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AB is well-lmown, the beginning of the Russian exploration of 
Tibet is inseparably linked with the name of Nikolai Mikhailovich 
Przevalsky (1839-1888). However, it should be noted that long 
before Przevalsky, from 1840 (or even earlier) onwards, the Rus­
sian ~Old Believers"1 from Altai had ascended the heaven-high 
Tibetan plateau, in search of the promised land of the "White 
Waters" (Belovodie), the Russian equivalent of Shambhala This 
is testified by the geographic toponyms that one comes across in 
the travel notes some of these people left, such as Bogogorshe 
and Kokushi, which clearly refer to the Burhan-Budda and Kokus­
hili ranges. 2 As for Pnevalsky, he talked about a jowney to Tibet 
for the first time in January 1867 while meeting in St Petersburg 
with P. P. Semionov, the celebrated explorer of Ti.an-Shan, who 
then headed the section of physical geography in the Imperial 
Russian Geographical Society (hereafter RGS). Przevalsky un­
folded before him a grandiose project of exploration in Central 
Asia, including Tibet. However, the Council of the Society was 
unwilling to support the initiative of the young officer, who then 
had no name in geographic science. As a result, Przevalsky, on 
Semionov's advice, set off in the direction of the Far East in-

1 Old Believer.~ is a sect of st.rictly Orthodox Russians. It emerged in lhe 
17th C. as a community of believers, who strongly opposed lhe church 
refonns launched by Patriarch Nikon. To escape persecution, thousands. 
of Old Believers ned to the outlying territorieS~ beyond the conuol of 
Muscovy, to the northern forests, the southern steppes, the Altai area and 
Siberia 

2 See N. K. Rertkh, Sentt.se A.rii (The Heart of Asia), in: N. K. Rerikh, lz­
bmnnoe (Selected works), (Moscow, 1979), p.l76-177. 
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stead - where he was posted by his military superiors - to the 
little known Ussuri Region, which had been recently annexed by 
the Russian Empire. 

1bi.s journey was a serious test of Przevalsky's abilities, but one 
which he passed easily. Having returned to St. Petersburg after 
two years, the tl'aveller again began to press for an expedition to 
Central Asia nus time the RGS turned out to be more benevolent 
to his designs, mainly owing to the support of the Russian minis­
ter to Peking, A. E. Vlangali. In the same year, 1870, Przevalsky 
set out on his fll8t big journey into the heart of the vast continent. 
a journey which in 1873 ultimately ended on the "Roof of the 
World", Tibet. 

These facts are well-lmown to Przevalsky's biographers, how­
ever, none of them hitherto have mentioned that approximately a 
year prior to that pioneering expedition, the RGS jointly with the 
Main Staff of the War Minisay,3 had planned to secretly dispatch 
an agent to Lhasa for intelligence-gathering. The person was to be 
disguised as a Buddhist pilgrim, following the example of British­
Indian agents, S<H:alled pwulito. This remarkable event, appa­
rently unknown to scholars, is of great interest for the history of 
the Russian exploration in Tibet, but also as an illustration of 
the Anglo-Russian rivalry in Central Asia, the Great Game. The 
discussion of these two aspects in the focus of the present article. 

The years 1860 -1880s were the period of Imperial Russia's 
most vigorous advance into Central Asia. The switch to a "For­
ward Policy", by a country which has not yet fully recovered from 
the debacle of the Crimean war, came in 1863, when the war min­
toter D. A. Millutin, after long deliberntion, resolved to begin mili­
tary operations in the region. His prime goal was to connect the 
Siberian and Orenburg defensive lines in order to secure Russia's 
southern frontiers, but he also believed that by demonstrating Its 
strength in CenU'al Asia, Russia would be able to prevent England 

3 The Main Stalf (Giavnii Shtab) i.9 one of the supreme bodies of milllary 
admJnistration ln taarist Russia. It was originally established in 1816, un­
der the name of the Main Staff of HislmperiaJ MaJesty, abolished 1n 1832, 
and re-established In 1866. Among its special tunctlons in time of peace 
was coUectlng lnforrnalion on the armies of fon!ign nations and potentlal 
war theatres. The Main Stall' was also involved in the sdentiftc e:.plora· 
tion of the areas of Sb"a£egic Interest to the Russian empire. It should not 
be confused with the Genenl Staff, another military administtative body. 
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from giving assistance to Poland, where an uprising had erupted 
earlier that year. The Russian expansion, however, went far be­
yond those lines and led ultimately to a number of territorial 
acquisitions. Three Muslim khanates - Bukhara, Khiva, and Ko­
kand - had fallen into the Russian hands one by one by mid-
1875 and this ~Y created considerable commotion in British 
ruling circles, due to the well-established Anglo-Russian competi­
tion in Asia 

Further to the East, in Chinese Turkestan, the situation was 
also becoming tense as Russia and England, advancing from the 
two different directions, were concurrently seeking to spread 
their political, economic and military influence. The interests of 
the both superpowers especially clashed in Kashgaria, where a 
strong Muslim state of Yettishar ("Seven Cities") emerged in 1865 
as an outcome of the Dungan rebellion directed against the 
Manchu Qing administrntion of the area In 1871, Russian troops 
occupied the IIi Region in Jungaria, lying to the north of Kashga­
ria, with a view to restoring order in the adjacent territory, but 
also, no less importantly, to thwart the British plans to win over 
the ruler of Yettishar, Yakub Beg, as the latter was openly siding 
with the British. However, these two opposing waves of expan­
sion were largely kept in check by the fact that much of the terri­
tory between the Mongolian steppes and the Himalayas was 
hardly explored at all, particularly the wide expances of Tibet, 
the country which was virtually tern incogn.ita for Western geog­
raphers. It was to this "Land of r.mtas", which had deliberately 
isolated itself from the rest of the world, Utat both Britain and 
Russia turned their gaze, almost simultaneously, in the 1860s. By 
this time Britain had established its control over a number of 
minor states - the Tibetan Buddhist cultural areas - along the 
Himalayan foothills, such as Daijeeling, Lahul and Spiti, and U.­
dakh, to which Bhutan would be added in 1865, and thus drawn 
the borders of British India into contact with Tibet. 

In 1863 the Great 'Iiigonometric Survey of India began the re­
connaissance of the countries lying to the north of the Mustak 
and Karakorum ranges and to the east of Ladak, i.e. Eastern (Chi­
nese) Turkestan. This task, of considerable military and strategic 
importance, was assigned by the British to the natives of India, 
as it has been noticed that their trade caravans passed freely be-
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tween Ladakh (or Minor Tibet), which since 1846 had been in the 
British sphere, and Yarkand, one of the major oases in Kashgaria 

The idea of employing the "indigene cadre" for canying out 
the route survey and collecting various information received the 
support of the Bengal Asiatic Society as well as the Government 
of India The success of the first reconnaissance expedition to 
Yarkand in 1863 inspired those in charge of the Great Trigonornet­
rical Bureau to extend their activities beyond the Himalayas, into 
the "Forbidden Land" of Tibet In 1865, having undergone two 
years of specialized training under Colonel J. Walker and Captain 
T. G. Montgomerie of the Trigonometrical Survey, two Indian 
pundits ("learned men" in Sanscrit) were selected to explore 
Tibet. The two men chosen were cousins from the Bhatia tribes 
of Kumaon, Nain and Mani Singh. They left from Kathmandu in 
the direction of Lhasa, disguised as pious pilgrims. The pundits 
were instructed to survey the road leading from Lake Manasaro­
var in South-West Tibet to I.Jlasa using special surveying instru­
ments - sextants, compasses, thermometers, chronometers etc. 
All of these devices were carefully hidden in their clothes and in 
the few pilgrims' "travel accessories" they carried with them, such 
as staffs and prayer wheels. However, contrary to the expecta­
tions of the British, only one of the cousins, Nain Singh, suc­
ceeded in reaching Lhasa (at considerable risk to his life), and 
returned safely to India Subsequently, the pundits, for nearly two 
decades, were secretely infiltrated in Tibet, the most outstanding 
achivements from the point of geography being attained by Nain 
Singh, Kishen Singh, Lalu and Kinthup.' 

In 1868 - two years after Nain Singh's return to Dehra Dun, 
Capt Montgomerie somewhat Wlexpectedly published the report 
of his work, along with all the results of the survey and other 
observations, in the Journal of the Royal Geographical Society. e; 

Thus, the cunning strategy which the British had used was re-

4 I. P. Magidovich, V. I. Magidovich, Ocherki po istorii geogrqficheskikh ot­
krytii (Essays on the history of geographical discoveries), vol. 4, (Mos­
cow, 1985), p. 187-189. On the history of Indian pundits and their explo­
ration work in Tibet and Central Asia see also Derek Waller, Pundits: 
British Exploration of Tibet and Cenual Asia (University Press of Ken· 
tucky, 1990). 

5 Capt. T. G. Montgomerie, •Report of a Route-Survey by Pundit-, from Ne­
pal to Lhasa, and thence through the Upper Valley of the Brahmaputra to 

C.U-400(2001) 



INDIAN PUNDITS AND THE RUSSIAN EXPLORATION OF TIBET 167 

vealed, even if the name of the actual scout was omitted from the 
publication. (This, incidentaly, did not prevent the Trigonomet.Ii­
cal Bureau from carrying on thelr reconnaissance in Tibet for 
many years more). The Tibetan "adventure" of Nain Singh natu­
rally came to the notice of the RGS and the Main Staff in St Pet­
ersburg. (From the same journal the Russians have also learned 
about the British survey in Yarkand in 1866).~ 

Culcutta's initiative must have stirred up mixed feelings of ad­
miration and jealosy in the Russians, but St. Petersburg soon had 
a chance to answer the British challenge. In late March 1869 the 
Consul General in Urga, Y. P. Shishmariov, notified the Asiatic De­
partment of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Russian Geo­
graphical Society (of which he was a member) of the decease 
of the Tl' Bogdo-gegen, Jebtsw1elamba Khutuktu, the head of the 
mongolian Buddhist church, as well as of the plans of the Mongo­
lian princes and lamas for sending an embassy to Tibet to look 
for the Bogdo's next incarnation. (Reborn in 1870, the 8th Jebt­
sundamba, the incarnation of Taranatha, would be the last one 
in his spiritual lineage. After his death in 1924 the revolutionary 
govenunent of Autonomous Mongolia would put an end to the 
tlteocratic system and proclaim the country a "People's Repub­
lic"). Shishmariov's information was brought to the notice of tlte 
members of the RGS at a general meeting, held on April 2,7 and 
the following day an acting member of the Society, a Lieutenant­
colonel of the General Staff, P. A. Gelmersen,8 submitted a memo-

its Source" in The Journal, of the Royal Geographical Society, vol. 38, 
(1868), p. 129-219. 

6 CapL T. G. Montgomerie, ~on the Geographical position of Yarkend and 
some other places in CenU"a.l Asia" in The Journnl of rlu! Royal Geogruph­
ical Society, vol. 36 (1866). 

7 lzvestiia (Transactions) of the Russian Geographical Society, vol. V, (St 
Petersburg, 1869). The Secretary of the Society, Baron F. R. Osten-Saken, 
apparently using Shishmariov's information, told his coUeagues at the 
ml"eting that the Grand Lama of Urga had died in December of 1868. 
However, A. M. Pouineev, who would later become an eminent Mongol 
scholar, claimed thaL the Bogdo-gegen died in the spring of 1869, at the 
age of 19. See AM. Pozdneev, 0 smerti Urginskogo Chjabd.zun Dumbu 
Kutuktu (~On the decease of the Urga Khutuktu~). Russian National Li­
brary, Manuscript sec., (St. Petersburg), f.590, d.l56, 11.1-4. 

8 P. A. Gelmenen (died in 1877) would la~r become the member of the 
Counsil of the RGS (1872-1876, and from March 2, 1877, to his death) 
and Deputy Chairman of the Section of Physical Geography. 
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randwn to the Vice-President of the RGS, Count F. P. Litke, pro­
posing the dispatch of an agent with a Mongolian embassy, to 
collect information on Tibet. In his memorandum Gelrnersen 
wrote rather emphatically: 

"This Embassy provides a valuable and unique occasion of pen­
etration in Tibet, an occasion that may not, considering the cur­
rent troubled state of Western China, present itself in the near 
future. 

The route of the embassy from Urga to Huhu-hoto (today Hu­
hehot - lit. "The Blue City" - the administra:ti.ve centre of the 
Inner Mongolian Autonomous Region - A A.) is totally wtex­
plored, and (the stretch of road) from there to Lhasa was tra­
versed by only two Europeans, the missionaries, Hue and Gabe.9 

However, their account of the jowney, as is lalown, despite the 
liveliness of description, lacks some basic qualities of a scholarly 
work and is not reliable. Therefore sending someone of European 
education with the embassy, who is acquainted with the East, 
might provide valuable geographical data. 

Eastern embassies usually consist of many people and are often 
joined by trade caravans. It will not be difficult for a person of 
Mongolian appearance to join the latter, particularly if the travel­
ler is disguised as a t.r.uling lama-pilgrim. Few risks are involved 
even if the traveller's ethnic identity is discovered, as the Bwyat 
lamas from Transbaikalia frequently travell to Tibet". 10 

Gelrnersen, however, was in error, as the traditional links be­
tween the Buryat and Kalmyk Buddhists and lJlasa were cut short 
in the late 18th C., owing to the seclusion policy of the Tibetan 
rulers. Lhasa was accessible from the north only to Khalka Mon­
gols, since they were subjects of the Chinese Emperor, who until 
1913 was also the suzerain of the Tibetan state. The Buryats and 
Kalmyks, being subjects of the Russian Tsar, were associated by 
the Tibetans (who were not very knowledgeable in world geogra-

9 E. Hue, Souvenin d'un voyage dans La Thrtari.e, le Thibet el La Chine 
penderH les annees 18114, 1845 ell846, L l-2, Paris, 1860). The Russian 
tnmslation: Giuk, Pllt.eshestvie cherez Mongotiu v Tibet k slolit.se Thl.e· 
Lamy, (St. Petersburg), 1866. 

10 Archive of the Russian Geogmphical Society (hereafter ARGS), f. I 
(1869), op.l, d.lO (~0 Sbore svedenii o Tibete"), 1.1. (Memorandum of 
P. A. Gelmersen, 3 April 1869). 
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phy) with the "Westerners" and thus barred from Lhasa, despite 
the fact that they were etlmically akin to the Mongols and, be­
sides, professed the same Buddhist creed with them. 

To confirm his thesis that a Buryat, if sent to Lhasa, will be 
capable of collecting necessary information on Tibet, Gelmersen 
referred to the recent British experience: 

"A possibility of carrying out accurate geographical work in 
Tibet was brilliantly proved by the journey of the Indians in 1866, 
which serves a perfect example for future travellers, esp. in tenns 
of instruments, which were sldlfully adapted to the Buddhist 
prayer devices." 11 

The Russian officer further proposed a candidate for the job, a 
Buryat, Naidan Gomboev, the Manchurian language translator at 
the office of the Governor of the Amur Region. Gomboev was 
characterized as "having a perfect conunand of the Mongolian 
and Manchurian languages, with some lmowledge of Chinese and 
written Tibetan", and also as an "experienced traveller. "12 This 
must be the same Gomboev, who had served for over three de­
cades as the Postmaster-general at the Russian mission in Pe­
king13 and who was a good friend of Urga Consul Shishmariov. 
(According to the Russo-Chinese agreement of 1881, all diplo­
matic correspondence between the two countries went by land, 
via Urga in Outer Mongolia) He is better known in the Russian 
literary sources as Nikolai Gomboev, which suggests that he was 
baptized before entering the Russian service. 

The travelling expenses of such a mission, Gelmersen believed, 
would not be great "as compared to the importance of the under­
taking" and they could be easily covered from the funds of the 
Siberian administration and the RGS. 14 In conclusion, he stated 
that he would submit his plan for consideration to the Governor­
General of Eastern Siberia 

11 Ibid., 1.2. 
12 Ibid. 
13 See Yu. Yu. Soloviov, llospominaniio diplom.ata, 1893-1922, (Moscow, 

1969), p. 68. G. S. Mitypova in her short book Atsagatskii Datsan. 1825-
1937, (Uian-Ude, 1995), p. 32, speaks of ·a RUS9ian envoy in Peking, a 
Buryat Naidan Gomboev·, who remained in China's capital during the 
supress:ion of the Boxer Rebellion (summer of 1900). 

14 ARGS, ibid., 1.2ob. 
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The proposal of the officer of the General Staff (who was actu­
ally on the payroll of the military-academic conunittee of the Main 
Staff, a unit engaged in the intelligence-galh.ering) was received 
sympathetically by Litke and other members of the Council of the 
RGS, including the head of the Main StalT, Count F. L. Geiden. On 
13 July 1869 Litke sent a letter to the M. S. Korsakov, the Gover­
nor-General of Eastern Siberia, urging him to support Gelmersen's 
project.I6 

Just six months later, in early 1870, the Vice-President of the 
Geographical Society received a reply from Korsakov along with 
a note with information "concerning the dispatch from Urga to 
Tibet of an expedition for Gegen-Khutuktu". 16 (This note was 
partly published in the same year in the Tnmsactions (Izvestiia) 
of the RGS). 17 From t1tis document Litke learned that in Novem­
ber 1869 the Urga authorities had actually sent a preliminary dele­
gation to Tibet, consisting of 7 lamas, under the Da Lama - one 
of the Mongolian highest dignitaries (actually an official attached 
to Shanzudba, the person in charge of the Khutuktu's treasury) 
"for making inquiry about the reincarnation of the Khutuktu". 
However, due to the Dungan uprising, the Mongols had to travel 
by a circuitous route, via Peking, Nanking and further westwards, 
in the direction of Szechuan province, instead of travelling di­
rectly to Tibet, via Kansu, as nonnally the Mongolian caravans do. 
News of this delegation was expected in Urga by the beginning 
of the fall. After Utat, the Mongols intended to dispatch another 
embassy to Tibet, which was to bring the new-born Khutuktu to 
Urga, but this was to depart not W\til 1871. At the same time the 
autltor of the Note made it clear that even in the case that the 
new Khutuktu was foW\d he could not be brought to Urga imme­
diately. Two or three years wait would be needed before the baby 
incarnation would be strong enough to endure the long and diffi-

15 Ibid., 1.3-3ob. 
16 Ibid., l.fi-5ob. Letter from M.S. Karsakov to F. P. Lit.ke, 22 January 1870. 

The first page of it has an inscription made in red pencil: A Special Case 
concerning the dispalch of an agent to TI.beL The Note appended to the 
letter is entitled: "Vypisk.a iz Svedenii, sobrannykh v Urge o posolstve, 
otpravliaemom v Tibet z.a Gygen-Khutuktoi", (3 pages). 

17 Izvestiia RGO (Tn.nsactions of the RGS), vol. IV, (1870), otd. II, p. 82. 
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cult jowney, across the high mountains and deserts of !rUler 
Asia 18 

The Note continued with the discussion of the possibility of 
sending an agent with this caravan: 

"As to the joining of that Embassy, it can be easily arranged. 
There is one Buryat lama in Urga, proficient in both the Tibetan 
spoken and written languages. He is well acquainted with the Ti­
betans, he used to stay with them in Urga before, and, besides, he 
has recently visited via Huhu-hoto the Buddhist holy mountains of 
Wutai shan (meaning in Chinese "A Mountain of Five Peaks"), 
which are some two or three hundred versts to the south-east of 
Peking. From there he travelled back via Peking and Kalgan. A 
lot of Tibetans Live in the Ut.ai mountains, whom he used to meet 
with quite often. Thus he had a good chance of acquainting him­
self with the Tibetan language and customs. This lama managed 
presently to talk to some Tibetans and other persons in Urga who 
intend to go to Tibet with the embassy about joining it with one 
desciple (italics mine- A. A). The Tibetans approved of his wish 
and promised to take him along. If necessary, the lama can obtain 
a permit for a free travel to Tibet from the Shahin office (Klmtuk­
tu's court-house), as he did before hisjowney to Ut.ai. The permit, 
of course, will be issued in the name of some Mongolian lama; it 
will be much safer to l:nlvel with this kind of document. 

Of the persons known in Urga, the chief tutor of Khutuktu, 
Yondzon Kh.arnbo Nomon Khan (Yongs 'dzin mkhen po no mon 
han- A.A.), is making preparations to got to his motherland and 
he too would not mind tAking the said lama with one person 
(italics mine - A.A.) with him. It would be good (if they) could 
l:nlvel in his company, however, the Peking court, for some 
reason, is unwilling to let him go to Tibet. Of late he has been 
granted an honorary title of Nomon Khan (spiritual lOng) by Pe­
king and advised to remain in Urga, until the new Khutuktu ar­
rived, but Khambo, despite the good graces of the Peking court, 
does not want to stay in Urga and is soliciting now about depar­
ture through his lama-acquaintance in Peking". 19 

18 ARGS, f.1 (1869), op. 1, d. 10, 1.6. 
19 Ibid., 1.6ob, 7,7ob. 
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St. Petersburg seems to have taken a special interest in this 
second Mongolian embassy, apart from its Tibetan designs, as the 
Urga Khutuktus have always had a strong influence over the Bur­
yat Buddhist community in Transbaikalia As to the 7th Jebtsun­
damba, he is said to have expressed, some time before his death, 
a wish to be reborn not in his native Tibet, but in Kh.al.ka or even 
in Russia, of which the Consulate in Urga infonned the Asiatic 
Department of the Foreign Ministry in Petersburg. 20 

One should keep in mind at this point that the Russian diplo­
matic agency in Outer Mongolia, since it was established ln 1861 
in accordance with the Peking treaty, had not only played the role 
of a center for the accumulation of information on Mongolian 
affairs, but that it had also served as the starting-point for various 
expeditions ln the coWttry. It is well known that under the aus­
pices of the Consulate-General in Urga an extensive exploration 
of the terTitory of Khalka was launched by the Russians in 1860s. 
Thus in 1864 the Consul himself, Y. P. Shishmariov, made a trip to 
the water-head of the Onon River, and four years later he travelled 
to Uliasutai, the capital city in Western Mongolia, which had not 
been visited hitherto by any European. Shishmariov's report of 
his journey was the fust acco\Ult or Uliasutai and the Sun"OWlding 

land. From Uliasulai the Russian diplomat sent one of his assW.. 
tants to Minusinsk, lying in Russian territory, whose work allowed 
the Russians to chart a new route through an absolutely unex­
plored tnct of Mongolia. Somewhat earlier, with Shishmariov's 
assistance, a Russian merchant Golovkin visited Dolon-nor 
(1862), and the aforementioned P. A. Gelmersen made "an excur­
sion" to the Lake Kosogol (1863). And now, in 1873, there opened 
up a brilliant opportunity to expand Russia's knowledge not only 
of Outer Mongolia, but also or Western China, beyond the Great 
Wall, and even of the distant Tibet, by making use of the Mongo­
lian embassy, an opportunity which was too tempting to be re­
jected by St. PeteBburg. In the same manner the Russian govern­
ment attached their agents to the Kalmyk religious missions to 

20 The RU.'iSlan State Historical Archive (RGIA), f. 797, op. 41, d. 103. Memo­
randum (Zapiska) by A. Kannazov ·ob Urgirulkom Khutukte~, dL January 
1871. 
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Lhasa in the 18th C., though none of them, in point of fact, ever 
made it to Tibet 

The Dungan uprising, however, which engulfed several prov­
inces in Western China including Kansu delayed the departure of 
the Mongolian embassy. It was only in early 1873, after the 
Manchu troops had suppressed the Dungans and established their 
control over the greater part of Kansu province, that the Mongols 
were able to send ofT their embassy to Tibet. The caravan de­
parted from Urga on March 24. According to Shishrnariov, the 
Mongolian delegation consisted of one Van (the Prince of the 
highest rank), four other princes of lower standing, representing 
the main Khalka princedoms, one Da-Larna from the Shahin Of­
fice, the Erdeni-Khambo (representative of the Banchen-Erdeni 
or Panchen Lama in Urga) and several Chinese officials. Over 
1000 camels canied the foodstuffs, required for the journey, as 
well as the "camp palace" (pokhodny dvorets) of the Bogdo­
gegen.21 Interestingly, N. Prz:evalsky, who was returning to Russia 
from his first expedition in Central Asia, met with this embassy 
in the Alashan desert in June of the same year. He described this 
encounter as follows: 

"During one of the marches across southern Alashan we met 
with a caravan of the Mongolian pilgrims, going from Urga to 
Lhasa Since the beginning of the Dungan uprising, for a period 
of 11 years, the pilgrims never dared to travel to the Dalai Lama's 
capital, but now, when the central part of Kansu has been occu­
pied by the Chinese troops, a large caravan was mounted in Urga 
(which, ace. to the Mongols, consisted of up to 1000 tents) for 
bringing Khutuktu who died a few years ago in Bogdo-Kuren 
(Urga- AA.) and is now reborn in Tibet The pilgrims were di­
vided into several parties which followed one after another and 
were all to assemble at (Lake) Kokonor. Having encountered us, 
the front party of the Mongols exclaimed simple-mindedly: "Look, 
where our brave lads ("molodtsy") have got to!" and at first they 
did not want to believe that the four of us had penetrated in Ti­
bet".22 

21 YaP. Shishrnariov, ~Marshrut iz Urgi v Lhasu" (The Urga-Lhasa Rout.e), 
lzvestiia RGO, vol. IX, (1873), 1#6, p. 186. 

22 N. M. Przevalsky, M011golia i &rona Tangutov, Triokhlelnee puteshesttrie 
v Vostochnoi nngornoi Azii, t.I, (SL Petenbwg, 18715), p. 362. 
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Another interesting fact deserves mention here. In his short 
article about the Mongolian Embassy, published in the Transac­
tions (lzvestiia) of the RGS towards the end of 1873, Shishmariov 
gave a detailed description of the entire Urga-Lhasa route. This 
route, in his words, was established by the Chinese authorities in 
olden days and was not to be altered by the Mongol travellers. It 
consisted of three main legs- from Urga to the camp (residence) 
of the Alasha Prince, from this camp to Lake Kokonor (which had 
been only recently explored by Przevalsky), and from Kokonor to 
Lhasa Shishmariov enumerated all the major caravan's halting 
places for the night along the entire road. "Already from Xining 
Fu the present route coincides with that given by Hue, who de­
scribes some of the sites under practically the same names, such 
as, for example, Burhan-bogdo, Shuhei et.c. This attaches special 
importance to the route, and together with the names of some 
places in Mongolia, the location of which is already known (such 
as Tsanchira), allows us to chart the entire "ambassadorial" road 
on the map".23 This statement gives one the impression that re­
connaissance of this road was to make one of the main tasks for 
the lama-scout, since it was the most accessible and convenient 
road connecting Russia with Tibet. Its entire length between Urga 
and Lhasa was estimated by Shislunariov at 3250 versts (2145 
miles), and he specially indicated that the caravans usually make 
up to 40 versts a day by land, and no more than 30 versts in the 
moWltains.24 Thus the journey from Urga to Lhasa would take 
about 4 months, including the halting time at Kokonor for giving 
rest and additional forage to camels and other pack animals. 

Naidan Gomboev, as far we know, did not join the Mongol pil­
grims on the Lhasa journey. Still there were two other Buryats 
from Russia (at least) going with the caravan - a lama-teacher 
with a disciple. The name of the latter, Agvan Dor:jiev, is well 
lmown today to the students of Tibetan history as well as to the 
Buddhists in Mongolia and Russia. In his Tibetan autobiography 
DOijiev (1853-1938) wrote that at the age of 19 he went to Tibet 
in the company of his tutor, lama Pend en Chomphel ( dPal ldan 

23 Shishmariov, op. cit., p. 189 (footnote). 
24 Ibid., p. 191. 
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chos 'phel) or Chapel Pel:z.angpo (Chos 'phel dpal bzang po).z.r; 
There is no mention in the Tibetan text that they tntvelled with 
the Mongolian embassy, but this important fact is provided by 
Dorjiev's anonymous Russian biography (which could well be his 
autobiography), recently discovered in the archives of the Rus­
sian Academy. 26 If so, a question immediately comes to mind -
could Dorjiev and his tutor be that Buryat couple, mentioned in 
Korsakov's note, whom the Russian authorities intended to em­
ploy for their Tibetan scheme? We will now briefly discuss this 
intriguing possibility by using the available sources. 

We will begin with Dorjiev, as his life story is better known to 
us. There is some evidence that he received his prirnaiy religious 
education at the Atsagat Datsang (monastery) in Buryatia, then 
studied in Urga and served for some time as a clerk in the office 
of the Khori Steppe Duma in Verkhneudinsk (today's Ulan-Ude, 
capital of the Buryat Republic, within the Russian Federation).27 

This suggests that the youth was quite literate - he must have 
had a fairly good command of the Mongolian and Tibetan lan­
guages and also spoke some Russian. Equally important is the 
fact that Dorjiev intended to travel to Tibet in the company of 
his tutor, who was tllus to provide a cover for him. These two 
considerations ultimately make him an excellent candidate for 
the role of scout 

As to Dorjiev's companion, he seems to be none other than the 
famous incarnate lama from the Aga Datsang, Narnnanai-Gegen, 
whose real name was Janchub Tsultirn Pelzangpo (Byang chub 

25 The name of Dorjiev's tutor is spelled differently in the two English uans­
lalions of his Tibetan Autobiography - as Penden Chomphei by 
Th.J. Norbu in ~Dorjiev: Memoirs of a Tibetan Diplomatft, (Hokke BWlka 
Kenkyu IH7, March 1991), p. 11 and as Chopel Pelzangpo by S. Batchelor 
in ~Autobiography of Agvan Dorjievft, (Wlpublished manuscript), which 
suggests that the translators probably used two different versions of the 
teXL 

26 Archive of the Russian Academy of Sciences (St Petersburg), f.208, op.l, 
d.l46: ~Biografia st. Tsanit-khambo, sosloiaslchego pri Dalai Lame, Lha­
rambo Agvana Dorjievaft (Biography of the senior Tsanit-Kharnbo, atta­
ched to the person of the Dalai Lama, Lharnmbo Agvan Dorjiev), Wldated 
manuscript., written in pencil. 

27 J. Snelling, BudAhism in Rw;sia. Th£ Story of Agvan Dorzhiev, Lhasa's 
Emissary UJ the 7Sar, (Shattesbury, Dorset, 1993), pp. 13, 14, 20. See a!so: 
R. E. Pubaev, ~A Dorjhiev" in: Nat.sionalno-osvobodif£lnoe dvizhenie lm­
riat.skogo naroda (lnan-Ude, 1989), p. 4. 
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tshul khrims dpal bzang po ). To Bwyats he was !mown mainly 
for his great retreat on the holy mountain Alkhanai, which lasted 
for nearly two decades and brought him the name of "Buryat Mi­
larepa". (It is not clear though, whether this happened before or 
after his journey to Tibet.) The Buryat tullru was certainly a prom­
inent figure in the lamaist world and he apparently had good con­
tacts with the Mongolian and Tibetan lamas in Urga, which helped 
him join, together with his pupil, the I.Jlasa-bound caravan. Theo­
retically, Namnanai-gegen, too, could have been employed by 
St. Petersburg, if only as cover for Dorjiev, a possibility, which 
should not be neglected as the Bwyat datsang lamahood had 
readily collaborated with the Russian authorities in Eastern Sibe­
ria throughout the 19 C. 

Dorjlev and his tutor stayed in Lhasa for a short time only and 
they returned to Urga, with the same Mongolian caravan, bringing 
the 8th Khutuktu to Khalka, in 1874. Thence Agvan proceeded to 
his parents' home in Transbaikalia The Buryats did not risk sUly­
ing longer in the holy city as a special order against foreign visi­
tors had been issued by the Tibetan government at that time. It 
was primarily the fear of severe punishment, if their Buryat iden­
tity was revealed, that made the couple tum back.28 (And this 
despite the fact that Dorjiev had already enrolled in the prestig­
eous monastic school, the Gomang Datsang (mGo mang grva 
tshang], at Drepung). 

Dorjiev's explanation of his decision to return, given in both his 
Tibetan and Mongolian autobiographies, seems quite plausible 
and it would probably satisfy us, unless we knew of the plans of 
the RGS and the Main Staff. The Bwyat's subsequent biography, 
however, only strengthens our suspicions regarding his possible 
envolvement in the realization of that plan. 

Around 1880, Dorjiev travelled to Lhasa again, this time as an 
attendant of a venerable lama, Dzasak Rinpoche, from the Wu t.ai 
shan monastery (Shan Xi province). He re-enrolled in the Gomang 
school and in 1888, having completed the full course of studies, 
received the highest scholarly degree, that of the "Phanna-Lhar-

28 Th. J. Norbu, op. elL, p. II. C. Humphrey, "CoUection of ~gends and in­
teresting stories, written during the tour of the Ocean", Mongolian Ver.~ion 
of Autoblognphy by A. Dorjiev (Vagindra), tr. by C. Humphrey, (unpub­
lished manuscript). 
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ampa". Dorjiev then remained in Tibet where in just a few years 
he established a brilliant and absolutely unprecedented (for a 
Buryat scholar-monk) career at the Lhasan court. First, he was 
appointed as one of the religious assistants ("tsan-shab") of the 
youthful 13th Dalai Lama and then began to perfonn the functions 
of the Lama's "soibun" ('lib ... sOpOn" - gsol-dpon) - the steward 
in charge of his tea and food, acting at the same time as HH close 
adviser. It was on Dorjiev's prompting that Tibet's Ruler began to 
seek, from the end of 1890s, a political rapprochement with Rus­
sia, to prevent the capture of his countcy by the British. For this 
purpose, he dispatched Dorjiev on a diplomatic mission to St. Pe­
tersburg in 1898. A few years prior to this (in 1895), still in Lhasa, 
Dorjiev was secretly visited by two Buryats, Ochir Jigjitov and 
Dugar Vanchinov, the "trade agents" of P. A. Badmaev (a Tibetan 
doctor and enterpreneur, whose grand project for a peaceful an­
nexation of Mongolia, China and Tibet to Russia was supported 
by the Russian government). These agents presumably were sent 
to coUect infonnation about the political and economic situation 
in Tibet. Dorjiev must have rendered them some important assis­
tance as the foUowing year Tsar Nicolas II ordered that "lama Ag­
van" be presented with a gold watch, enscribed with his mono­
gram, which was undoubtedly an award for the lama's services in 
Lhasa.'" 

In 1900 and 1901 Dorjiev traveUed two more times to St Peters­
burg as the Dalai Lama's personal envoy and he eventually suc­
ceeded in generating some genuine interest in Tibet among the 
Russian policy makers, including the war minister A. Kuropatkin 
and the Tsar himself. Having finally settled down in the Russian 
capital in 1905, on the insttuctions of the Lama, he continued his 
mediation work toward a Russo-Tibetan political alliance, until 
1914. After the Bolshevik revolution Dorjiev resumed his activi­
ties as a Tibetan diplomat and he helped the Soviet government 
to reestablish contacts with Lhasa, which started a new round of 
Anglo-Russian competion for Tibet He was also at the head of 
the religious reronn movement in both Bwyatia and Kalmykia 
between 1922-1929. Doljiev was arrested in the fall of 1937, al-

29 RGIA, £.660, op.28, d.64, 1.1 (Anonymous note from the collection or 
docwnenl8 belonging to the MinisUy of Finance, dL 14 June 1896). 
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legedly as a Japanese spy, and he died in the early 1938 in the 
prison hospital in lnan-Ude. By that time the Tibeto-Mongolian 
mission, which he had set up on the premises of the Buddhist 
Datsang in Leningrad, was closed and all of its personel, con­
sisting mainly of the BUIYat lamas, pemecuted. 

These curious facts give enough room for speculation, how­
ever, one will fmd no documents in the available Russian archives 
t:estifying to Dorjiev's secret liaison with Petersburg that would 
allow us to speak of him as a "Russian agent" in Tibet, as was 
asserted by some Russian and Western authors.30 Hence my as­
sumption that young Agvan Dorjiev could have coupled his pil­
grimage to Tibet in 1873 with a reconnaissance mission remains 
a mere col'\iecture. 

Still the cited documents provide ample evidence that the top 
Russian geographe~ and the military, as early as the end of the 
1860s, had already cherished an idea of sending a Russian scout 
to Tibet, ln the guise of a Buddhist pilgrim, as a response to the 
activities of the Indian pundits. These plans were realized only in 
1899 when the Buryat Gombodjab Thybikov volonteered to un­
dertake a "scholarly pilgrimage" to Lhasa, with the support of 
the RGS. On the other hand, the remarkable work of the pundits 
undoubtedly gave a strong impulse to Przevalsky's own explora­
tion of Tibet, which lasted a decade and half and concentrated 
mainly on the reconnaissance on the nonhem fringes of the high­
lands. The Russian explorer was well aware of the surveys done 
by Nain Singh and other Indians. In his book describing his TI­
betan expedition of 1879-1880 he mentioned en passant the pun­
dits' earlier visits to lll.asa in 1866, 1871 and 1873.:H Moreover, 
Pnevalsky even used the results of their work to his own ends. 

30 W. Fl.lchner, for example, claimed that A. Dorjiev had entered in close 
contact with the Russian Foreign Ministry and the information section of 
the General Staft' In 1885 (W. Filchner, Sfurm iJber Asien. Erletmi.<Jse ei· 
nes diplom.atischen Gehei:magemen, Berlin, 1924, p. 6), and a modem 
Russian journalist Oleg Shishkin asserts, much along the same lines, that 
the Bwyat was the most bnportant agent of the General Stalf and that 
he was mown there under the niclmame ..-Shambaia- see: 0. Shishkin, 
"lscheznuvsMya LaboraiDrila•, Ogoniok, 1134, (August 1966), p. 71. Nei­
ther Fildlner, nor Shishkin, however, supported their allega.Uons by any 
references to oMclal documents. 

31 Pnevalsky's source was most likely publicati.OI19 of the Great Trigonome­
trlcal Bureau In the Journal of the Royal Geographical Society In London 
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In his travel journals of 1879, while detailing his encounter with 
the Dalai Lama's emissaries, who halted him near Utasa, the trav­
eller wrote that he "took out the maps of Tibet and the swveys, 
made here by the Pundits", so as "to incite the Tibetans a bit 
more against the English". After that he addressed them with the 
following words: "Here are the maps of your country, drawn by 
the English spies, whereas you believe that your country is un­
lmown". (To produce more effect, he then read out the names of 
some places and distances between them.) "I wanted to show this 
to your king but you did not let me in (to your capital), so now 
you have onJy yourself to blame." "One should see," continued 
Pnevalsky, "the reaction of the Tibetans who did not expect such 
a surprise. Their faces expressed sheer amazement and horror." 
Having recovered from this shock, the chief Tibetan emissary 
then asked Pnevalsky how long ago these swveys were made 
and he was even more swprized when the Russian told him: "No 
more than 4 or 5 ye~".32 (This whole story, for reasons easy to 

understand, was omitted from Przevalsky's book). 
That the Russians had keenly monitored the work of the pun­

dits over a long period of time is evidenced by the fact that the 
RGS possessed all the publications of the 1iigonometrical Bu­
reau, with the data obtained by the Indian agents. These included 
not onJy general reports of their explorations, but also the most 
valuable cartographic materials, such as sketch maps and even 
the plan of Lhasa. As long as the survey work of the pundits in 
Great Tibet and other parts of Central Asia continued, the Russian 
interest in these areas also grew, until Tibet, by the beginning of 
the 20th C., had ultimately turned into the "apple of discord" for 
the both competing empires. Whether the Russians made other 
attempts during this time (between 1873 and 1899) to dispatch 
any of their own BUIYat or Kalmyk pundits to I.Jlasa, is hard to 
say as the extent records of the RGO and the Main Staff are silent 
on that matter. 

As for Przevalsky, he, being a Russian patriot and a staunch 
Anglophobe, anxiously watched the developments on the Indo-

and in the Reports on the opera.l.ions of the Great Trigonometrical Survey 
of lnd.ia, Dehrn OWl. 

32 Archive of the RGS, f.l3, op.l, d.68, 1.89ob.,90 (EntJy for 3 Dt-cember 
1879). 
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Tibetan border as the British gradually advanced toward Tibet 
The border clash between the English and Tibetans at the check­
point Lungthur in March 1888 did not escape his attention. In the 
same year, while expounding the plan of his next (the 5"') expedi­
tion to Central Asia in a letter to the new War Minister P. S. Van­
novsky, he wrote, apparently hinting at this incident: "Aside from 
the scientific results, it will be possible to collect information 
concerning the current activities of the English toward Tibet via 
Sikkim and the sentiments of the 1ibetans".33 

The traveller, as is known, died on the road to Tibet, having 
just started his new journey, and two year9 later (in 1890) the 
British futally placed Sikkirn under their sway. 

33 Archive or the RGS, r.I3, op.3, d.6, 1.7ob. Dnlft of a letter from 
N. M. Prz.evalsky toP. S. Vannovsky (undated). On the Anglo-nbetan bor­
der clash in 1888 see: Th. W. D. Shakabpa, Tf.bet A Political History, 
(N.Y., 1984), p. 199-200. 
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