecure.

Arriving in Lhasa on 5 September, they spent over a year in the Tibetan
capital. A.K. wanted to join a caravan heading for Mongolia, but there were
few available at the time. A year in Lhasa was longer than anticipated, but
A.K. put the extra time to good use, bringing back with him the best
account of the city, its people, and their customs since the visit there of Nain
Singh in 1866.
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The Tibetans, A.K. reported, were a happy, carefree people, living
peacefully in crowded two- or three-story dwellings, side by side with
traders from China, Nepal, India, and Mongolia. The climate was very
healthy, and no contagious disease had ever been known except for an
outbreak of smallpox about forty years earlier. A.K.’s report said that the
people were “uncommonly social and jovial,” drank a fermented liquid
“but are never, or very rarely indeed, drunk,” and enjoyed social gatherings
at which flutes and guitars would play. Both men and women would dance.
In the summer, picnics could last all day. Despite these diversions, the city
apparently flourished by its trade, although A .K. notes that while brick tea
from China was a major import, little seemed to be manufactured for export
except a few skins and a fragrant slow-burning match. Religion dominated
the life of the Tibetan capital. The Potala, “built on a low isolated hill,”
formed a cluster of buildings, about four hundred yards long and two
hundred yards wide, and shone over the city, topped by golden cupolas
“which sparkling in the sunlight present a dazzling and gorgeous spectacle
visible for miles around.” Crowds every morning made a religious circum-
ambulation of the city, the devout repeating the process in the evening.
Smaller circuits might also be made of particular shrines. This, said A.K.,
“is imperative on common folk,” although the wealthy could hire sub-
stitutes to walk for them.

The explorer’s account of Lhasa also described the interior of the Potala,
the religious observances (particularly the New Year festivals) and beliefs,
details of the Tibetan government and the Chinese presence, marriage
customs, language, dietary habits, and agriculture. In addition, A.K.
produced a plan of Lhasa and its environs. During his stay he also acquired a
sufficient knowledge of Mongolian to be able to converse with the leaders
of the caravan he eventually joined, which left Lhasa on 17 September 1878
heading in the direction of the Kunlun mountains.

A K.’s party now consisted of six men: himself, his companion
Chumbel, his servant Gangaram, and three other servants. The caravan
totaled 105 people in all, sixty of whom were Mongols and the rest
Tibetans. The Mongols invariably rode while the Tibetans, for preference,
walked leading their baggage animals. Instead of taking the more usual
route northeast toward Sining, the caravan headed due north from Lhasa,
along a less well traveled track. This was done to reduce the likelihood of
being attacked by the robbers who plagued the trading routes, once the
inhabited area around Lhasa was left behind. A K., having been set upon
during his previous expedition in 1872, was well aware of the danger. As an
additional protection, the men were armed with matchlock rifles and
swords. The march began each day at sunrise, and camp was made between



132 THe PuNDITS

2 and 4 p.M. The caravan proceeded in close order by day, and guards were
posted at night. If anyone was taken ill on the march and became unable to
travel, they were left by the wayside with a supply of food and water. Such
unfortunates were rarely heard of again.

The route from Lhasa led up and down steep hills and through narrow
rock defiles, past villages and monasteries. About sixty miles from Lhasa
they crossed the Lani La pass at 15,750 feet, passed through the Nyen Chen
Tanglha Range, and emerged onto the Chang Tang, that great elevated plain
of central and Western Tibet which is at an average altitude higher than the
maximum elevation of any mountain in Colorado. Other Indian explorers
had penetrated the Chang Tang to the south and west, but once A.K. was
beyond Lake Tengn Nor (the caravan passed within two days’ march of the
site of his encounter with bandits in 1872), he was in uncharted territory.

Cultivation ceased abruptly on entering the Chang Tang. A few flowers
and hardy grass and scrub were all that could grow in the thin air above
fifteen thousand feet, given the intense cold, lack of rainfall, and the salt
that permeated the soil. Populated villages gave way to the occasional black
yak hair tents of the Tibetan nomads. Vast herds of the beasts could be seen,
and their argols, or yak dung, provided the only fuel for cooking and
making tea. Soon, even the nomad encampments disappeared as the car-
avan took off on a little-used track in order to avoid the bandits. A.K.’s
ponies became affected by the cold, and one died. Snow fell, and the
animals had difficulty foraging for grass. A pony and a mule got stuck in a
bog and had to be abandoned. Slowed down, A.K.’s party was separated
from the main caravan. Crossing a river, Chumbel lost a toe, possibly
because of frostbite, perhaps severed by a sharp rock. He was able to
continue, but progress was distressingly slow. Two more animals died for
lack of food. The small and exhausted group reached the foothills of the
Kunlun range on 25 October.

The Kunlun mountains mark the northern edge of the Chang Tang. After
crossing the range, grass for the horses became more abundant, and nomads
sold them fresh horses to replace those lost. Heading now in an easterly
direction, parallel to the mountains, they eventually rejoined the caravan.
The Mongolian members of the caravan now departed for their homes in the
area, leaving just the Tibetans, and all congratulated themselves on having
successfully crossed the Chang Tang without being robbed.

At this point disaster struck. Firing rifles, then attacking with swords and
spears, two hundred mounted bandits charged into the camp. Attempts to
drive them off failed, and the robbers departed with all A K.’s baggage
animals and most of his possessions, leaving him with only his survey
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instruments and a few small items such as glass beads, which were of little
value. Attempts at pursuit secured only a number of lame or unfit ponies.
With all their goods stolen, the Tibetan traders opted to return to Lhasa, but
A.K. determined to press on, even though under the circumstances no one
at Survey headquarters would have criticized him for heading home. He was
forced to dismiss three of his servants. With just two loads of petty
merchandise, A.K., Chumbel, and Gangaram were on their own. It was a
year and seven months since they had left Darjeeling.

They were now in the Tsinghai province of China, on the edge of the
Tsaidam. In many ways the Tsaidam and the adjacent Koko Nor region,
both to the north of the Kunlun range, are extensions of the Chang Tang.
However, by comparison the Tsaidam (or “salt marsh”) is a vast oval
depression of maximum dimensions about two hundred by five hundred
miles, lying at an altitude of 8,500 feet, between the mountains of the
Kunlun and the Altyn Tagh. What little vegetation grew there did so only
because underground water was forced to the surface at certain points.

Leaving the site of the robbery on 13 December, A.K. and his two
companions hired three bullocks to carry their remaining goods and crossed
the marshy southeast corner of the depression, entering the basin of the
Koko Nor, or “blue lake,” from which the province of Tsinghai (or “blue
sea”’) derived its name. A week later they came to Tosun Nor, next to Kurlyk
Nor, which exhibited a feature characteristic of the area, one being a
freshwater lake, the other salt. Here they met a Tibetan lama who had
formerly lived in Gyantse, and, desperately short of funds, they agreed to
look after his camels for the winter. But with the onset of spring, they left
the service of the lama and marched in a northwesterly direction, first
following the edge of the Tsaidam, and then crossing its northeastern
extremity. Here the sandy soil was arid and barren, strewn with pebbles and
coated with salt.

The party reached the village of Yembi, lying south of the Altyn Tagh
mountains, in early April 1880. They stayed there for three months, hoping
to be able to join a caravan going to Lop Nor. In the meantime, A.K. sold
their remaining merchandise and purchased seven horses with some of the
proceeds. Unfortunately, one of the party was not happy with the idea of
pushing further. Gangaram had heard tales of the Moslems to the north of
the mountains and was unw illing to venture among them. He had hinted to
A K., without success, that it would be best to turn back. More openly, he
had suggested to Chumbel that the two of them leave A .K. and return home.
Chumbel refused to listen, and so in J uly, when the others were temporarily
absent, Gangaram deserted, taking with him all the horses, most of the
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money, and A K.’s telescope. A.K. and Chumbel now had only Rs. 50 left.
Virtually destitute, they once again hired themselves out as servants,
tending horses and goats. After several months’ employment their employer
generously gave them a horse, provisions, and warm clothing. A K. was
determined to push on, even if he had to beg his way, and so they left Yembi
in January 1881, still heading north.

Joining a caravan of merchants, they crossed a ridge of mountains
joining the Altyn Tagh and the Nan Shan and reached the city of Tunhuang
in the extreme northwest of the province of Kansu. It was 6 January 1881.
Tunhuang (or Saitu) (the “City of Sands”) is probably the Shachan or
Sachiu of Marco Polo. The town is an oasis, situated on the trading routes
connecting Lhasa with Mongolia and China with Turkestan. It was here that
the Jesuit traveler Benedict Goes had succumbed to disease, or poison, in
1607. Both Count Szechenyi and then Prejevalsky had visited Tunhuang in
1879.

This was to be the northernmost point reached by the expedition. Along
the whole route, A.K. had taken compass observations, along with boiling-
point observations to ascertain the altitude, and had counted off his meas-
ured paces. He also had notes of a wide variety of geographic and other
data. He described Tunhuang as a walled city, with four large gates,
standing next to a river on a fertile plain. There was a Chinese garrison, and
the population was largely Chinese, living in some two thousand single-
story clay houses. A .K. said that the climate was similar to that of Yarkand.
A wide variety of fruit and vegetables grew locally, cotton was cultivated,
and a silk-weaving factory had recently been built. Girls, he noted, had their
feet bound with strips of cloth.

After a few days he and Chumbel tried to leave Tunhuang by joining a
group of traders going to Lop Nor. But a short distance outside the city they
were overtaken by a horseman, dispatched by the governor, who ordered
them to return. On arrival, they appeared before the governor, who said that
he suspected them to be either spies or thieves. Either way, they were to
remain in Tunhuang until they could provide surety for good behavior.
Months passed and, unable to pay for the feed of the horses, A.K. sold them
and tried to make a living as a fruit seller. He described the local people as
“inhospitable and ungenerous.” Meanwhile, the governor closely moni-
tored their activities. A.K. became ill, contracting a fever which made it
difficult to walk. All in all, it was the low point of the expedition. Luckily,
after several months A.K'’s health improved, and an influential lama, whom
he had known in the past, arrived in Tunhuang. The lama was from Thubden
Gompa, a monastery about six hundred miles to the south, and he had come
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to visit the “caves of the thousand Buddhas” nearby, subsequently explored
by Aurel Stein in 1907. The lama persuaded the governor to allow A.K.and
Chumbel to accompany him on his return, and they were able to leave with
him, in the capacity of servants, during August 1881. Tunhuang was the last
point on the spur to the northwest of the apex of their triangular route.
Together with the lama they now retraced their route southeast to the apex at
Lake Tosun Nor, which they reached on 17 September.

For part of the way the lama forced A.K. to ride on horseback, for fear of
not being able to speed away if robbers should attack. This naturally meant
that he was unable to count his paces. Ever resourceful, he estimated the
length of a horse’s stride and counted the number of times the right foreleg
hit the ground. The official report of the expedition concluded that the
“results do credit alike to the explorer’s ingenuity and to the horse’s
equability of pace.”

From Lake Tosun Nor, their original route bore southwest to Lhasa. With
insufficient funds to return to Tibet this way, A.K. and Chumbel continued
in the lama’s service, heading almost due south. This was fresh ground.
A K. became a bullock driver and was able to proceed on foot, although on
some portions of the route the lama again obliged him to nde.

After recrossing the Tsaidam, they learned that their former servant
Gangaram had settled in the area and was living with a group of Tibetan
nomads. Apparently harboring no animosity for past misdeeds, A.K. senta
man to Gangaram, suggesting that he rejoin them, but the offer was
refused.

The party now climbed over the Kunlun by the Namohon Pass, about 180
miles to the east of their earlier crossing. Once again A.K. was on the
Chang Tang. Still traveling due south, they forded the Ma Chu, one of the
main sources of the Huang Ho (Yellow River) and arrived at the small
monastery of Thubden Gompa on 21 October. There they had to wait two
months for the lama to pay them, and A.K. was able to take latitude and
altitude observations for the first time in over a year.

The two set off on 16 December 1881, A.K. carrying with him a letter
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