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AUTHOR'S NOTE

In this book I have used ‘Peking’ for ‘Beijing’ and ‘Calcutta’ for
‘Kolkata’ because these names were current among the British
in the eighteenth century.
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PROLOGUE

In August 1780, at the imperial palace of Chengde, just north of the
Great Wall of China, a meeting took place between two of the most
exalted figures on earth. The Qianlong Emperor presided over the
world’s largest, richest, most populous unified empire. The Third
Panchen Lama was the spiritual head of the Tibetan Buddhist faith.
To those who witnessed the encounter, they were more than human.
Living enlightened beings, they touched the divine. All power —
secular and sacred — was concentrated in the audience chamber where
they sat enthroned, side by side on a golden dais, engaged in
conversation.

The Panchen Lama had undertaken the year-long journey from
central Tibet to attend the Qianlong Emperor’s seventieth-birthday
celebrations. The festivities were to last some five weeks and spread
throughout the palace complex and grounds. Also invited were scores
of Mongol princes, there to witness the spectacle of imperial piety and
munificence. For above all else, the Qing court knew how to put on a
good show. The Panchen Lama officiated at the ceremony for the Long
Life of the Emperor, dispensed multiple blessings and, in private,
initiated the Qianlong Emperor into Tantric mysteries. During his
visit, there were banquets in a great Mongolian tent erected in the
Garden of Ten Thousand Trees. Seated at tables covered in yellow
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satin, the Emperor and Lama dined off plates of gold, the other guests
off silver. The between-course entertainment consisted of magic
shows, wrestling matches, acrobatics and operatic scenes staged by
the court eunuchs. Three weeks into the festivities, there was a grand
firework display. Pyrotechnic gardens bloomed, fiery dancers twirled
and, in a final dazzle, the Chinese characters for ‘Place of All
Happiness’ blazed through the darkness.

In quieter moments, there were opportunities for the Lama and
Emperor to discuss affairs of state. On one occasion, when the dancing
boys had been dismissed, the Lama begged leave to raise a matter with
the Emperor. Following the dictates of friendship, he felt bound to
mention the country of Hindostan (northern India), situated to the
south of Tibet. The Governor of Hindostan and he were friends, he
said, and it was his wish that the Emperor too would enter into
friendship with the Governor. Such a small request, the Emperor
courteously replied, was easily granted. What was the Governor’s
name? How large his country and how great his forces? To answer, the
Lama summoned a humble member of his entourage, a Hindu trading
monk called Purangir who knew the country well. Hindostan was far
smaller than China, Purangir said, and its army numbered some three
hundred thousand. The Governor was called Mr Hastings. So it was,
the story goes, that the name of the British Governor General, the
head of the East India Company in India, reached the ears of the
Manchu Emperor.

When I first read the account of this conversation, I was intrigued
by the possibilities that it raised. In the late eighteenth century the
British longed to open relations with the Emperor of China. But the
imperial court was utterly inaccessible to European traders, who were
confined to seasonal trading at the southern port of Canton. Some
twenty years earlier, a British merchant who had attempted the
journey to Peking to present a petition to the Emperor had been
stopped a hundred miles short of the Forbidden City — and punished
with three years’ imprisonment. China then, as now, appeared a most
alluring market to Western companies. All the more so because
European traders were banned from entry and commerce was subject
to strict regulation. British merchants fantasised about the day when
China’s trading rules might be relaxed and a huge potential market



PROLOGUE 3

and corresponding profits unleashed. The first step would be to open
amicable relations with the imperial court. To the eighteenth-century
British reader, the commendation of Mr Hastings to the Emperor
would have sounded like the answer to a merchant’s prayer.

But what possible reason could the Panchen Lama have for raising
the subject of the East India Company with the Qianlong Emperor? In
China foreigners were generally viewed with suspicion and traders,
according to Confucian tradition, occupied a lowly social status. Could
the Panchen Lama really be suggesting that the Qianlong Emperor
should enter into friendly correspondence with a British commercial
body? The Panchen Lama claimed to be motivated by considerations
of friendship alone, but what kind of friendship could exist between a
great incarnate Lama and a British trading company? And what, in the
midst of this unlikely scenario, was the role of Purangir, the trading
monk? Why should a Hindu be in the service of the Panchen Lama? It
was from Purangir’s reports that the British learnt of the encounter at
Chengde. He seemed to be in the pay of two powers: both serving the
Panchen Lama and reporting back to the British. Perhaps he had
fabricated the whole scene.

To answer these questions, I started to trace the connections built up
over six years between three very different worlds: British-ruled
Bengal, the Qing empire, and Tibet under the Panchen Lama. In
the 1760s and early 1770s, Britain became for the first time a truly
imperial power. The conclusion of the Seven Years’ War (1756-63),
the conflict that raged across the globe between Britain, Prussia and
Hanover on one side, and France, Austria, Russia, Sweden, Saxony and
Spain on the other, catapulted Britain to the possession of a vast
overseas domain. By the terms of the Treaty of Paris of 1763, Britain
acquired great swathes of territory in Canada and the Floridas, and a
host of West Indian islands. Two years later, the Mughal Emperor
granted the East India Company the right to collect the revenues of
Bengal, transforming the trading company into effective ruler of the
richest province in India. This sudden access of power was at once
intoxicating and troubling. Britain had conclusively thrashed its
European rivals and gained an immense empire; but the nation had
to pick up the bill for the military expenditure, and learn how to
defend and administer its far-flung and diverse colonial possessions.
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In India the problems of new power quickly became apparent. Less
than a decade after the Company had become de facto ruler in Bengal,
the province was laid low by war, famine, excessive taxation and
official corruption. Burdened by military and administrative expenses,
the Company itself was barely solvent. With no product to sell to the
Chinese, it poured the revenues from Bengal into the tea trade at
Canton. There was an unquenchable demand in Britain for tea, and
China was the only supplier. Tea was by far the most significant of the
East India Company’s imports, and the annual purchase of tea at
Canton was seen as a great drain on Company reserves of silver. By
1772 the most important commercial body in Britain was on the verge
of bankruptcy. If the East India Company were to go under, the shock
waves would threaten the whole British economy.

Qing imperial power, by contrast, was at its zenith. Under Qian-
long, a series of ruthlessly successful military campaigns had doubled
the extent of the empire, expanding thousands of miles westward.
Much like the British in India, the Qing controlled their empire
through a diverse group of subordinate local rulers. A policy of
cultural incorporation allowed the Qing to integrate the many
different conquered peoples into their empire. In the mid-eighteenth
century, the Qing moved on Tibet. Abolishing the institution of
secular government, the Qing declared a Chinese protectorate over the
country and vested full temporal authority in the Dalai Lama. In order
to secure the loyalty of the Tibetan and Mongol peoples, Qianlong and
his predecessors lavished patronage on Tibetan Buddhism, building
temples, commissioning works of scholarship and honouring high
incarnates.

The dynasty was far less accommodating to Europeans (other than
the Jesuits, the dominant Catholic mission in China, who were valued
at court for their artistic and technological skills). Strictly segregated,
banned from entering the interior and from learning Chinese, Eur-
opean traders were kept at a very safe distance from the Chinese
population. From the Qing point of view, foreigners were potentially
disruptive. Attracted by the superabundance of China, they came to
purchase Chinese goods. But the purchase of tea at Canton was not
particularly important in economic terms (the British share rep-
resented less than 15 per cent of the annual crop of tea). In any case,
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economic exchange did not feature high in the Qing concept of
trading relations. According to the official view, it was a mark of
imperial bounty that foreigners were granted the privilege of en-
gaging in one-way trade.

How were the British to find a way through this impasse? No direct
approach to the Qing court was possible, so the Company had to
pursue a more circuitous route. In the Panchen Lama the British saw a
possible advocate with Peking. This book tells the story of the atctempt
to reach the Qianlong Emperor’s ear. It is a narrative of ambition and
intrigue that ranges from Scotland to Bengal, and from Tibet to
China. The book traces two extraordinary journeys across some of the
harshest and highest terrain in the world: the first British mission to
Tibet, and the Panchen Lama’s state visit to China. The key players
were men of wide vision, curiosity and daring: the Panchen Lama and
his young Hindu envoy, Purangir; Warren Hastings and his young
Glaswegian envoy, George Bogle.

In addition to crossing mountains, these travellers crossed cultures.
Crucial to this process was Purangir, the trading monk: master
negotiator, intermediary and cultural translator. Through his epic
journeys, the rulers of Tibet, Bengal and China could gather infor-
mation and correspond with each other. When viewed from the
vantage point of Canton, the China of this period looks impenetrable
and isolated, but, by adopting a Tibetan perspective, the last quarter
of the eighteenth century appears a unique moment of cultural
collaboration.

As eager to gather information as to negotiate, Bogle recorded his
findings in extensive journals and private correspondence. As soon as I
started to read Bogle, I was beguiled. By turns playful, penetrating,
self-deprecating and shrewd, his observations light up the mission
with their engaging detail. Here was the voice that I wanted to sound
throughout my book. Although I had worked for many years on
eighteenth-century British accounts of India, I had never come across a
writer like Bogle. His Tibetan journals and letters had none of the
cultural arrogance commonly found in travel writing of the period. In
Bogle’s accounts I discovered a captivating freshness and delight in the
Tibetan way of life. He was the first European to depict Tibet as an
innocent mountain stronghold, a place of simple happiness. Indeed
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Bogle prepared the ground for the later myth of Shangri-La, the most
enduring of all Western fantasies of Tibet.

But the real focus of Bogle's account was the Panchen Lama. I
became fascinated by the relationship between the young Scot and the
Tibetan Incarnate. Their encounter was a meeting of two worlds, a
moment of mutual discovery. It stands out in the history of encounters
between Europeans and non-Europeans because it was neither violent
nor exploitative. Both the Panchen Lama and Bogle were eager to
cultivate each other, both were equally keen to learn. If there were
moments of incomprehension and misrepresentation, there were many
more of shared understanding and pleasure. In the process of explain-
ing the world to each other, a remarkable friendship was born.

Would the bonds of friendship stretch all the way to Peking? Could
conversations over yak-butter tea influence the commercial policies of
the richest empire on earth? The Governor General gambled on the
possibility. The Panchen Lama might be able to persuade the Qian-
long Emperor to look favourably on the British. Perhaps the great
Incarnate would save the East India Company from financial collapse.
Tibet just might offer a high road to China.






Hoop bridge in Bhutan




Bengal & Bhutan

1774






THE PANCHEN LAMA'S LETTER

The mansions of Esplanade Row glared white in the sun. By late
March the Calcutta heat had set in and the wide avenues offered little
shade. At this time of year the British preferred to travel even the
shortest distance by palanquin, hoisted on the shoulders of four Indian
bearers. Swaying to work in a reclining position, George Bogle passed
the houses of senior merchants, all gleaming porticoes and colonnades.
As the bearers turned into the courtyard, Government House swung
into view. Outsized adjutant-birds, waiting for carrion, struck un-
gainly poses along its balustrade. Dismissing the palanquin, Bogle
escaped from the light into his office in Government House.

Since his arrival in Calcutta in 1770 as a lowly writer or clerk, Bogle
had proved himself adept at climbing the ranks of the East India
Company. The Company was still in its infancy as the ruling power in
Bengal. In the previous decade and a half, it had fought and intrigued
its way to dominance until, in 1765, the Mughal Emperor had
granted it the right to collect revenue in the region. The years since
had been full of administrative upheaval as the trading body remade
itself in the image of government. There were plenty of opportunities
for a resourceful and well-connected young man. By 1774, at the age
of twenty-seven, Bogle held three posts simultaneously: as secretary to
the Select Committee, he was privy to all secret political business of
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the Presidency; as registrar to the Diwani Adalat or Court of Appeals,
he exercised legal authority; and, as private secretary to the Governor,
he was on intimate terms with the most important man in Bengal.
But, for all his application and talent, Bogle had yet to make either his
fortune or his mark.

As he settled at his desk, Bogle turned his attention wearily to his
papers. Lately, with his various commitments, he felt as if his life were
dominated by work. There had been a rush in Company business, as
always before the departure of one of the ships bound for London. The
six-month sailing season was the busiest part of the year, when 8co-ton
East Indiamen, laden with cotton piece goods, raw silks and saltpetre,
left Calcutta for Britain every month or so. With all the dispatches to
prepare, Company servants had to extend their working hours beyond
the usual three in the morning to an extra hour and a half in the evening.

Over the past week, most of Bogle’s spare time had been spent on
correspondence to his family in Scotland. He had found himself
staying up two nights in a row to finish his letters before the packet
closed. Writing to his sisters, he filled pages with accounts of Calcutta
life, his social circle and its diversions. But he also devoted consider-
able space to family reminiscence. The purpose of these anecdotes, he
told his sister Mary, was to ‘convince both my Friends and me that I
am the identical same Person I was in the days of yore, which the
jumbling of Chaises & the Rolling of Ships with all the Variety of
Faces and greater variety of Characters which I have met with and
indeed played myself . . . is very likely to give one some doubts of .’
After four years in Bengal, Bogle feared that the exercise of colonial
power might have transformed him out of all recognition.

The flow of traffic outside had increased. There was the constant slow
progress of bullock-drawn hackeries and heavily laden porters. Occa-
sionally a rich European’s carriage spun past, each horse attended by a
running groom. Esplanade Row led directly down to Chandpaul Ghat
on the River Hugli, connecting the government buildings with the
port on which the city’s wealth was founded. In the harbour lay all
manner of vessels: country ships trading between Bengal, Bombay and
China, barges transporting indigo and opium, and budgerows ferrying
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passengers to Indiamen anchored downriver. The river approach to
Calcutta was dominated by Fort William, an immense octagonal
fortress, the very latest in siege technology. The city, still new and
expanding, was one great emporium, drawing all kinds of people to
work as traders, artisans, labourers and servants. The British were in a
tiny minority: fewer than 200 Company servants in Calcutta,
although backed by a formidable military presence. There were
Bengalis, Gujaratis and Parsis, Portuguese, Armenians, Greeks, Arabs
and African slaves. Each community tended to live in its own district,
but the greatest divide was between the spacious affluence of central
and south Calcutta — White Town — and the cramped lanes of Black
Town to the north, where the occasional Indian-owned mansion stood
out against the mass of mud and straw huts. Amid such diversity, the
couple making their way that morning down Esplanade Row would
have attracted little attention. But then travelling unobtrusively
numbered among the particular skills of Purangir, the young Hindu
trading monk (goszin), and Paima, his Tibetan companion.

Purangir, the gosain, had journeyed through much of India and the
countries to the north. He had climbed the Himalayan passes into
Bhutan and Tibet and spoke Tibetan and Mongolian fluently. A
celibate devotee of the god Shiva, Purangir belonged to the Giri, one
of the ascetic lineages of the monastic order the Dasnami, reputedly
founded in the ninth century by Shankara Acharya. With their
network of monasteries, the gosains controlled much of the commerce
of North India, specialising in luxury items such as silk and gems. As
holy men, they enjoyed special trading privileges and exemption from
certain custom dues. Their monasteries (math) doubled as trading
posts. From their commercial activities, they branched out into
banking and moneylending. In some cities, like Benares, gosains were
the principal traders and property owners. The gosains’ commercial
success was backed by considerable military might. They possessed
sizeable armies that sold their services to regional rulers and defended
trade routes. This made them virtually unassailable. In some cities,
gosains controlled municipal life, and in central India one gosain
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The annual pilgrimage circuit presented gosasns with the oppor-
tunity to combine piety with profit. Travelling by little-used routes,
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they dealt in ‘articles of great value and small bulk’, carrying coral,
pearls and diamonds northwards and returning with musk and gold
dust.? They supplied the Tibetan market with the precious stones
used to decorate religious images and fashion jewellery for both sexes.
The gems were secreted about their person, tied in cloths around the
waist or hidden in their hair. Ranging from the pearl fisheries of
southern India to sacred Mount Kailash in western Tibet, the gosains
travelled in groups, sometimes protected by armed guards. But for all
their riches — and perhaps to avoid unwelcome attention — they lived
and dressed simply. Purangir took just one meal a day, slept on the
ground and generally wore a red loin cloth and a tiger skin thrown
across the shoulder.*

Their extensive travels enabled gosains to branch into yet other
professions. Local rulers regarded them as valuable informants. They
could gather news and political intelligence, provide geographical and
commercial information and supply curiosities from distant lands.’
Endowed with linguistic skills, knowledge of routes and local cus-
toms, gosains were also recruited as diplomatic agents, carrying letters
between states and principalities. Since they had, in theory, rejected
worldly ambition along with caste and class affiliations, they were
trusted as negotiators.6

Purangir was currently in the service of Lobsang Palden Yeshé, the
Third Panchen Lama of Tibet.” The young gosain had impressed the
Lama as much by the quality of his information as by his initiative. He
was intelligent, persuasive and only twenty-five years old. When the
occasion arose to send an envoy into the hot plains of Bengal — a
climate considered fatal to Tibetans — the Lama’s choice fell on
Purangir. Tall, well-built and energetic, he was likely to survive
the rigours of the journey. His devotion to Shiva did not present a
barrier to the Panchen Lama, who seems to have regarded gosains as the
inheritors of a Buddhist Tantric tradition.® At his monastery in Tibet
the Panchen Lama supported around 150 of them. In return for a
monthly food allowance, the gosains supplied the latest news, rumour
and gossip. Leaning out of a palace window, the Panchen Lama would
quiz them daily on the situation of neighbouring states.

The Panchen Lama then enjoyed religious and political pre-
eminence throughout Tibet and the surrounding region, a position
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built up during the childhood of the Eighth Dalai Lama. In the mid-
eighteenth century the Manchus had tightened their hold over Tibet by
establishing a Chinese protectorate and outlawing secular rule. All
temporal and spiritual authority was henceforth vested in the Dalai
Lama, the head of the Gelugpa monastic order. But the Seventh Dalai
Lama had died in 1757 and his reincarnation was a child. A regent was
appointed to oversee the government in Lhasa, under the supervision of
two Manchu residents or ambans. During this period of regency the
Panchen Lama, the second most significant Incarnate in the order, had
managed to establish himself as the dominant figure in Tibet.

The Panchen Lama was the abbot of Tashilhunpo monastery and a
renowned teacher in the Kalachakra tradition with a devoted follow-
ing. But his interests lay as much in the realm of diplomacy as of
scholarship. He was not prepared to be bound by the rulings of the
Lhasa regent and the Manchu ambans. Indeed his prestige and
authority far outweighed theirs. In a gesture of independence, the
Panchen Lama managed to conduct his own external relations. He was
the first Tibetan Lama to enter into sustained diplomatic contact with
Indian powers and often acted as a mediator in regional disputes.

Skirting Government House, Purangir and Paima arrived outside the
handsome building that formed the Governor’s offices and residence.
First they needed to satisfy the gatekeepers that they had business with
the Governor. The British corresponded with a number of Indian
princes and relied on a network of local informants, trading partners
and moneylenders. There were always queues of petitioners, spies and
go-betweens waiting to see the Governor. The two men were ushered
into the entrance hall by one of the army of servants who staffed the
house. The Governor, Warren Hastings, like all high Company
officials, lived in a style unimaginable in Britain. Everything was
on a grand scale: the neo-Palladian architecture, the vast establishment
and lavish hospitality. There were many opportunities to make a
fortune in Bengal — both more and less corrupt — and many ways to
spend it. Although not among the most rapacious or ostentatious of
Company servants, Hastings certainly had an eye for profit and a taste
for splendour. The Governor’s residence was opulently furnished in
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the European style, its walls hung with damasked silk. Purangir and
Paima waited uncomfortably as their message was transmitted up the
line of command, from dewan (steward) to munshi (interpreter) to
secretary to reach the Governor at last.

Warren Hastings received the news of their arrival with a quicken-
ing of attention. An impetuous man of considerable intellect, he was
always alert to new opportunities. After nearly twenty years’ service in
India, he was not unfamiliar with the art of the diplomatic manoeuvre
— one of the chief means by which the British had acquired power in
Bengal. From mercantile beginnings, he had honed his political skills
as resident at the court of Murshidabad where he had helped to depose
the Nawab of Bengal. Capable of acting with ruthless calculation,
Hastings was also a reflective man whose interests ranged across Indian
culture and the natural world. He wrote poems and translations,
botanised and built up a menagerie. In Britain he proposed the
establishment of a chair in Persian at Oxford University, and in India
patronised research into Hindu and Muslim law, literature and
philosophy. His aim was to learn as much as possible about all aspects
of the provinces subjected to British rule. Both political operator and
gentleman scholar, Hastings resolved these apparent contradictions in
the desire to establish a secure hold on the newly acquired Company
territories in India.

The region to the north of Bengal was currently of some interest to
him. Just over a week before he had given directions to accept peace
proposals offered by the Bhutanese to end hostilities over the small
border state of Cooch Behar.” This was a conflict that had developed
soon after Hastings's arrival as governor in Calcutta. The Bhutanese
had long claimed the right to appoint the rulers of Cooch Behar, and
in 1771 a succession dispute had erupted.'® The Bhutanese Desi or
ruler, Zhidar, had invaded Cooch Behar and installed his own
candidate on the throne. The ousted Raja of Cooch Behar had appealed
to the East India Company for help in being reinstated. The military
assistance which Hastings offered, ‘from a love of justice and desire of
assisting the distressed’, had certain conditions attached: the Raja
must pay for the operation, and the British would thereafter gain
control of his state and receive over half its annual revenue."’ With
these points agreed, Hastings dispatched a company of troops in April
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1773 to expel the invaders. Now that the Bhutanese had retreated to
their mountains with the loss of three border forts, Hastings was quite
prepared to come to terms. He had achieved his aim of adding the
state of Cooch Behar to Company possessions and extending British
territory to the Himalayan foothills.’* But of the regions beyond those
foothills he had a much shakier knowledge. Perhaps these envoys
could provide some useful information.

Finally admitted, Purangir and Paima at last encountered the man
whom they had travelled so far to see. Hastings was then in his early
forties, spare and balding, somewhat reserved in manner and plain of
dress. Purangir delivered his patron’s greetings, and placed before the
Governor the Panchen Lama'’s presents and letter. Inside the handsome
wooden chests lay sheets of gilded leather, stamped in black with the
Russian imperial eagle, Tibetan woollen cloth and Chinese silks.
Nestling amid the fabric were bags of musk, purses of gold dust and
ingots of gold and silver."> The Panchen Lama’s letter had been
translated into Persian, the language of diplomatic communication in
India. As the Bengal Secret Department later reported to the Com-
pany Directors in London, the Lama’s letter was ‘a Curiosity of no
common sort . . . replete with Sentiments that do credit to both his
Ecclesiastical and Political Character’.’*

The letter opened with formulaic greetings, then proceeded to the
issue that had recently been occupying Hastings. Making the inflated
claim that the Bhutanese were Tibetan subjects, the Panchen Lama
took it upon himself to mediate in the conflict over Cooch Behar. In
acting as a peace-maker, the Panchen Lama was living up to the ideal
expected of all high lamas. Blaming Zhidar for his ‘Criminal Conduct
in committing Ravages & other Outrages’ along the British borders,
the Panchen Lama nevertheless requested that the Governor ‘treat him
with Compassion and Clemency’. Hostilities should be brought to an
end, he wrote, since it was ‘evident as the Sun’ that the Company army
had been victorious. The Lama represented himself as a simple holy
man: ‘As to my Part I am but a Fakeer & it is the Custom of my Sect
with the Rosary in our Hands, to pray for the Welfare of Mankind &
for the Peace and Happiness of the Inhabitants of this Country and I
do now with my Head uncovered, entreat that you may cease all
Hostilities.” His letter, however, was not without the gentlest of
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threats: ‘should you petsist in offering further molestation to the Dah’s
[Desi’s} country it will irritate both the Lama & all his Subjects against
you.'">

Since Hastings had already embarked on peace negotiations, he
could afford to agree graciously to the Lama'’s request. What interested
him more was the commercial opening which the envoys’ arrival
represented. Hastings was himself answerable to the Company Di-
rectors in London, who were primarily interested in the balance sheet.
The complexities of the diplomatic and political situation in Bengal
were completely lost on the Directors, many of whom had never served
in India themselves. The slow communication between London and
India made it impossible for them to exert any effective control over
the activities of Company servants; nevertheless they sent regular sets
of instructions to the Governing Councils in India. Poorly informed
and largely impotent, London struggled to keep up with develop-
ments on the ground as twenty million Bengalis were subjected to
Company rule. Atctracted to territorial power by the prospect of
enhanced revenue through taxation, the Company found itself ill
equipped to deal with its new military and administrative responsi-
bilities. Above all, the expenses of war crippled its finances and
brought it to the verge of bankruptcy.

Six years previously the Court of Directors had recommended
gathering intelligence on trade in Nepal and Tibet. Their suggestion
was that Tibet might provide an entrance for British goods into the
immense Chinese market, a route that would avoid the restrictions
placed on Company trade at Canton. Various means of redressing the
imbalance of the trade in Chinese tea were under investigation; just
the previous year Hastings had established a Company monopoly in
the cultivation of opium, a crop sold to private traders to smuggle into
China. A more respectable method might be found in establishing
commercial links with Tibet. The gifts sent by the Lama offered
evidence of Tibetan wealth and crafesmanship, and the Russian and
Chinese goods included suggested that Tibet was at the heart of
central Asian trading networks. The idea of extending Bengal's
commerce northwards had been proposed twice in recent years to
the Court of Directors in London by Hugh Baillie, a returned
Company servant."® Until now, however, such initiatives had proved
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abortive. The Gurkha conquest of Nepal of 1769 had effectively
blocked all trans-Himalayan trade. But here was an opportunity to
open a channel of communication, to respond to the Panchen Lama’s
embassy with one of Hastings’s own. A mission to Tibet, a country
which few Europeans and no Briton had ever visited, now seemed a
tantalising possibility.

With characteristic decisiveness, Hastings presented the Panchen
Lama’s letter to the Bengal Council the same day. With the Council’s
approval, he responded positively to the Lama’s proposals and sug-
gested in his turn a general treaty of friendship and commerce between
Bengal and Tibet. Purangir and Paima were summoned and consulted
at length about the distance and hazards of the journey, the nature of
the country, its people, government, customs and commerce. From
them Hastings learnt that the Panchen Lama (or Teshu Lama, as the
British termed him, from the Tibetan ‘Tashi’, referring to the Panchen
Lama'’s seat at Tashilhunpo) was in charge of the government and held
in great veneration, that he lived in a state of celibacy and believed in
the transmigration of the soul. The Lama’s dress, they told Hastings,
was most singular: ‘{u}pon his head he wears a cap of a purple colour,
over his loins, a kind of petticoat, which reaches to his feet and is tied
with a girdle round his waist; over his shoulder is thrown a short jacket
of silk, which reaches down to his waist, and leaves both arms bare.’
His diet was ‘the flesh of goat, sheep, also ghee, curd, milk, vegetables,
fruits’.”” Tibet, Purangir and Paima said, had mines of gold, silver and
all kinds of metal. The craftsmen and artisans — carpenters, smiths,
masons and weavers — were skilled and there was a buoyant foreign
trade. The country supplied horses, woollen cloth and precious metals
in exchange for shawls and spices from Kashmir, porcelain, tea and
silk from China, and clothes, coral and pearls transported by Nepali
traders."®

Encouraged by Purangir’s assurances, Hastings proceeded to make
arrangements for a mission. Once a peace treaty with the Bhurtanese had
been signed, the route through Cooch Behar was secured, and Hastings
could apply to Bhutan for the necessary passports for a mission. There
remained only the issue of whom to send. The envoy would have to
cross the formidable barrier of the Himalaya with only the sketchiest of
maps, to conduct negotiations with little knowledge of local protocol or
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politics. The mission was an exercise in commercial and cultural
reconnaissance, an opportunity to learn about a new and unfrequented
region. There were no set directives, precedents or phrasebooks. The
man Hastings chose would have to trust to the guidance of Purangir
and his own gifts of improvisation. The ideal candidate would combine
the skills of an adventurer, diplomat, geographer, anthropologist and
spy. These were not qualities for which the penpushers of the Company
were famed. Who could possibly possess the necessary energy, under-
standing, tact and audacity?

Just over a month after Purangir’s and Paima’s arrival in Calcutta,
Hastings informed the Bengal Council of his decision. He had
appointed his young Scottish private secretary, George Bogle, as
the first British envoy to Tibet. ‘I readily accepted of the Commission,’
Bogle wrote to his father. ‘I was glad of the Opportunity which this
Journey through a Country hitherto unfrequented by Europeans
would give me of shewing my Zeal for the Governor’s Service, at
the same time that it gratified a Fondness I always had for travelling,
and would afford me some Respite from that close and sedentary
Business, in which I had for some years been engaged.’"”
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There were lists and accounts everywhere. The trade samples and gifts
for the mission were to be paid for by the treasury. From the Company
warehouses Bogle had assembled bolts of broadcloth, intricately
printed chintzes, muslins and £sngcobs — rich gold brocades. A string
of pearls had been purchased for presentation to the Panchen Lama.
There were matching mirrors, clocks, cutlery and glassware; com-
passes, thermometers, spy-glasses and all the apparatus required for
scientific demonstrations: microscopes, prisms and even an electrify-
ing machine to surprise onlookers with small electric shocks. Every-
thing was of the best quality and designed to delight and intrigue —a
parade of Bengali and British artistry and ingenuity. How else to
seduce a nation other than with a tempting display of luxury goods,
scientific instruments and mechanical toys? The mission must im-
press. As the newly established power in Bengal, the Company would
not countenance the discreet methods of the Panchen Lama’s diplo-
macy. Bogle's embassy would be conducted with a certain style.
Hastings had directed Bogle to choose a companion for his travels.
Casting his mind over his Bengal acquaintances, Bogle had proposed
an old family friend, Alexander Hamilton, an assistant surgeon and
fellow Scot. Hamilton was hardy, energetic and good company, ‘a fine
agreeable fellow and very active’." Six feet tall, he was as well built and
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solid as Bogle was spry and diminutive. While Hamilton was in
charge of the expedition’s medical supplies, Bogle had to organise the
retinue of attendants. He had already dispatched his most valued
servant, Govindram, to accompany Purangir and Paima as part of the
advance party. With a guard of Indian troops or sepoys, they were to
make their way to the border province of Cooch Behar. There they
would make arrangements for the ongoing journey. Bogle and
Hamilton would meet up with them en route. But there were all
the other servants for his steward to engage: twenty-two bearers (to
carry palanquins in relay), thirteen armed peons, twelve harkaras or
messengers, six torchbearers (for travel by night), two chubdars (silver
stick bearers) to announce the embassy’s importance, not to mention
overseers, serving men, cook, and tent-pitcher. Sixty-three servants in
all, Bogle calculated, and five more for Hamilton.

Bogle had been learning as much as he could about the countries he
was to visit. First there was the problem of nomenclature: Tibet was
sometimes called Bootan. These names appear to have been used
interchangeably. ‘Bootan’ did not refer to the country that we now
know as ‘Bhutan’, rather it was an alternative name for Tibet.” To
Europeans, Tibet was famous for its inhospitable terrain and climate,
its sheer inaccessibility. The vast Himalayan range formed a frontier
between the familiar plains of Bengal and the remote plateaux of
Tibet. For Bogle, the mission was ‘a new and untrodden Path’, full of
the allure of adventure.?

The Governor had prepared a report for him, a ‘Memorial relative to
Tibet’, based on the scarce materials available on the region. ‘Tibet is a
cold, high, mountainous country,’ it began.* The European idea of the
geography of the region was derived from Du Halde’s monumental
General History of China (1736), compiled from the accounts of Jesuit
missionaries. The text was accompanied by maps prepared by D’An-
ville based on information gathered by Jesuits at Peking over the
period 1708-18. The Kangxi Emperor, who valued the cartographic
skills of the missionaries, had invited the Jesuits to conduct a general
survey of his empire. The section on Tibet was contributed by two
lamas whom the Jesuits had trained as surveyors and then dispatched
to the Outer Regions. Fixing their measurements by astronomical
observations, the lama surveyors started in the north-eastern corner of
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Map of Tibet by Jean Baptiste Bourguignon d’Anville, 1735

Tibet and continued to Lhasa, then on to the Himalayan sources of the
Ganges. From the resulting map, ridged all over with the symbols for
peaks, Hastings could see how the great rivers of south and east Asia —
the Indus, the Sutlej, the Brahmaputra, the Mekong, the Yellow River
and the Yangtze — all had their sources in Tibet. Deducing from this
that it must be the highest land in the continent, he proposed a
comparison with Quito in the Andes. As the prompt for geographical
musings, the map might serve well; as a practical tool for orientation,
it was sadly lacking. But it was the best map available, so a copy was
packed up for Bogle.’

Over the previous century and a half, a handful of Jesuit and
Capuchin missionaries had undergone the rigours of the journey from
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India and China into Tibet. Some went in search of lost Christians,
following Marco Polo’s reports of Nestorian Christian communities in
Cathay (Northern China), others in pursuit of converts. Of the various
attempts to establish missions in Tibet, none had really prospered; it
was not long before they either met with hostility or ran out of funds.
The harvest of souls had been far from plentiful: the Capuchin mission
to Lhasa of 1716—33 managed to make only thirty-five converts.®

From the few accounts published, the Governor learnt a confused
history of Tartar and Chinese invasions, but remained unclear whether
China still possessed power in the region. What, Hastings wanted to
know, was the precise nature of the relationship between China and
Tibet? The details available on the Dalai Lama were equally sketchy:
identified when young by various signs, he was believed to be an
incarnation of the Buddha, and so greatly revered that ‘his excrements’
were ‘sold as charms at a great price among all the Tartar tribes of this
religion’.” Of the customs of the people, Hastings considered their
marital arrangements the most intriguing. Was it true, he wondered,
that to guard against hereditary succession, as soon as a new chief of a
Tibetan tribe was chosen, he was separated from his wife and family?
And what about their traditions of cohabitation? ‘It is said that in
Thibet it is very common for a Lady to have several Husbands,” wrote
Hastings. ‘I should wish much to know if this practice obtains in all
the ranks of society and whether those husbands who all have
intercourse with one woman have not likewise other women that
are their wives, with whom likewise they hold an intercourse in
common.’® In addition to his official diplomatic duties, it would be
Bogle’s job to attempt to answer the Governor’s scholarly questions
and satisfy his wide-ranging curiosity.

The commission gave Bogle the chance to secure the Governor’s favour
and build a reputation. A successful outcome, he imagined, would be
a sure way to preferment. Indeed this appointment was the culmi-
nation of an assiduous campaign to cultivate Hastings. Early on in his
career, Bogle had realised that the guiding principle of advancement
in the East India Company was ‘interest’, that is, having friends in the
right places. Letters of recommendation from influential contacts were
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the first step towards lucrative posts in Bengal. The connections of his
brother Robert had initially secured Bogle a writership with the
Company, and had then gained him introductions to men like Colonel
Lauchlin Macleane, Commissary General of the Army, in whose house
he was now living, and John Stewart, Secretary to the Bengal Council
and Judge Advocate General. In fact it was Stewart who had first
brought him to the Governor’s attention.

Hastings soon discerned Bogle's many qualities. His sharp intellect
was complemented by an affable manner. Quick to learn, he was also
trustworthy and good-humoured. And he was Scottish. In a period
when many Englishmen deeply resented the Scots, Hastings showered
them with patronage. Throughout the British Empire, Scots played an
extremely significant role, eagerly pursuing opportunities for advance-
ment in the colonies that were denied them at home; but in Bengal
nearly half the new writers appointed under Hastings were Scottish. In
Calcutta Bogle kept happening on acquaintances from home. Hast-
ings’s inner circle or ‘family’ of confidants and advisers was largely
made up of young Scottish men, a group he would term his ‘Scotch
guardians’.®

As the youngest son of a prominent Glasgow trading family, Bogle
was well equipped with the commercial and political connections that
Hastings particularly valued. His father, also George, was a member of
the set of merchants who had made huge fortunes importing Amer-
ican tobacco and sugar, cultivated in part by slave labour. The profits
of Bogle’s American ventures were invested in other concerns: com-
panies that exported goods back to America and the Caribbean, and
another that manufactured dyestuffs for the local textile industry.
During his youth, Glasgow was in its heyday, one of the most
prosperous and elegant cities in Britain. The city’s wealth was based
on its geographical position; the Clyde ports offered a much quicker
and cheaper voyage to Virginia and Maryland than the English ports,
undercutting the sailing time by two to three weeks. Glasgow
became, in effect, a great warehouse, storing and processing American
tobacco and sugar for sale all over Britain and the Continent. The
leading merchants, later dubbed the ‘Tobacco Lords’, were a tight
network of interrelated families who lived in great splendour. They
owned city mansions and grand country estates, parading their wealth
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in lavish furnishings or ploughing it into schemes of agricultural
improvement. They were showy dressers, sporting curled wigs, cocked
hats, scarlet cloaks and gold-headed walking canes. Among their ranks
was John Glassford of Dougaston, at the time the wealthiest merchant
in Europe.

The merchant elite had close links with the landowning classes.
Bogle’s mother, Anne Sinclair, came from an aristocratic background.
Her father was Sir John Sinclair, a direct descendant of James I and II
of Scotland; and her mother, Martha Lockhart, was the daughter of
Lord Castlehill. Her dowry included the estate of Whiteinch near
Glasgow. Of the nine children borne by Anne Sinclair, two died in
infancy, to leave four daughters — Martha, Mary, Elizabeth and Anne -
and three sons — Robert, John and George, the youngest. George had
barely entered his teens when his mother died, and from then on the
household was managed by the sisters. The eldest, Martha, married an
apothecary, Thomas Brown, and moved to London, but the trio of
unmarried sisters — Mary, Elizabeth and Anne — remained at home
with their ageing father.

In his advancing years, increasingly incapacitated by gout, George
Bogle senior contented himself with overseeing his estate and farms.
The family seat was at Daldowie, five miles east of Glasgow. His own
father had purchased the land in 1724, and he himself had built the
house to accommodate his growing family. Following the practice of
many of the Tobacco Lords, the Bogles acquired a coat of arms and
added the name of their estate to their surname. The Bogles of
Daldowie lived in fine style. Their mansion, situated on a rise above
the River Clyde, overlooked nearly 150 acres of gardens and wood-
lands, with a stockyard, dovecote and riverside walks. The handsome
villa was a rural retreat from the business interests and civic duties that
dominated the working week. From the late 1730s, George Bogle
senior rose to positions of considerable influence in various Glasgow
institutions. He repeatedly served terms of office as lord rector of
Glasgow University, becoming actively involved in the administration
of the university and its library. He was also Dean of Guild, the head
of the body that represented the mercantile interests in the city.'”
Both widely read and devout, he was a staunch supporter of the
Moderate group in the Church of Scotland. His letters demonstrate
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that distinctive mix of commercial canniness and Presbyterian ser-
iousness which one contemporary observer considered characteristic of
Glasgow: ‘The chief objects that occupied the minds of the citizens
were commerce and religion; the chief means of acquiring importance
among them were wealth and piety.”"’

An educated man himself, the elder George Bogle devoted some
care to the education of his sons. While it was not necessary for a
merchant to pursue a full course of study, some university education
was considered desirable. In his youth, George senior had combined
study at the University of Leiden with travels in northern Europe, and
his sons attended Glasgow and Edinburgh Universities for varying
periods of time. The youngest, George, studied logic at Edinburgh
University for six months, from the age of fourteen. After eighteen
months learning the family business in London, he transferred to a
private academy in Enfield to pursue a more practical course of
mercantile education. Then, following a six-month visit to the south
of France as the companion of a sick friend (who died in pursuit of a
cure at Toulouse), George returned to join his brother Robert in
London.

For three years George worked at his brother’s firm of Bogle &
Scott, trading in American tobacco and exporting goods to plantation
stores in Virginia. During this period, Robert was his closest friend
and mentor, instructing him in the ways of the market and the world.
In their frequent conversations, Robert loved to hold forth on the
issues of the day. In later life, he was a great pontificator and writer of
letters to the government. His second cousin recalled that in middle
age Robert was ‘a man of much information and of much speculation,
the results of which he did not fail to impart often to the ruling powers
. . . In society, with a great deal of kindness and bonhomie, he was yet
tedious, from the long lectures on mercantile and political subjects —
for he did not converse when he entered upon these, but rather
declaimed — which he was in the habit of delivering in the most
humdrum and monotonous manner.”"” Perhaps Robert only grew
boring with age. George, at least, referred affectionately to the hours of
companionable ‘Crack’ with his brother.”> But by 1769 George was
beginning to think of a break with Robert and the family business.
Weighing up the possibility of a career with the East India Company
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in either China or India, he eventually opted for Bengal. Robert could
supply him with the necessary letters of introduction and, as he
explained optimistically to his father, ‘the Climate & Society are very
good, the Chance or rather Prospect of gaining an Independence is
great and I go out with every Advantage I could wish.""*

In the event, it proved the right time to leave the family business.
Three years later the affluent comfort of the Bogles, along with that of
many other merchants and financiers, was abruptly shattered. It all
started on 10 June 1772 when Alexander Fordyce, a Scottish partner
in a London banking house, suddenly absconded to France. Fordyce
was a speculator on a grand scale; he made and then lost a substantial
fortune on the stock market. In an attempt to make good his losses, he
dealt heavily in fictitious bills. At the time, bills were the main means
of conducting commercial transactions; they were notes demanding
payment at a later date, drawn by one firm on another. They could be
endorsed and passed on and go into circulation. The entire system
relied on trust; a bill would be accepted only if drawn on and endorsed
by creditable firms and individuals. Once confidence was undermined,
panic spread and the whole chain of credit collapsed.”® This is what
happened in June 1772. Fordyce's debts — rumoured to be between
£350,000 and £550,000 — forced the closure not only of the bank for
which he worked, but of ten more in the following fortnight.
Observing the wreckage, Samuel Johnson blamed the crisis on the
general climate of fear: ‘such a general distrust and timidity has been
diffused through the whole commercial system that credit has
been almost extinguished and commerce suspended."(’ There were
runs on the banks and money grew scarce. Fordyce’s firm had
particular links with Scotland and on 25 June the Ayr Bank, which
supplied two-thirds of the banknotes in Scotland, also stopped
payment. Fordyce himself became the focus of much anti-Scottish
sentiment. Crowds turned out to jeer when he appeared before the
bankruptcy commissioners, and the press gleefully reported his
humiliation. Forced to surrender all that he owned, Fordyce had to
turn out his pockets for his last remaining possessions: a snuff box and
a handful of coins."”

Not since the South Sea Bubble of 1720 had the financial world
been so rocked. The shock waves were felt in Amsterdam and across
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northern Europe. Scores of businesses across Scotland and England
were declared bankrupt, among them the firm of Bogle & Scott. The
suddenness and violence of the crash reduced those involved to
despair. Robert detailed the personal repercussions in a long and
dramatic letter to his brother in Bengal:

It was impossible to withstand the Torrent every Connection we had
was gone so that we were under a necessity of submitting to the general
Calamity . . . The Distress I was under it is impossible for any Pen to
describe . . . I took a Fever I lost my Reason and on the second Day
after we stopt my Servant, who was attending me, having gone {out} of
the Rooms about 5 0'Clock in the morning, thinking me asleep — I got
up & jumped out of our two Pair of Stairs Windows into the Court -
such a Fall must have inevitably put a Period to a Life which at that
Time I had no Inclination to preserve, had not the Goodness of
Providence interposed & saved me in a most miraculous Manner — My
servant returned just as I was going over, catched hold of my shirt,
which altho it gave way & did not prevent my Fall, yet it broke the
Force, & altho I was a good deal hurt I was not thought dangerously so

— My Back had got a great Strain which confined me to Bed for two
Months."®

In the months of recuperation that followed, Robert had much time to
contemplate the workings of Divine Providence. He ‘called on the
Assistance of Religion & Devotion & gained the most perfect
Tranquility & Resignation’. With this new-found conviction, he
reflected on the wretchedness and evil produced by riches (although
‘a Competency’, he conceded, was a necessity)."®

When he had recovered sufficiently, Robert’s first move was to take
out a Commission of Bankruptcy and then to look into the family’s
state of affairs. The business finances were so entwined with his
father’s that the whole family was drawn into difficulties. Daldowie,
the much loved family home, was under threat, although Robert was
determined that it should not be sold during his father’s lifetime. The
family estates were put into trust. The only member who might be
able to secure the family’s future was the youngest, thousands of miles
away in Bengal. Robert wrote to inform George of the state of affairs:
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When you last heard from me, the Prospect was very different — our
Business was flourishing, our Credit was strongly founded . . . In that
situation the Prospect was that your Fortune could be of Use to none
but yourself as our Business afforded the appearance of supporting my
Father [and] all his Family in a life of Affluence. But in an Hour all is
blasted, & we must again (like Sisiphus) ascend this Hill from which
we have been hurled down Headlong.*®

With a single letter, all sense of security was shattered. As he read
his brother’s cramped script, George learnt of the collapse of his
family’s fortunes, his brother’s suicide attempt and his new financial
responsibilities. He told Robert, ‘my Heart was agitated successively
by a Thousand different Passions — Grief Regret Gratitude — took
possession of it by Turns.””” The decision not to sell the estate was
quite right, George affirmed. He too would take his part in the
Sisyphean labour of debt repayment: ‘My Father’s Situation is dis-
tressing beyond Measure — You desire me to inform you of my own
Situation and how far you think I can assist you in your Schemes of
relieving Daldowie — There is one thing you may depend upon, that
my whole attention will be turned towards this Point, and I have
hopes of succeeding so as to assist you.””* From then on, remitting
money home became a prime object. There was now a new urgency to
George's career.

But it was easier to spend than to save in Calcutta. A culture of excess
characterised British life in the city. A modest dinner for two might
consist of ‘soup, a roast fowl, curry and rice, a mutton pie, a fore
quarter of lamb, a rice pudding, tarts, very good cheese, fresh churned
butter, fine bread, excellent Madeira’; drinking was on a heroic scale,
dress flamboyant, and the stakes for gambling high.?? Junior servants
were criticised by the Court of Directors for their large establishments
and deep debts.

The hectic pace of consumption in Calcutta was a kind of show
staged for Indian observers, a parade of economic dominance (which,
ironically enough, owed much to Indian moneylenders). It was also a
retreat from the boredom of colonial existence, a frenzied forgetting of
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the distance of home and the proximity of death. For the mortality
rates of East India Company servants were alarmingly high; around
half of those who travelled to Bengal were buried there. Within a year
of their arrival, both of the writers who shared Bogle’s first lodgings
were dead. The British fell victim to multiple diseases: cholera,
malaria and dysentery. The most dangerous months were April to
October; to mark the end of the killing season, the British inhabitants
met to celebrate their survival at a gathering called the ‘Reunion’.

Troubling reports of the extravagance of Company servants had
reached Robert and his father. Did George understand the importance
of moderation? Although he tried to live economically, Bogle replied,
Calcutta was expensive and it was important to avoid a reputation for
stinginess.”* One outlay that Bogle did not mention to his family was the
cost of keeping a concubine. It was common practice among the British
to purchase the attentions of a 667, or Indian mistress. A somewhat later
handbook, The East India Vade-Mecum, suggested that £60 a year would
cover the expense, ‘which must certainly be considered no great price for
a bosom friend, when compared with the sums laid out upon some British
damsels’.>> The women were unlikely to have had much choice in the
matter; a few were from noble families hoping to secure political
advantage from such an alliance, but most were servants or slaves
who entered British households as children or were transferred between
Englishmen.?® At the outset of the relationship, a contract would
sometimes be drawn up specifying a monthly rate for the 4ib: with
allowances for clothes, jewellery, betel and tobacco and the employment
of a couple of female servants. Some bibis maintained their own establish-
ment, others were part of the household. Sadly, we have no clear record of
Bogle’s domestic arrangements.

Bogle’s letters home reveal a constant concern with his own future
and the progress of his career. Rank in the Company was calculated on
length of service. Initially Bogle had been content to play the long
game, waiting for a position to fall vacant (which, with the high
mortality rates, happened quite frequently), but after he learnt of
Robert’s bankruptcy he began to seek openings more actively. The
first opportunity was presented by the arrival of one of Robert’s
connections, Colonel Lauchlin Macleane, with a brief to procure
supplies for the Company forces. ‘I fondly flatter myself,” Robert
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wrote, ‘that your Connection with Mr Mcleane may prove very useful
to you, he is a Man of great Enterprize, very aspiring & sanguine, he
has acquired a great deal of Money & lost it over & over again so that at
present I believe he is immensely behind hand . . . his present aim is
to make money to discharge the whole without any Distinction — If
your Appointment under him takes place, I would advise your Duty
by assiduity & application to the Business but I by all means dissuade
you from entering into large Engagements for him by lending Money,
by being Security or otherwise.”’

Well might Robert warn Bogle of the dangers of trusting Macleane
in money matters. A doyen of the political underworld, of great charm
and few scruples, Macleane had been the under secretary and personal
financial agent to the Earl of Shelburne who, as secretary of state for
the Southern Department, handled European and American affairs.
Macleane was the architect of a grand scheme speculating in East India
shares which had come crashing down. Macleane lost £90,000 and
Shelburne had covered a third of his debts. An appointment in India
was procured in 1772 as the quickest route to meet his creditors’
demands. Macleane came out to join John Stewart, his friend and
former protégé. Stewart had himself been ruined by Macleane’s share
scheme, but now held the post of secretary to the Bengal Council —a
man with the ear of the Governor. The two men shared a far from
respectable past. When they first met, Stewart had just served a prison
sentence for debt. While in gaol, he had made the acquaintance of
his mistress, Anne Bailey, a seaman’s wife and haberdasher-turned-
prostitute. The relationship between the three of them became
increasingly entangled as Macleane involved Stewart in his dubious
share dealings, securing him a post in Shelburne’s ministry, and Bailey
gave birth to a son who bore both their names (for whom Stewart
accepted paternity and Macleane paid maintenance).>”

On arrival in India, the charismatic Macleane swiftly charmed the
Governor. ‘No man living ever won so much of my confidence in so
short an acquaintance,” Hastings later wrote.”® In characteristic
fashion, Macleane busied himself in making friends and promoting
his own interests. Bogle, for one, was seduced. Macleane, he assured
his sister Elizabeth, did not deserve his bad reputation: ‘his Character
my Dear Bess is very different from that you have received — He is
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warm hearted and friendly to the greatest Degree, attached to his
Party and of a bold and liberal way of thinking beyond almost
anything I ever met with.”>” Macleane had decided that his post as
commissary general of the Army in Bengal lacked sufficient scope; he
set about redefining his role, requesting additional powers and an
expanded staff. He needed a deputy; would Bogle be interested?
Coming just a few months after the news of Robert’s bankruptcy, the
offer was indeed tempting. Bogle was flattered by Macleane’s atten-
tions and excited by the prospect of making money. But he was also
worried about abandoning Hastings’s inner circle; he would forgo the
chance of promotion in the Governor's service and risk losing all the
interest that he had so painstakingly cultivated. It was Hastings’s
response to the scheme that put an end to the martter. Bogle wrote to
his brother: ‘I find that the Governor is not willing that I should leave
him, and his pleasure must be to me a Law.’?’

Bogle’s sense of loyalty and desire to conciliate his patron paid off. Only a
few months later, the Governor rewarded him with the post of envoy. In
his official letter of appointment, Hastings laid out the terms of his
commission to Tibet (or ‘Bootan’, as he termed it): “The Design of your
Mission is to open a mutual and equal Communication of Trade between
the Inhabitants of Bootan and Bengal, and you will be guided by your
own Judgement in using such means of Negotiation as may be most
likely to Effect this Purpose.”>” Bogle was instructed to deliver a letter
and presents from Hastings to the Panchen Lama. He was to carry trade
samples and find out about Tibetan products. In the course of his travels,
he was to enquire into routes between Bengal and Tibet and the
neighbouring countries, and to gather information on the manners
of the people, their government and methods of revenue collection.
Periodically, he was to report his findings and the progress of his
negotiations to the Governor. But, beyond these general instructions,
everything was left to Bogle’s own discretion. The length of his stay, the
extent of his expenses, whether or not to establish a British residency in
Tibet —all these were matters for Bogle to decide. That Hastings allowed
Bogle such latitude is both a measure of the trust which he placed in his
envoy and a gauge of the depth of British ignorance of Tibet.
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Hastings was hungry for knowledge of the region. The British in
Bengal were then engaged in gathering all kinds of information -
political, legal, economic, geographical, historical, cultural and social.
Hastings encouraged Company servants to acquire Indian languages
and pursue scholarly research into the peoples and the lands that they
occupied. The contemporary Indian observer and historian Ghulam
Hussain Khan Tabataba’i described the Company officials’ habits of
interrogation and annotation:

the English commenced acquiring a knowledge of the usages and
customs of the country: for it was a standing rule with them, that
whatever remarkable they heard from any man versed in business, or
even from any other individual, was immediately set in writing in a
kind of book composed of a few blank leaves, which most of them carry
about, and which they put together afterwards, and bind like a book

for their future use.??

In his ‘Private Commissions to Mr. Bogle’, Hastings even specified
how Bogle should take notes. Bogle was directed to:

keep a Diary, inserting whatever passes before your observation which
shall be characteristic of the People, their Manners, Customs, Build-
ings, Cookery, the Country, the Climate, or the Road, carrying with
you a Pencil and Pocket-Book for the purpose of minuting short Notes
of every Fact or Remark as it occurs, and putting them in Order at your
Leisure while they are fresh in your Memory.**

Hastings hoped that Bogle’s journal would be of as much interest to
the gentleman reader as to the Company servant. To this end, the
Governor plied him with questions: what countries lay between Lhasa
and Siberia, between China and Kashmir? Could Bogle find out about
the course and navigation of the Brahmaputra river? And in what
particular art or science did the Tibetans excel? Hastings also wanted
live specimens of the flora and fauna of the region. Could Bogle
arrange to send down one or more pairs of shawl goats (which bore the
finest wool) and the same number of cowtail cattle (yaks) for his
menagerie? Some fresh ripe walnuts for seed, and medicinal plants like
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rhubarb and ginseng would also be most welcome. The desires of the
amateur botanist and collector mingled with those of the souvenir-
hunter. Bogle was to keep his eyes open for any ‘Curiosities, whether
natural productions, Manufactures, Paintings, or what else may be
acceptable to Persons of Taste in England’.?’

Bogle added Hastings’s instructions to the piles of documentation
that he had already accumulated. He packed supplies of pens, pencils,
blotting paper and ink, reams of paper and stacks of notebooks. He
instructed his servants to lay out twenty shirts and twenty pairs of
stockings, ten pairs of breeches and ten waistcoats, twelve short
drawers and two long drawers. He would make do with two pairs
of shoes, one blue suit, his Portuguese cloak and a pair of boots. There
were travelling chairs and a table. For meal times, he had two sets of
cutlery and crockery, tablecloths, salt-cellars and candlesticks. He
would take his hookah to smoke after dinner and borrow a chess set
from Macleane for diversion in the evenings. There were certain
comforts that a gentleman could not do without.

At their final meeting, the Governor promised Bogle that,
whatever the outcome of the mission, he could depend on his
continued favour and protection. These were reassuring words; the
coming months presented only uncertainty and challenge. As
Hastings wrote to the Court of Directors, ‘the great Length of
the Journey & the natural difficulties which Mr. Bogle has to
encounter from the severity of the Climate & the rudeness of the
Country will make it a long while before we shall hear from him.”>®
A shrewd judge of character, Hastings prized Bogle's ready under-
standing, energy and determination. If anyone could rise to the
physical, intellectual and personal demands of the mission, then
George Bogle could. Eager as Hastings was to send Bogle on his
way, he could not see him leave without regret. He had grown fond
of his young private secretary. Before they parted, Hastings placed a
small object in Bogle's hands; it was a diamond ring, a token of his
friendship and pledge of his remembrance.
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The party set off in the summer of 1774. It was the worst time of year
to embark on a journey. By 20 May, ‘the thermometer was often above
the Degree of Blood Heat’, the sun almost vertical in the sky, and the
monsoon only a few weeks away." As the boatmen pulled on their oars,
hoping for a favourable wind to fill the sail, Calcutta receded into the
distance. Bogle and Hamilton’s budgerows negotiated their way
through the busy river traffic. Heavy, square-sailed barges with a
crew of up to twenty oarsmen, budgerows had a long cabin, pierced
with windows. Passengers were accommodated in comfort, but the
boatmen sweated it out in the sun. The Hugli was notoriously difficult
to navigate, with its shifting sandbanks and changeable course. There
was always the danger of running aground or getting caught in the
eddies. All budgerows were equipped with a long bamboo pole to
avoid colliding with sandbanks. At times, the rowers would have to
disembark to haul the vessel upstream with a track rope, and the sail
was continually being hoisted and lowered as the character of the river
and the winds changed. In a few weeks the monsoon-swollen river
would break its banks and the fields would be flooded, ready for paddy
cultivation. But now the Hugli was at its most shallow, a thick carpet
of silt making it navigable for only part of its course.

Travel in Bengal was everywhere easiest by water. The province was
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cut through with rivers; as James Rennell, the Surveyor General of
Bengal pronounced, ‘every part of the country, has, even in the dry
season, some navigable stream within 25 miles at farchest; and more
commonly, within a third part of that distance’.” People and goods
moved along the waterways rather than the roads (which were often so
poorly maintained that pack animals had to be used instead of carts).
The rivers were not only a means of communication but also the source
of Bengal's wealth. The annual inundation, extending over the plains,
brought irrigation and fertility to the soil. These low-lying areas were
perfect for growing rice, and the higher ground suited cotton, sugar
cane, pulses, oil seeds and mulberry to raise silkworms.’

It was the cotton cloth and fine silks which attracted foreign
merchants to Bengal. Fifteen miles upstream from Calcutta, the
budgerows passed Serampore, a small Danish settlement built snugly
around the Governor's residence. Then came the French port of
Chandernagore, stretching for a mile along the left bank, with its
ruined fort a reminder of the British assault on the town of 1757.
Although the French were no longer a military threat in India, and the
two nations had been at peace for a decade, the British still viewed them
with suspicion and prevented them from fortifying their settlement.
The Dutch captain, Jan Splinter Stavorinus, reported that when the
French dug a ditch around the town, ostensibly for drainage purposes,
the British believed it to be defensive, and hastily dispatched some
troops to fill it up again.* The last of the European settlements along the
Hugli was the Dutch Chinsura. From the river, the most visible
buildings were Fort Gustavus, with its battery of twenty-one guns,
and a small white church with a steeple (but no resident clergyman). On
special occasions — and for a handsome fee — the chaplain from Calcutta
could be persuaded to officiate.” Although in comparison to Calcutta,
these European enclaves were sleepy outposts, Bogle envied their
standard of living: ‘“You will think it very odd,” he wrote to his brother,

that in this Country where we are Sovereigns, and the French, Dutch,
and Danes hold only little settlements, in a manner by our permission
— that they should be better served, and Cheaper by half, than we are,
that their Towns should be much neater, provisions Cheaper, and at

this present moment when there is no such thing as geting a Baker,
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that is good for anything in Calcutta — Chandernagore, and Chinsura,
the French & Dutch Settlements, are supplied with the finest Bread,
and in the greatest Plenty.6

The river journey came to an end some seventy miles from Calcutta
at the village of Mirzapur; there was no going beyond this point in the
dry season. The party disembarked to continue by road to the city of
Murshidabad. By now the heat was beginning to take its toll. ‘Having
set out from Calcutta at the hottest Season of the year,” Bogle told
Robert, ‘we had suffered greatly from the Heat; being obliged to
travell chiefly during the Night; and take Shelter in the Day time
under a Tamarind or Banyan Tree.”” Bogle and Hamilton were
installed in ‘lazy, lolling Palankins’, comfortably upholstered with
mattresses and cushions.® They were accompanied by a train of
torchbearers, servants, porters and bullocks laden with provisions
and luggage. In an attempt to beat the rains, they proceeded as
quickly as possible. The teams of palanquin bearers were replaced in
relays. This was hard physical labour, jogging along with the
palanquin at a steady four miles an hour, while Hamilton and Bogle
rested. To ease the effort, the bearers grunted rhythmically or im-
provised songs which made fun of the palanquin’s occupant. A later
traveller attempted an English translation of one such song:

Oh, what a heavy bag!

No; it’s an elephant:

He is an awful weight.

Let's throw his palkee down —
Let’s set him in the mud —
Let’s leave him to his fate.
No, for he'll be angry then;
Ay, and he will beat us then
With a thick stick.

Then let’s make haste and get along,
Jump along quick.”

The bearers, like the coolies and the boatmen, were drawn from the
lowest ranks of society. Most of the Calcutta bearers came from Orissa.
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Higher up the social scale were the craftsmen and cultivators who lived
in the villages through which the party passed. In the flaring torch-
light, the servants could just make out the village houses, built of
bamboo, thatch and mud. Many of these communities were devoted to
the export cloth industry. The women spun raw cotton at home and the
men worked as weavers, dyers or embroiderers. As the group neared
Murshidabad, the villagers were more likely to be employed in silk
production, cultivating mulberry and silkworms or winding silk.'® But
both the silk and cloth industries, indeed the whole region, were still
recovering from the devastation of four years previously.

Murshidabad had been one of the areas worst afflicted by a famine that
had descended upon Bengal and Bihar in 1770. The previous year, the
rains had failed. The region’s reserves of food and money were already
diminished by the ruinous rate of Company taxation. Although the
British belatedly started to distribute food in Calcutta, the activities of
some Company servants and their Indian associates exacerbated the
famine. Individuals were accused of enforcing monopolies on rice and
other staples, of stockpiling, profiteering, and buying up grain at fixed
prices." " In the countryside, villagers sold off first their cattle, then their
tools and finally, in desperation, their children. To support themselves,
they ate their seed grain and the forbidden flesh of animals, then leaves
and grass. By August 1770, when Bogle had first arrived in Calcutta, the
city was full of the emaciated and the dying:

There were men employed to pick up the Dead Bodies in the Streets,
and throw them into the River, and from the 1st to the gth of last
Month no less than twelve Hundred Carcasses were found — in the
streets of Calcutta — that had died not of Pestillence, or Sickness, but
absolutely of Hunger . . . I have seen them myself, take off the Turban
from their Heads, Bind it about their Eyes, when their Hands were so
feeble as hardly to be able to Perform that last Office, and resign

12

themselves to Death without a single Complaint or Groan.

The situation was yet worse in Murshidabad, where people were
dying at the rate of 500 a day. ‘The scene of misery that intervened,
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and still continues, shocks humanity too much to bear description,’
wrote the British Resident, at the height of the famine. ‘Certain it is,
that in several parts, the living have fed on the dead.”'? Those who did
not actually starve to death were killed instead by diseases which
overcame the weak and emaciated. In the area around Murshidabad,
smallpox took hold. “Whole villages and whole towns were swept
away by these two scourges,” lamented Ghulam Hussain, ‘and they
suddenly disappeared from the face of the earth.”’ In all, perhaps a
third of the Bengal population lost their lives and many of the
survivors turned vagrant.

As a response to the part played by the British in the famine,
Company servants were banned from trading in grain in 1773
(although individuals found ways of evading this restriction, as they
did many of the regulations). Company servants were allowed to
engage in internal commerce or trade within Asia on their own
account. Indeed the right to trade in a private capacity was a clause in
the writer’s covenant. Although salaries in the Company were rela-
tively modest, there were endless ways to make a fortune: private
trade, bribes and perquisites (the casual profits attached to a post, later
abbreviated to ‘perks’). Moral standards were none too high, as Bogle
confided to Robert:

One of the greatest Checks upon a Man that wants to increase his
Fortune by unfair Means, in Europe, is the Odium that he is liable to
draw upon himself, and be despised, and shunned by all his Acquain-
tances, but that is not the case here, and several People keep the best
Company, and are exceedingly well regarded, who are great Rogues,
not only from Suspicion, but even by their own Confession, and have
been obliged to refund Money that they had unjustly taken away,
either by extortion, or in cheating People that employed them."

An appointment in the East Indies was generally regarded in
Britain as a speedy path to riches. In the early years of British rule
in Bengal, it was possible for the less than scrupulous to acquire vast
fortunes. So general was British greed that Ghulam Hussain termed it
a ‘custom . . . which every one of these emigrants holds to be of divine
obligation; I mean, that of scraping together as much money in this
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country as they can, and carrying it in immense sums to the kingdom
of England’. ‘6 After the collapse of the family business, Bogle's cousin
and former associate William Scott wrote with news of an acquain-
tance, newly returned from India, ‘with an immensity, some say
Seventy thousand & he only went out about ten years ago’. India
presented the most tempting of prospects. ‘One woud realy imagine,’
Scott continued, ‘that the Golden Age reigns with universal Sway, on
the other Side of the Cape & that in these Regions it rains Gold and
Silver Rupees.”"” Such fantasies were fed by newspaper reports of the
spectacular fortunes amassed by ‘Nabobs’, former Company servants
who purchased great landed estates and parliamentary seats on their
return to Britain. Although Nabobs were attacked in the press and on
the stage as greedy, corrupt and extravagant, combining all the worst
excesses of the nowveaux riches with the supposed venality and deca-
dence of the East, they also attracted envy and emulation.

Posts in the East India Company were much coveted by the sons of
merchants and professionals, and in demand too among the gentry and
aristocracy. Newly appointed writers of sixteen imagined that they
could retire at forty to live as gentlemen.’® Families used their
influence with the Directors to gain writerships, and Directors used
patronage to buy support in their annual elections. Political pressure
was also exerted; Bogle’s friend, Alexander Elliot, gained his post after
the Prime Minister had intervened on behalf of his father, Sir Gilbert
Elliot, Treasurer of the Navy and a confidant of the King. One of the
ways that Scottish interests were tied to those of England after the
Union of 1707 was through the distribution of East India Company
posts. The promise of a Company writership could be used as a bribe or
reward for political loyaley."®

The most important contact a writer could make on arrival in India
was a banian, an agent who managed his household, engaged servants,
arranged for financial loans and provided an entrée into local trade.
The banian acted as an indispensable intermediary who, in the words
of a contemporary writer, combined the roles of ‘interpreter, head
book-keeper, head secretary, head broker, the supplier of cash and cash
keeper and in general also secret keeper’.”® This close collaboration
with the British afforded the banians themselves many opportunities
to make fortunes through trade and land revenue management. Until
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the practice was abolished in 1773, Company servants could grant
their banians tax exemption on trade in certain goods and, in return,
earn a commission of up to 25 per cent. During his first year in
Calcutta, Bogle wrote to Robert about engaging a new banian: ‘I have
taken one who serves a particular friend of mine. He is very clever & a
man of Property — and as the Gentleman he is now with may probably
go home in a year or two — I may then perhaps have him all to myself,
which would be of great service to me, if I should then find it proper to
carry on any extensive concerns.””’ But Bogle was cautious about
entering into private trade. Although the potential profits were high —
twice if not three times those of a British merchant’s — so too were the
risks. More importantly, following the famine, commercial prospects
were far from good.

It was the economic, rather than the humanitarian, consequences of
the famine which most exercised the Company Directors in London.
With such a high level of mortality, local industries went into a sharp
decline and land revenues fell. The financial difficulties of the
Company were aggravated by the means by which its servants
remitted their fortunes back home. Bills of exchange were issued
in India to be drawn on the Company in London; but by 1771 it
became clear that the Company had insufficient funds to honour the
bills. The credit crisis of 1772 (which wrecked the Bogle family
business) exacerbated the situation. The Company was placed under
increased pressure to meet its obligations and, at the same time, found
it difficult to receive payments on its sale of Indian goods. Following
reports of profiteering during the famine, there were calls for a
parliamentary inquiry into the activities of Company servants. East
India stock plummeted and the Company, finding itself close to
bankruptcy, turned to the government for support. The loan of nearly
£1.5 million came with the requirement that the Company be subject
to extensive reorganisation. The resulting Regulating Act, passed in
1773, radically restructured the Company both in London and in
India.*”

The repercussions of these reforms had yet to reach Calcutta at the
time of Bogle’s departure, but the financial imperatives were clear.
Hastings was under great pressure from the Directors to find new
sources of income. When the opportunity arose to open up trade
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relations with the countries to the north, he gladly embraced it. Tiber,
with its mines of gold and silver, was a tempting prospect. Bogle was
well aware that Hastings had considerable hopes for a profitable new
commercial venture riding on his mission.

The city of Murshidabad, which the party now entered, was the seat of
the Nawabs of Bengal, embellished with palaces, forts, public build-
ings, mosques and pleasure gardens; but the place held little attraction
for Bogle. He had travelled there two years previously as an assistant to
Hastings on an official tour. On his first visit, he had been less than
impressed: ‘it is an old decayed Town,’ he wrote to his sister Martha,
‘it never was a handsome one and now from the great Change of things
is going fast to ruin.’*> Murshidabad had for seventy years been the
capital of the province, a flourishing administrative and commercial
centre, at the heart of the Bengal silk trade, with a rich court culture.
But in recent years the city’s wealth, prestige and population had
drained away. This was partly the result of the famine — which nearly
halved the number of inhabitants — and partly the effect of British
policy: Murshidabad’s decline was Calcutta’s gain.

Following the British victory at Plassey in 1757, Bengal had
become a virtual client state. At Plassey, the Company had defeated
Siraj ud-Daula, the Nawab of Bengal, by conspiring with a rival court
faction; over the next seven years, the Company installed and deposed
a succession of rulers. Early in his career, as resident of Murshidabad,
Hastings had been involved in one such coup. But the Nawab that he
backed, Mir Kasim, was himself deposed and subsequently defeated at
the battle of Buxar (1764). The following year, the Mughal Emperor
acknowledged British dominance by transferring the drwani of Ben-
gal, Bihar and Orissa from the Nawabs to the East India Company.
The diwani conferred the right to collect the revenues of the provinces
in return for an annual tribute to be sent to the Emperor. The Nawabs
were left with the post of nazim, responsible for justice and nominally
in charge of law and order and defence, but without an effective army.
The reduction of Murshidabad was now complete. The Nawab's court,
much diminished in size and grandeur, had to survive on an allowance
granted by the Company.
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On his first visit, Bogle had been received by Mubarak al-Daula, the
Nawab (or Nabob, as the British termed him). Nothing about the
meeting lived up to received notions of oriental splendour. ‘I expected
to have seen a fine Magnificent Palace, where so many wealthy Princes
had resided but was sadly disapointed,” Bogle reported to his sister: ‘it
is low built without any Regularity & Stone & Wood are mixed
together which has a bad Effect.”** The whole party, including the
Governor, took off their shoes as a mark of respect. They were then
conducted through dark rooms, where the furniture was shrouded in
white sheets, to reach the Nawab’s presence. After ceremonial greet-
ings and the formal exchange of compliments, the British guests were
presented with perfume and betel. “The Nabob,” wrote Bogle, ‘gave us
these with his own hands — God bless me says you how you were
honoured — I did not consider myself honoured at all — The Nabob
himself is about 15 Years, of a very puny Constitution, extremely
debauched even at that age — he possesses no power but over his own
Servants, and all his Grandness is in State and Pageantry.’*

Bogle reaches for commonplaces to characterise Mubarak al-Daula.
In European eyes, Muslim rulers were deeply degenerate and self-
indulgent; their harem upbringing was supposed to encourage vice
from an early age. For Bogle, physical and moral debility rendered the
Nawab unfit to govern — a convenient enough conclusion, since
curtailing the Nawab’s influence was precisely Hastings’s aim. On
instruction from London, the Governor had taken direct responsibility
for the collection of the Bengal revenues. The Nawab’s deputy, who
managed tax collection for the British, was arrested on trumped-up
charges. Hastings relocated the government treasury and revenue
offices from Murshidabad to Calcutta, and cut the Nawab’s allowance
and the number of his dependants in half. As Mubarak al-Daula was
still a minor, he could offer little effective opposition. Munni Begum,
Mubarak al-Daula’s stepmother, was appointed the Nawab’s house-
hold manager and guardian. The choice of a female guardian, living in
purdah, was calculated to limit the influence of the position.z6 The
Company was resolved ‘to suffer no person to share in the management
of the Nawab’s domestic affairs, who from birth, rank, personal
consideration, or from actual trust, may have it in his power to assist
his master with the means or even to inspire him with hopes of future
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independence’.”’ Following Hastings’s tour, the Nawab was reduced
to a mere figurehead, and the capital of Bengal transferred from
Murshidabad to Calcutta.

Departing from Murshidabad, Bogle's party was ferried across the
Ganges to head north to the town of Dinajpur, site of a Company
‘factory’ or fortified trading post. They travelled through flat grass-
lands, rustling with reeds and bamboo. In recent years, the district had
become notorious for dacoits or armed robbers. These gangs attracted
the dispossessed and unemployed, those who had suffered from the
upheaval caused by the famine and the introduction of Company rule.
The British, however, understood dacoity as sheer lawlessness and
treated dacoits with extreme severity: the penalty for convicted dacoits
was execution, and for their families enslavement.”® But the gangs
were unlikely to attempt anything against a large government
deputation like Bogle’s. At the major towns along the way, Bogle
and Hamilton were received by factory chiefs, collectors and assistant
collectors, who arranged for supplies, cash and porters, as required. At
Rangpur, further to the east, Bogle decided to give his entourage a
more official air by ordering uniforms for his servants.

Around Rangpur, the building material was mainly bamboo —
woven into mats for house walls, fences, even bridges. The land was
completely level, stretching monotonously into the distance. But at
daybreak, before the sun raised a mist, the Himalayan foothills were
briefly visible, darkly etched on the horizon. The whole region was
regarded as dangerous by the Company. Groups of armed monks or
sannyasis regularly passed through the area on pilgrimage. As holy
men, they were eligible for support from the villages en route. The
activities of the sanmyasis filled the Company with horror. British
notions of law and order were affronted by the sight of armed bands of
naked holy men roving through the countryside. The situation
became worse in the years of scarcity following the famine when
the sannyasis mounted direct attacks on Company warehouses and
treasuries, and then melted away into the countryside. Such guerrilla
tactics proved particularly difficult to counter. So great a problem did
these activities appear to the British that in 1773 Hastings outlawed
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all sannyasi movement in Company territory. He even inserted a clause
in the recently concluded treaty with Bhutan prohibiting the Bhu-
tanese from offering shelter to them.

Some form of protection against sennyas: attack may have been
offered to Bogle's party by Purangir, the Panchen Lama’s agent. Asa
gosain, he may have had contact with the sennyasis, since they were
members of the same monastic order, the Dasnami.”® Whether or not
Purangir exerted his influence in this respect is unclear, but Bogle
would have been reassured to meet up with him and Paima at the
town of Cooch Behar, some three hundred miles north of Calcutta.
Charles Purling, the Collector at Rangpur, had organised the neces-
sary passports for the onward journey into Bhutan, and supplied Bogle
with large reserves of ready cash to cover the mission’s expenses. After
consultation, Bogle fixed on a method of conveying mail to and from
Calcurtta as he proceeded on his travels. Letters addressed to Bogle
should be sent to Lieutenant Williams in Cooch Behar who would
forward them through the network of Bhutanese runners. In the
mountains there would be no use for palanquins, so Bogle sent the
teams of bearers back to Calcutta. It was then that the rains set in.

For several days it poured. The whole area was one low-lying plain,
and when it rained the rivers and creeks would flood to form wide
marshlands, and even the wells would overflow. Frustrated at their
arrested progress, Bogle was impatient to be off. At the first break in
the weather, on 8 June, the party started out again along sodden roads.
The newly green countryside was alive with birdsong and the croaking
of frogs. After four miles they found themselves in uninhabited
wetlands close to the border. It was a ten-mile thicket ‘formed of
Reeds, Brushwood, and long Grass closely interwoven’, noted Bogle,
‘Frogs, watery Insects, and dank air: one can hardly breathe’.>® The
exhalations of swamps were thought to breed fever; many of the troops
sent by Hastings the previous year to Cooch Behar had in fact
succumbed to malaria. Emerging at last on to firmer ground among
forest trees, the party reached the river that formed the frontier with
Bhutan, and were ferried across in canoes lashed together. ‘I was now
arrived at the foot of that Chain of Hills which strecch along the
northern Frontier of Bengal, and seperate it from Thibet,” Bogle wrote
to his father. ‘As none of the Company’s Servants, and I might almost
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say no European, had ever visited the Country which I was about to
enter; | was equally in the Dark as to the Road, the Climate, or the
People, and the imperfect Account of some religious Mendicants who
had travelled through it, however unsatisfactory, was the only In-
formation I could collect.””’ From here on, Bogle was in sketchily
charted territory.



PERPETUAL ASCENDING AND DESCENDING

The first night across the Bhutanese border was spent on a bamboo
floor above a stable. Chichakotta was a small settlement with little to
offer. Its fort had been destroyed the previous year in an unequal
encounter between the British, equipped with the latest firelocks and
cannon, and the Bhutanese, armed with antiquated matchlocks,
swords and bows. After a determined defence, the Bhutanese had
been driven back to the hills, fighting all the way. But a year later,
with the peace treaty signed, the Bhutanese received the British
delegation in quite different manner. By government order, Bogle’s
party was to be given food and lodging, and supplied with porters and
horses at villages along the way to the capital fortress of Tashicho-
dzong. As Bogle later reported, “The best House in every Village was
allotted me for my Quarters, and the best provisions which the
Country afforded, were prepared for my supper.”

At Chichakotta, the house assigned to Bogle was raised on stilts and
constructed entirely of bamboo. ‘It had much the look of a bird cage,
and the space below being turned into a hog sty contributed little to
its pleasantness,” Bogle archly observed.” But the evening was con-
vivial: “The head man of the Village, and some of the neighbours got
Tipsy with a Bottle of Rum — a female peddlar sojourned with him;
good features & shape, fine teeth, and Rubens Wife’s Eyes; whole
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Dress one Blanket wrapped round her, and fastened over the Shoulders
with Silver Skewers. Drank rum too — Men, Women, and Children
sleep higldy pigldy together.”” The impromptu party, fuelled by
alcohol and alluring glances, was Bogle's introduction to Bhutanese
hospitality. It augured well for the mission: Bogle enjoyed informal
society and had resolved to be affable on his travels. He later explained
that he was concerned to give a good impression of the national
character. The previous year's war had demonstrated the martial
prowess of the British, Bogle wrote, now he wanted to gain the
people’s confidence and goodwill.*

As the first envoy to the region, Bogle saw himself as the
representative of his nation (which, for these purposes, he identified
as English). His aim was to be the ideal gentleman: plain-dealing,
unaffected and sociable. He was aware that he was on display; his
conduct, his manners — even his body — were subject to scrutiny. He
joked that he was hardly built for the job: “This Idea, of being shown
as a Specimen of my Countrymen has often given me a world of
Uneasiness, and I dont know that I ever wished so heartily to have
been a tall personable Man, as upon this Occasion. It was some
Comfort to have Mr. Hamilton with me, and I left it entirely to him to
give a good Impression.”> But perhaps Bogle’s frame, slight by
European standards, served him well: his appearance would have
been as unthreatening as his manner.

Bogle’s sense of being watched may have been prompted by his own
habits of observation. Following the Governor’s instructions, Bogle
was always alert, always recording. On his arrival in Bhutan, he took a
large sheet of paper, and folded it into twelve — ‘duodecimo size’ — to
fit into his pockf:t.6 He jotted down notes as he went. When one page
was full, he would unfold the paper to go on to the next. Sometimes
the pencil would break, and he would have to wait for the next resting
place to sharpen it, then try to recall the details of what had passed. As
he progressed, the notes extended to cover the whole sheet; but with
the frequent opening and refolding, the constant rubbing in his
pocket against crumbs of bread and seeds of trees, the script grew
faded and in parts illegible. It was only later that he would attempt to
reconstruct the narrative in his ink-written journal.

Bogle had an eager audience for his journal in Hastings. The
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Governor was motivated both by scholarly curiosity and by the
thought that, as Bogle’s patron, he might in due course gain credit
from its publication. There was an enormous appetite for travel
literature among the British reading public. Books of travels were
usually printed as large folio editions or multi-volume collections that
would handsomely furnish a gentleman’s shelves; but they also
increasingly appeared in cheap editions and were often extracted in
the periodical press. Those who could not afford to purchase the more
expensive volumes might borrow them from the new circulating and
subscription libraries. Accounts of voyages were required reading for
anyone who wanted to keep up with the intellectual debates of the
day. By the 1770s it was not uncommon for travellers to contribute
papers to that great forum of scientific discussion, the Royal Society in
London. Furnishing the material for a new science of mankind, travel
writers aspired to a degree of scientific precision in their descriptions
of distant lands and peoples. Scottish philosophical historians plun-
dered travel accounts for empirical evidence to support their theories
on society and the differences between peoples. Writers such as Adam
Smith, Adam Ferguson and William Robertson all turned to travel
literature to substantiate their claims about human development and
the progress of civilisation.

The travel book most in demand that year was John Hawkesworth’s
recently published Voyages which related Captain Cook’s exploration
of the Pacific. The narrative of navigational, cartographic and astro-
nomical triumph was interspersed with descriptions of idyllic islands
and freely available women. With its winning combination of
adventure, science and sex, the book went through numerous editions
and helped to establish Cook as a national hero.” To Hastings’s mind,
the fashion ignited by South Seas exploration would serve Bogle well.
The Governor later outlined his hopes in a letter to his protégé:

I feel myself more interested in the success of your Commission than in
Reason perhaps I ought to be, but there are thousands of men in
England whose good will is worth seeking, and who will listen to the
story of such enterprizes in search of knowledge with ten times more
avidity than they would read Accounts that brought Krores {tens of
millions} to the National Credit, or descriptions of Victories that
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slaughtered thousands of the National Enemies. Go on and prosper -

Your Journal has travelled as much as you, and is confessed to contain
’ H

more Matter than Hawkesworth’s three Volumes.

Redefining the expedition as a search for knowledge (rather than
trade), Hastings cast Bogle in the role of philosophical traveller. The
comparison with Cook flattered Bogle with a vision of national
celebrity. Even as he jotted down his observations, he would have
felt the burden of Hastings’s expectations and have been aware of a
potential audience for his journal far wider than that of the Calcutta
government.

Leaving Chichakotta early the next morning, the party headed for the
Himalayan foothills. Although nearly twenty miles away, the ridge
seemed to loom overhead. As they approached the mountains, Bogle
carefully noted the change in the country and climate. Evergreens started
to grow among the bamboos and plantains, and clear streams now
coursed beside the road. It was early afternoon when they reached the
hills, and the real walking began. The path, gentle at first, soon grew
steep and narrow, as it zigzagged its way up the thickly wooded hillside.
The ascent continued for four miles, with great chunks of marble
breaking up the path. At times there would only be a thin ledge
skirting a precipice. “What a Road for Troops,” exclaimed Bogle in his
diary.® The distant thunder of waterfalls reached them from the gorge
below. When thirsty, they would stop at wayside fountains to drink from
bamboo pipes. The Bhutanese travelled equipped with sieves to strain
floating vegetation, insects and stray leeches from the spring water.
Evening saw their arrival at the pass of Buxaduar, one of the
eighteen duars or ‘gates’ that provided a point of entry into the hills.
Naturally fortified by deep ravines, the village of Buxaduar could
accommodate a garrison if necessary. It was well placed to defend the
route into Bhutan; the single-file path on the hillside opposite was
easily within bowshot range. The official then in charge received
Bogle with customary greetings, the first of many such ceremonies,
involving the presentation of a white scarf (£batag) and gifts of burter,
rice, milk and tea. In all his dealings with government representatives,
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View near Buxaduar, Bhutan

Bogle followed the advice of Purangir, who acted as interpreter and
negotiator. With his linguistic expertise and local knowledge, the
gosain was an invaluable navigator through the complexities of
Bhutanese politics and protocol.

The party stayed a day at Buxaduar, while arrangements were made
to engage porters. Most of the porters hired at Cooch Behar hac
abandoned the expedition along the way. In Bhutan, a system ol
taxation operated whereby the people were required to contribute
compulsory labour to the government (#/#). Among other forms o
manual labour, the #/z included the transport of loads and the supply
of food, lodging and horses for touring officials. Bogle and Hamiltor
benefited from this system throughout their trip. At Buxaduar thej
were supplied with a couple of Tangun ponies, valued in th
mountains for their sturdiness and sure-footed determination. Th
horses were led by the bridle, while the rider held on to the peak of tht
wooden saddle; but the going was frequently so steep that Bogle anc
Hamilton had to walk more often than ride. As the party progressed
relays of porters transported their baggage from one village to the
next. As Bogle noted, all members of the community were involved
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Neither sex, nor youth, nor age exempt them from it. The burden is
fastened under the arms upon their backs, with a short stick to support
it while they rest themselves. Narturally strong, and accustomed to this
kind of labour, it is astonishing what loads they will carry. A girl of
eighteen travelled one day 15 or 16 miles, with a burden of 70 or 75
pounds weight. We could hardly do it without any weight at all."”

From Buxaduar, the route lay across the mountain of Pichakonum.
The temperature dropped steadily as the group climbed the rough
marble steps cut into the mountainside. ‘Midday was cold and chilly,’
Bogle wrote in his diary. “There were very high precipices, but they
were not frightful because they were covered with trees. I indulged in
the pleasure of tumbling down stones.”'' Bogle’s boyish enjoyment
would have contrasted with his companions’ reverence for the land-
scape. His high-spirited pastime might well have offended those who
carried his baggage. To the Bhutanese, certain mountains, rivers,
rocks and trees were either the homes of gods or manifestations of gods
themselves. A later traveller was told to speak only in whispers at the
top of Pichakonum, for fear of provoking the elements to a torrential
downpour.'* The cult of deified nature long predated the introduction
of Buddhism to Bhutan by the Tibetan king, Songsten Gampo, in the
seventh century. Indeed Tantric Buddhism managed to absorb many
elements of the older shamanic religion including the worship of
sacred mountains. This capacity for assimilation, combined with the
spread of various Tibetan Buddhist schools, contributed to the whole-
sale conversion of the country by the twelfth century. Scrambling up
to the peak of Pichakonum, Bogle was arrested by the sight of hosts of
Buddhist prayer flags, long white strips inscribed with the mantra om
mani padme hum (‘Hail, the jewel in the lotus’), flapping devotion to
the winds.

As he reached the summit, Bogle's exuberance gave way to a
moment of reflection. He turned back to survey the view. In the
distance, the plains stretched out to the horizon, a great expanse of
woods and fields, threaded with rivers and dotted with villages. He
could make out the plumes of smoke drifting up from household fires.
This was the flat familiar landscape of rural Bengal. But in the
foreground the land changed abruptly, folding into deep valleys and



S4 THE HIGH ROAD TO CHINA

steep hills. All around Bogle, the slopes were densely forested, a
luxuriant, rustling green. And behind, to the north, great mountains
reared into the clouds.

The panorama prompted Bogle to a series of musings on the nature of
the land and its people that announced his ambition as philosophical
traveller. The sudden transition from one landscape to another might
account for differences in the characteristics of the Bengalis and
Bhutanese, he speculated in his journal. Following ideas first proposed
by the French philosopher Montesquieu and taken up by many writers
on India, Bogle argued that a people’'s temperament and aptitudes
derived from the climate and physical features of their country. So, he
suggested, the heat and fertility of Bengal produced a ‘weak and thin-
skinned’ people, incapable of exertion, while the chilly mountain terrain
gave the Bhutanese a ‘constitution more robust and hardy’."® The
contrast drawn in Bogle’s journal between the two locations and peoples
turned Pichakonum into something more than a mountain pass; it
became a moment of transition, the point of entry into a new world."

Bogle may have based his theories on his sense of the shortcomings
of his Bengali attendants. In his private correspondence he complained
that his Indian servants could not adapt to the new environment.
Writing to John Stewart, he grumbled, “Your Bengalees may do very
well for plain Ground but they are not made for the Ups and Downs of
this World. One half fell sick and the other wanted to be so.”"> Bogle
combined the colonial stereotype of the lazy Indian servant with the
belief that the Bengali constitution was unsuited to Bhutan. The
party’s progress through the mountains slowed as Bogle coaxed,
berated and tended to his staff: ‘I was obliged to shorten the Stages:
to give some their Dismission; and what with Blankets, Boots, Drugs,
Good words, and Bad words, I have brought the remainder thus far.” ™
The event that most affected Bogle and Hamilton was the defection of
their cook, ‘an uxorious Man . . . his Wife enticed him away.”"’ The
cook’s place was supplied by the hooka-burdar, promoted from tending
hookahs to preparing dinner. But the new cook’s skills were sadly
limited. Lamenting his own lack of culinary knowledge, Bogle
requested a friend in Calcutta to forward a copy of Mrs Glasse’s
The Art of Cookery Made Plain and Easy (which included recipes for
curry and pilau).*®
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Cascade of Minzapeezo

The environment and altitude might not have suited his servants,
but Bogle was in his element. The climate he found most agreeable; by
day he wore a suit of broadcloth, and at night slept wrapped in his
Portuguese cloak. The party covered some fifteen or twenty miles of
ground each day. Often the ascent was so steep that the road consisted
of steps carved out of the rock face, but each resting place revealed a
new and spectacular view. Sometimes it poured with rain, swelling the
Pachu-Chinchu river into grand waterfalls that crashed over boulders,
sending up great clouds of spray. Bogle related the rigours of the route
to his sister Bess:
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Our Path went winding round the Sides of the Mountain — seldom
broad enough for two Horses to pass easily — perpetual Ascending and
Descending, and you may judge of the Nature of the Country, when [
tell you we travelled above 100 Miles without seeing a valley. Nothing
but the Deepest and most abrupt Glens, with the River Patchoo
Tchentchoo galloping through them, and a few Villages scattered here
and there on the Brow of the Hills with a little spot of Ground cleared
about them. At one of these we took up our Quarters every night, and
always met with the best Reception the place would afford. Who could
be so unreasonable as desire more?"?

In his enthusiasm for the outdoor life, Bogle anticipated by at least a
decade the fashion of walking for pleasure. In this period in Britain,
only the lower classes went about on foot. Although he did not share a
Romantic sense of the sublimity of nature, Bogle — like Wordsworth
and Coleridge — relished the physical exertion of walking and admired
simple country ways. In a letter to John Stewart, he even fantasised
about life as a wandering holy man, unencumbered by possessions or
duties, on the road to China: ‘if Ever I forfeit the Company’s Service,
he mused, ‘I will turn Facquier.*°

As he progressed, Bogle began to adapt to local custom. He grew
Bhutanese-style whiskers. ‘I wish you could have the Honour of seeing
my Mustachoes, which I have been fostering and Nursing with so
much Care ever since I came among these Hills,” he wrote to his sister
Annie; ‘I assure you when well slicked down with Pomatum, they cut
a very respectable Figure.””" He also began to learn Dzongkha, the
official language of Bhutan. This task was far from easy, as he confided
to his friend David Anderson: ‘the very Pronunciation is a Matter of
Difficulty, which is not diminished by the Berwickshire R which I
inherit from my mother.””” In attempting to master the language,
Bogle was not only hoping to ease communication, but also to free
himself from dependence on interpreters and further his diplomatic
ends. Here Bogle was following the approach adopted by his patron;
for Hastings, language learning and cultural enquiry were essential
tools of government.

Another of Hastings's enthusiasms was botany. In accordance with
the Governor’s instructions, Bogle noted the changing plant species as
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they climbed the mountains. As far as che settlement of Chuka, which
they reached in mid-June, most of the plants were similar to those in
Bengal: plantain, bamboo and jack trees. Then, in the course of a
single day’s journey, the vegetation changed to varieties familiar from
Europe: strawberries and primroses grew by the wayside, roses and
brambles in the woods, and forests of fir covered the mountains.

With Hastings's encouragement, Bogle also engaged in a small-
scale agricultural experiment. At each stage along the route, he
planted a number of potatoes to see if they would flourish in the
Bhutanese climate. Although Hastings did not know it, a similar
experiment had been conducted the previous year, halfway around the
globe. On Cook’s second voyage to the Pacific, Peter Fannin, master of
the ship The Adventure, had transplanted potatoes from the Cape of
Good Hope to the soil of Motuara Island, New Zealand.?> As far as
Cook and Hastings were concerned, these acts of transplantation were
entirely benign, aimed at introducing a valuable new food source for
the population. In this surreptitious way, both Cook and Hastings
exported European ideas of agricultural improvement.

Hastings also asked Bogle to collect seeds and cuttings of Himalayan
plants for dispatch to Calcutta. In a whimsical conclusion to one of his
letters, Hastings represented these horticultural activities as souvenir-
hunting, a fair (if illicit) exchange: ‘Don’t return without something to
shew where you have been, though it be but a contraband Walnutt, a
pilfered Slip of Sweet Briar, or the Seeds of a Bootea Turnip taken in
Payment for the Potatoes you have given them gratis.””*

However, the potato experiment proved less than successful, as a
subsequent traveller, following the same route some nine years later,
reported. He was shown ‘a small specimen of potatoes, not bigger than
boys’ marbles’. Bogle, he wrote, ‘had formed great hopes from the
introduction of this vegetable, and they [the Bhutanese} had been
taught to call it by his name; but either from ignorance or idleness,
they have failed in the cultivation of this valuable root, and the stock is
now almost exhausted.”*’

Along with botanical specimens, Bogle gathered technical infor-
mation. He was particularly interested in the design of bridges. In a
land carved into deep ravines by rivers coutsing from their Himalayan
sources down to the plains, the construction of bridges was of utmost
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importance. Bogle observed that bridges were built either entirely of
wood or entirely of iron. The wooden bridges were the most common,
extending up to seventy feet in length. At Chuka he recorded the
design and dimensions of a great iron-chain bridge suspended across
the racing river. Five parallel chains covered with bamboo matting
formed the walkway and two higher chains, connected to the floor
with matting, provided side protection. As soon as a person or horse
stepped on to it, the whole structure would sway (only one horse was
admitted at a time). The bridge that Bogle described was probably
constructed by the fifteenth-century Tibetan saint Thangtong Gyalpo,
a pioneer of iron-chain bridge buildin‘g.26 Even more precarious were
the hoop bridges along the way. Two lengths of rope were attached to
stakes on either side of the river. A couple of rings that slid along the
ropes provided the means of conveyance. Passengers wishing to cross
would sit with legs through the hoops and haul themselves along the
ropes with their hands.

LVtrr SNevcleese careel £oFrverlien of the Bridye of ' bevtsir ol { Drife
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Iron-chain bridge at Chuka
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Beyond Chuka, the country began to open out. After days skirting
the edge of precipitous gorges, the route now led through wide,
cultivated valleys. The road grew more level, allowing Bogle and
Hamilton to ride rather than walk. They passed through many more
hamlets now, encountering peasants working in the terraced fields.
The whole company, and particularly Bogle and Hamilton, would
have presented a curious spectacle to the villagers, unused to the sight
of Europeans. At night, the party would put up at one of these
hamlets, and Bogle and Hamilton would be accommodated in the
house of the most substantial villager. The houses were stone built,
with thick walls gradually tapering to wooden roofs, weighed down
with shingle. The ground floor served as a stable for livestock; the
upper floors, extended by wooden balconies, comprised the family’s
living quarters and altar room, and the attic was used to store fodder
and grain. Climbing up a ladder, cut from a single tree-trunk, Bogle
and Hamilton would find themselves in a high-ceilinged room,
furnished with low tables and a mud stove, where meals were
prepared, visitors received and mats rolled out at bedtime. The houses
had no chimney, so in the evenings, with the stove burning, a smoky
fug would build up. Even so, the nights were getting colder, and
Bogle augmented his Portuguese cloak with a double blanket to sleep.

It was in one such house, towards the end of June, that a messenger
arrived for Bogle, bearing letters from his family. ‘I was just sat down
with Mr. Hamilton to our Currie and Rice,” wrote Bogle to Annie,
‘when in came a Boot {a Bhutanese] with the Pacquets of Europe
Letters. They spoiled my supper, and he got all the Currie and Rice to
himself.”” Bogle avidly read all the domestic news, some of it a year
out of date. In addition to the normal delay of colonial correspondence
(the voyage between Britain and India could take up to six months),
the mail was further slowed down by the complex system of forward-
ing. Letters for Bogle passed through the hands of John Stewart in
Calcutta, Lieutenant Williams in Cooch Behar and the Governor at
Buxaduar.

His relatives were all in good health, Bogle learnt, but Annie
informed him of the death of a family servant, and his father of the
sudden demise of a family friend. As usual, his father’s letters were full
of advice on career advancement and pious exhortations to a virtuous
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life. ‘The very High favour you are in my Dear George with the
Governor and others in High rank and Offices if managed with
prudence and Discretion will be of an unspeakable advantage to you
in preferring you to Higher promotions,’ his father wrote. But George
must always remember to conduct himself with the utmost propriety:
‘your fair Character if supported with truth, uprightness and Integrity
will make you beloved by all who have any Connection with you.”*® His
brother Robert, he read, had embarked on a new venture to pay off the
family’s debts. The best prospects for quick profit seemed to lie in the
slave-worked plantations of the West Indies. Robert’s attention had
turned to the island of Grenada, acquired by the British from the
French a decade previously. With his business associates he had
purchased a third share in a sugar plantation, and had left London
— the scene of his financial and personal collapse — to manage the estate.

The arrival of letters from home filled Bogle with a sense of
nostalgia, made all the more intense by Robert’s departure for the
West Indies. He read and reread the packet of letters, ‘I will not tell
you how often,” he wrote to Bess.*? Letters were now all that held the
family together, an emblem both of connection and of separation.’
‘“We are scattered over the Face of the Earth,” he exclaimed to his sister,
‘and are united only by Hope and a tender Remembrance.’ For Bess,
he painted a sentimental picture of their various activities: ‘while you
are passing chearful Evenings at Daldowie; while Robin with his
Negroes (and happy are they that are under him) is planting his Sugar
Canes and while I am climbing these rugged Mountains, there is a
secret Virtue like a Magnet which attracts us together and chears or
solaces us in every situation.”" In Bogle’s letter, plantation labour is
recast as gardening, slaves are happy Negroes, and his Himalayan
mission a pleasure excursion. But the political realities of his own
situation would soon become all too apparent.

As the party neared the Bhutanese capital, a messenger arrived from
the opposite direction bearing three letters, the first addressed to
Bogle, the second to Purangir, the third to Hastings. They were from
the Panchen Lama, who was responding to news of Bogle's arrival 1n
Cooch Behar. The report of Bogle's presence was the first that the
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Lama had heard of the mission, for the British had not considered it
necessary to inform him of their intention to send a deputation or ask
permission to enter Tibet. With some anticipation, Bogle struggled to
make out the Persian script. Once past the formulaic expressions of
goodwill, Bogle realised that this was not the hoped-for letter of
courteous welcome. Having travelled nearly 450 miles by boat,
palanquin, pony and foot, he was being told that his journey was
in vain. Tibet, the Lama wrote, was subject to the Emperor of China
who ruled that no Mughal, Hindustani, Afghan or European should
enter the country. The customs of China were very different from those
of Hindostan. If the Emperor had been easily accessible, the Lama
would have represented Bogle's case to him, but his residence was
extremely remote, at a distance of a year’s journey. It was with regret,
then, that the Lama requested that Bogle should return to Calcutta,
without dispute.
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The Manchu Emperor’s ruling was not the only barrier to the mission.
The Panchen Lama’s second letter, to Purangir, presented a new
obstacle. The mission could not proceed, wrote the Lama, because the
region was suffering from an outbreak of smallpox. The Lama himself
had fled the infection, abandoning his seat at Tashilhunpo for the
monastery of Dechenrubje, situated further to the north. It was
difficult for Bogle to determine what lay behind the Lama’s prohibi-
tion. Was the epidemic the genuine explanation? Or Manchu imperial
displeasure? Perhaps neither. The Panchen Lama clearly objected to
his visit, but the reasons offered sounded like pretexts to Bogle. The
Bhutanese ruler might be able to shed some light on the Lama’s
position or perhaps act as advocate on the Company’s behalf. Given the
recent treaty concluded between Bhutan and the British, he might be
persuaded to help. What Bogle needed was a diplomatic ploy to gain
some time. He decided to refuse to take delivery of the Lama’s third
letter, addressed to Hastings, or to accept the gifts of silk and gold
dust that accompanied it. To receive the Governor’s letter and presents
would, in effect, be to capitulate. When the messenger returned that
evening, Bogle rejected the letter addressed to Hastings and insisted
that he continue to Tashichodzong. He had to follow his original
instructions.
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With the Panchen Lama’s frustrated messenger in tow, Bogle and
Hamilton resumed their journey. It was on 28 June that they first
caught sight of the Desi's summer residence, the great fortress
monastery of Tashichodzong. Built beside the rushing Chinchu river,
the dzong dominated the long valley. Smaller monasteries perched on
the surrounding mountains and villages congregated on the gentler
slopes, but the dzong stood in near isolation. The heavy whitewashed
walls, over thirty feet high, were topped with a red band to mark the
building’s sacred character. Rows of small windows ran round the
outer walls at the same level. The dzong was elegantly proportioned,
twice as long as it was broad. Rising above the wooden roofs was an
inner tower, crowned with a gilt pavilion. The whole complex,
comprising offices, apartments, temples, state rooms and storerooms,
housed some three thousand men, ‘and not’, as Bogle noted with
regret, ‘one woman’.'

Tashichodzong was founded in 1641 by Ngawang Namgyel, the first
shabdrung or monk ruler of Bhutan. The Shabdrung (‘at whose feet one
submits’) was a man of great determination and activity. Ousted from
his position as head of the Drukpa monastic order in Tibet, he had
arrived in Bhutan as a refugee, and worked his way to supreme power
through a combination of religious leadership, political acumen and
military success. Over his thirty-five-year rule, Ngawang Namgyel
repelled a series of Tibetan invasions and overcame internal opposition
to unify the country. The dzongs, erected in each of Bhutan’s valleys,
consolidated his control. Situated on rocky outcrops, with massive stone
walls pierced by loopholes, the dzongs offered a formidable system of
defence of the trade route to India. Bogle and Hamilton were impressed
by their impregnable appearance as they journeyed through the country.
Within their confines, the sacred and secular arms of the state operated
side by side. In the ecclesiastical wing, Drukpa monks provided
religious instruction and performed rituals for the welfare of the people;
in the civil wing, laymen collected taxes and conducted the business of
government. Built by a conscripted local workforce, the Zzongs asserted a
distinctive Bhutanese cultural identity. The Shabdrung laid down a
basic design for dzongs — as he did for all the country’s main building
types — in an attempt to differentiate Bhutan's architecture from that of
its larger neighbour and rival, Tibet.
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So central was Ngawang Namgyel to the stability of Bhutan that
his death was regarded as a state secret. On the tenth day of the third
month of the Iron-Rabbit Year (1651), the authorities announced that
the Shabdrung had entered strict seclusion, and he remained ‘in
retreat’ for more than fifty years. Edicts continued to be issued in his
name until 1705 (when he would have been 111 years old). Lamas
were renowned for their longevity, but even the most pious might
have started to have their doubts by this stage. It was then revealed
that the Shabdrung had been reborn in triple incarnation; ‘when the
Shabdrung went out of his meditation, three rays of light emanated
from his body, his speech and his mind’, a contemporary recorded.”
Multiple incarnations of leading religious figures were common in
Tibetan Buddhism; indeed the Buddha himself is often represented in
multiple form. In the case of the Shabdrung, the reincarnation of his
mind took precedence over the others and became known as the
Shabdrung and occupied the role of the ceremonial head of state. As
with all systems of government based on reincarnation, there were
long intervals of regency. Only when the Shabdrung reached the age of
eighteen could he take up his position. Until that time, other high-
level incarnations were called upon to act as regent. The day-to-day
business of running the country was left to the head of the civil
administration, the Desi.

At the time of Bogle’s visit, the Shabdrung was only seven years old,
so the nominal head of state was the Regent, Jigme Senge, but it was
with the Desi that Bogle’s main business lay. On the mission’s arrival
at Tashichodzong, the Desi was absent, engaged in religious duties,
fifteen miles from the dzong. By his orders, the party was lodged in one
of the few buildings close to the fortress. Constructed around a square
courtyard, it could accommodate the whole entourage and provide
stabling for the horses. At night the balconies doubled as bedrooms
with thick black blankets hung like curtains across the openings.
Situated on an outcrop above the river, it afforded fine views along the
valley, some five miles in length. Directly beneath the house was a
handsome covered bridge across the Chinchu, used by the monks
when they filed by the hundred down to bathe in the river. The valley
was densely cultivated; rows of willows lined the riverbanks, and
orchards of peach, apple and pear grew among grain and rice fields.
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Beyond, the ridged mountains were covered wich small firs, aspen and
birch.

The morning that the Desi was expected to return, red-robed
monks crammed on to the balconies of the dzong an hour in advance,
and a band of pipes, drums, long horns and cymbals intermittently
blasted out fanfares. The approach of the cavalcade was greeted by two
salutes of gunfire. Heading the procession were twelve horses led by
grooms, then 120 men in red uniforms, followed by a guard of thirty
musketeers and thirty archers; next came a body of richly caparisoned
horses and a division of forty riders; a standard announced the Chief
Minister, then six musicians heralded the Desi himself. Kunga
Rinchen, the Desi, was in his mid-fifties, mounted on horseback,
in scarlet cloak and wide-brimmed yellow hat much, to Bogle's mind,
like a cardinal. On either side, attendants whisked away flies, and a
third followed bearing a white silk umbrella with multicoloured
fringe. As he passed, crowds of spectators prostrated themselves. The
procession wound its way slowly towards the dzong. At the gates, the
riders dismounted and took off their hats; the Desi alone remained on
horseback.

Kunga Rinchen had occupied the office of Desi for only a year. He
had formerly been a monk, the principal of the college of philosophical
logic, but had been plucked from these academic pursuits by the
regent, Jigme Senge, who saw him as a suitable replacement for the
deposed ruler, the deeply unpopular Zhidar. Over his five-year reign,
Zhidar had managed to antagonise much of the monastic establishment
and, in particular, the regent. Zhidar’s ambitious plans of self-aggrand-
isement and conquest did not go down well with the monks. He had
assumed control of monastic affairs and encroached upon the Shab-
drung’s prerogatives. In an attempt to gain favour with Peking, Zhidar
had circulated an imperial seal of office throughout the country — a
political gesture which implied a degree of subservience to Manchu
authority that offended most of his subjects. He had sought an alliance
with Prithvi Narayan, the expansionist ruler of Nepal, and mounted
successive invasions against Bhutan's neighbours, and while the country
was still suffering from the aftermath of war, he committed one of his
most oppressive acts. In 1772 the fortress of Tashichodzong burnt
down, and Zhidar ordered its reconstruction by forced labour in just one
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year. The impressive walls admired by Bogle had been erected at great
human cost. But Zhidar did not enjoy his new dzong long. In 1773,
while engaged in the unsuccessful campaign against British forces in
Cooch Behar, he was deposed. Finding his people in open rebellion, he
fled Bhutan and claimed refuge witch the Panchen Lama. By interceding
on behalf of the Bhutanese, the Panchen Lama both satisfied his sense of
spiritual obligation and enhanced his status in the region. Tradition-
ally, Tibet regarded Bhutan as its religious dependant, and much as it
was the duty of a high lama to come to the aid of his disciple, so in the
political realm the Panchen Lama had to offer assistance to an inferior.’
It was at the request of Zhidar and his Nepali allies that the Panchen
Lama wrote the letter to Warren Hastings that prompted Bogle’s
mission. Ironically, Nepal had encouraged the Panchen Lama to
intercede in the hope of curbing British influence in the region.
And even the Panchen Lama had not anticipated that the British
would send an official deputation. Now, as Bogle sought an audience
with Zhidar’s successor, that mission appeared in jeopardy.

Bogle's invitation to the dzong arrived two days after the Desi’s return.
Accompanied by servants, he made his way to the fortress — a short
walk that provided almost as great a spectacle for the people as the
Desi’s progress. ‘If there is any Pleasure in being gazed at, I had
enough of it,” Bogle wrote to Annie. ‘Being the first European they
had ever seen in these Parts, the windows of the Palace & the Road
that led to it were crowded with Spectators. I dare say there were
3,000."* Once inside the gates, they passed through courtyards framed
with galleries that reminded Bogle of coaching inns in England, but
here the wooden pillars were painted with intricate designs of dragons
and flowers. They climbed successive iron ladders into an antecham-
ber, decorated with all manner of weapons: bows and arrows, swords,
muskets and coiled cane shields. After half an hour’s wait, Bogle was
shown into the audience chamber. The Desi was seated on a dais,
raised above his officers. Entering, Bogle bowed low three times, the
closest his dignity would allow him to come to the required triple
prostration. Then, while the court looked on silently, he presented the
customary white satin cloth to the Desi, and his servants laid out gifts
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of spices, samples of Bengali cloth, European mirrors and cutlery.
Conducted to a cushion at the opposite end of the room, Bogle
gratefully subsided. Servants placed copper trays piled with rice,
butter, treacle, tea, walnuts, dates, apricots and cucumbers before
him. No longer the centre of attention, Bogle had a moment to collect
himself: ‘I had now time to get over a kind of Flurry, which the
novelty of the Scene, and the Part I had to act in it naturally
occasioned,” he told Annie.’

To amuse his sister and help her to visualise the scene, Bogle offered
a detailed description accompanied by a diagram showing the layout
of the room, the props and the positions of the central actors:

— But it is time I should let you know where you are, and make you
acquainted with the Company.

In Order to get a clear Idea of the Debe Rajah’s Presence chamber
you have only to look at this very elegant Plan of it annexed. He was
dressed in his Sacerdotal Habit, a Scarlet colloured Satin Mitre on his
Head, and an Umbrella, with party coloured Fringes twirling over
him. He is a pleasant looking old man; with a smirking Countenance.
On each side of him his principal Officers and Ministers to the
Number of a dozen were seated upon Cushions close to the Wall
and the rest of the Company stood in the Area or among the Pillars.
The Pannells of the Room and also the Ceiling were covered with
Chineze sewed Landscapes, and different Colloured Sattins; the Pulpit
was gilded, and many silver & Gilt vases about it, and the floor all
around, was laid with Carpets. At the Opposite End of the Apartment
and behind where I sat, several large Chinese Images were placed in a
kind of Nich or Alcove, with Lamps of Butter burning before them,
and ornamented with Elephants Teeth, little Silver Temples, China
ware, Silks, Ribbons, and Gew Gaws.®

Among the offerings at the shrine, Bogle was startled to find a print of
an English society beauty, Lady Waldegrave, Duchess of Gloucester.
Somehow, this fashionable item had made its way from the London
print shops, via the Calcutta bazaar, to Tashichodzong. Bogle play-
fully cast himself in the role of the defender of the lady’s honour: ‘I
must not forget a solitary Print of Lady Waldgrave, whom I had
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George Bogle’s letter to his sister Anne describing his reception at Tashichodzong

afterwards the good fortune to be the Means of rescuing out of the
Hands of these Idols. For it happening to strike some of the Courtiers,
whether the Upholsterer, the Chamberlain, or a Page, I cannot pretend
to say, that Lady Waldgrave would make a pretty Companion to a
Looking Glass I had given the Rajah, she was hung up on one of the
Pillars next the throne, and the Mirror on the other.”” Clearly the
Bhutanese elite was as interested in European novelties as the British
Governor was in Himalayan ones.

Through an interpreter, the Desi and Bogle began to exchange
compliments. The Desi hoped that his people had given Bogle every
kind of assistance on his long and arduous journey, and greeted him as
‘the first Englishman who had been so far into his Country’.® Bogle
responded in kind, thanking the Desi for his gracious hospitality, and
suggesting that they defer business discussions to another occasion.
Meanwhile tea — boiled up with spices and yak butter — was served. As
the silver kettle went the rounds, everyone except Bogle presented
their own wooden cup, ‘black enamel in the inside, wrapped in a Bit of
Cloth, and lodged within their Tunick, opposite to their Heart and
next their Skin which keeps it warm and comfortable’.” The cer-
emonial welcome concluded with the presentation of a set of Bhu-
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tanese robes to Bogle. “When we had finished our Tea, and every Man
had well licked his cup and deposited it in his Bosom,” Bogle wrote to
Annie, ‘a water Tabby gown like what Aunt Katty used to wear, with
well plated Haunches was brought and put on me; a red Sattin
Handkerchief was tied round me for a Girdle.”'® With his sister in
mind, Bogle translated the investiture into domestic terms: crossing
cultures turned into cross-dressing. He concluded by wishing that he
could have sent the robes as a gift to his old nurse; ‘but being without
this opportunity, I have converted them into a night Gown, in which I
have now the Honour to write you’."’

It was at their second meeting some days later that Bogle and the
Desi tackled the Panchen Lama’s letter of prohibition. What advice
could the Desi offer? In raising the matter of Bhutan’s relations with
Tibet, Bogle inadvertently touched on a sensitive issue. Bhutan
regarded its large, domineering neighbour with at best ambivalence,
at worst open hostility. For the Bhutanese, Tibet was both the source
of Buddhist teaching and a serial invader. The ruling families of
Bhutan all traced their pedigrees back to Tibetan nobility, but their
ancestors had fled Tibet as political refugees. Although both
countries shared a similar system of government, different Tibetan
Buddhist orders held power in each state. The Gelugpa order,
presided over by the Dalai and Panchen Lamas, ruled in Tibet,
while in Bhutan the Drukpa school predominated. In fact, since the
time of the first Shabdrung, the Gelugpa order had been banned
from establishing monasteries in Bhutan. The Dalai and Panchen
Lamas might attempt to influence Bhutanese affairs, but they held
no direct authority in Bhutan. By offering shelter and support to the
deposed Zhidar, the current Panchen Lama had not endeared himself
to the new Bhutanese regime. Little of this would have been clear to
Bogle; indeed he had just begun to distinguish the two countries
from each other. It was only in his final report that Bogle applied
the name Boutan to the country that we now know as Bhutan (in
fact the European use of the name originates with Bogle). To Bogle,
the Desi simply stated that the Panchen Lama was his ‘religious
Superior, but their Governments were distinct’.’” He then reiterated
the Panchen Lama’s concern about Manchu disapproval of the
mission; the Emperor would certainly object to two Europeans
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entering Tibet. If Bogle persisted with his scheme, the onward
journey would be fraught with difficulty and hardship. In short, he
would be well advised to turn back.

For Bogle, ‘this was ripening the Conversation too fast’.'* Refusing
to accept such an unwelcome conclusion, he begged to inform the Desi
of the aims of the mission. The Governor had sent the Panchen Lama a
letter, presents and assurances of goodwill because he wished to
cultivate friendship with a man of such holy character. It was Bogle's
duty to convey these in person. Since the Desi had signed a treaty of
amity with the British, he would surely help to remove any obstacles
to the mission. “What would the world say,” asked Bogle, ‘if after
being sent from the Governor with Tokens of his Friendship to the
Teshoo Lama [Panchen Lama}, I should be refused Admittance into
his Country, and obliged to return with them to Calcutta?’** But the
appeal to honour and covert threat seemed to have little effect on the
Desi. He repeated his advice to return, hinting that the ruling against
Europeans arose from suspicion of their motives. Purangir, however,
would be welcome to continue into Tibet. ‘These discourses inter-
mixed with the Ceremonies of the Imposition of Hands &c twice,
Beetle-nut, two Cups of whisky, four dishes of Tea and as many graces,
spun out the Time,” Bogle wrote. “The Sun was almost down, and the
Priests beginning to repeat their Vespers, I took my leave and
retired.’ ">

Over the following weeks, the qualities that Hastings had com-
mended in Bogle as peculiarly suited to the role of envoy — his
patience, assiduity and moderation of temper — were severely tested. "¢
Bogle’s days were filled with a succession of meetings with the Desi
and his chief officers; similar arguments were rehearsed again and
again, on both sides. The Panchen Lama’s messenger renewed his suit,
and Bogle repeatedly refused to return to Calcutta with the Governor’s
letcter. He would wait until he received further orders. Bogle's
mounting frustration would have been fuelled by conversations with
Hamilton. By nature forthright and short-tempered, Hamilton had
few of Bogle’s diplomatic skills. Another letter from the Panchen
Lama arrived, this time for the Desi, again denying Bogle entry. 1
could not bear the thought of returning to Calcutta, without fulfilling
any of the Ends of my Commission, and before I was furnished with
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the Governor's orders. Nothing burt necessity could justify it,” a grim-
faced Bogle wrote. “The obstacles which the Teshoo Lama threw in my
way served only to encrease my Curiosity, and my Desire to Surmount

them.’"’

In order to allay suspicion that he was a spy, Bogle thought it best —
at least for the time being — to disregard Hastings's instructions to
enquire closely into the country. He tried to give the impression that
the British were a pacific people, little concerned with conquest. The
East India Company, he asserted, was fully occupied with the manage-
ment and protection of Bengal and Bihar. These provinces were so
productive in terms of trade and revenue that the British did not need
to think of expansion. Indeed, the Company resorted to arms only in a
defensive capacity. Bogle suspected that the recent history of British
military campaigns in Bhutan and some years earlier in Nepal had
persuaded both the Desi and the Panchen Lama to the contrary. It was
fear of British aggression, he concluded, rather than imperial dis-
approval that lay at the root of the Lama’s prohibition.

The impression conveyed by Bogle's large entourage did not help. ‘1
had brought up with me a Swarry {cavalcade] more, God knows, from
a Consideration of the Company’s Honor, than from any vanity of my
own, Bogle wrote. ‘I expected too that it would facilitate my views;
but I soon discovered that it had quite the Contrary Effect.’’® A
display of magnificence and might was precisely 7ot what was required
in this situation. The number of his servants also made it difficult for
Bogle to establish contact with the Bhutanese. ‘If I am to acquire
knowledge,’ he reasoned, ‘I must lay aside the Governor’s Deputy, and
mix with the People on a more equal footing."'® What was more, if
there were any substance to the Panchen Lama’s concerns about
imperial displeasure, an extensive company would attract more
attention than a discreet band. Bogle had learnt of the two Manchu
tesidents or ambans stationed in Lhasa who monitored the direction of
Tibetan policy and reported back to Peking. If the Lama thought that
Bogle might escape the ambans’ notice, he might be less reluctant to
admit him. So, after two months’ service, twenty of Bogle’s attendants
were given their dismissal.

About the same time, the seemingly fruitless negotiations and
entrenched positions finally started to shift. Bogle managed to extract
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the promise of a letter in his favour to be sent by the Desi to the
Panchen Lama; but the point was conceded with such reluctance that
Bogle did not expect much of it. He had higher hopes of a deputation
that he intended to send to the Lama. Purangir and Paima were o
travel on to the Panchen Lama’s monastery, where the gosain would act
as Bogle’s advocate. Bogle had come to rely on Purangir’s information
and shrewd political advice. ‘I think I can depend on his exerting
himself on my behalf,” he noted.*® The mission had, after all, been
undertaken on Purangir’s assurances, so it was in his interest to see it
succeed. There were also certain financial inducements that Bogle
hoped would appeal to the gosain’s business sense.

For days Purangir remained closeted with Bogle discussing argu-
ments and incentives. On no account should the Panchen Lama be
encouraged to write to Peking for imperial approval for the mission.
Not only would this incur a long delay, but it would be to invite
failure. ‘It would be giving me and my Journey an Air of Consequence,
which would certainly alarm the Jealousy of that provident Court,
argued Bogle.

Unable to distinguish objects at 2000 miles distance, their Imagin-
ation might magnify them, and forsee a thousand Evils; their Trade
ruined, or diverted into new Channels; their Country drained of its
wealth; the Empire perhaps invaded. An express Prohibition would
probably be the Consequence. For it can hardly be expected, that they
who refuse to admit a European into Canton in the Heart of their

. . . . 1
Government, would allow him to approach their distant Frontier.”

Far better to keep the affair quiet; that way even the ambans might be
none the wiser. Should they get to hear of it, Bogle reckoned, their
approval would be easier to gain than Peking’s.

If, as Bogle imagined, the Panchen Lama were suspicious of British
motives, Purangir would seek to persuade him otherwise, using
whatever arguments he thought carried most weight. The British
sought only good relations with Tibet, indeed Bhutan’s mountainous
terrain ruled out the possibility of hostile intent. Friendship with the
East India Company, Bogle argued, would boost the Panchen Lama’s
influence and prestige in the region, allowing him to intervene more
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effectively in local affairs. The Governor, Bogle said, was a man of
great curiosity, who had instructed him to enquire into the customs
and manners of the people of Tibet, into the country’s flora and fauna,
but not to take the slightest interest in military matters, ‘considering
from the Distance of the Countries, the opposition of the Climate, and
other Circumstances, that Bengal had as little to fear from Thibet, as
Thibet had from Bengal’.*”

In addition to this battery of arguments and his own diplomatic
finesse, Purangir was to carry a letter from Bogle. Of necessity short —
since Bogle composed it in Tibetan, a language he had only just begun
to learn — the letter requested permission to enter Tibet. The
Governor, Bogle wrote, ‘is desirous of cultivating the Friendship of
a Man, whose Prayers are offered up for the good of mankind, and
whose offices are employed in accommodating their differences. For
this purpose am I sent. If I am refused admittance into your presence,
my Heart will be cast down, and the Head of the Governor will be
covered with Shame.””> On Purangir’s advice, Bogle requested a
passport for no more than four servants. The deputation would have
to travel by an indirect route because of the smallpox epidemic, but in
less than two months, Purangir promised, Bogle would receive an
answer. The fate of the mission depended entirely on Purangir’s
negotiating skills. On 15 July, ‘after drinking a Cordial Dram
together, we parted,” wrote Bogle, ‘the Messenger, the Gossiene,
and Payma set out on their Journey, while I remain quietly at

Tassesudden, waiting for their answer.”*



MONKISH TO THE GREATEST DEGREE

The day began with the sound of the monks’ morning prayers. As the
sky lightened, the dzong reverberated with massed chanting, horns and
drums. In their dark-red robes, the monks sat cross-legged in rows
before a towering gilt statue of the Buddha. From time to time, they
would bend low towards the altar, touching the floor with their
foreheads. This was the first of the three services in the great assembly
hall that structured the monastic day. When not engaged in prayer,
the monks worked as scholars, craftsmen or artists. The community
itself produced numerous objects for devotional use: painted and
embroidered banners, intricately traced mandalas (geometric rep-
resentations of the universe) and elaborate costumes for festivals.
All these activities took place within the confines of the dzong; the
monks generally left the precincts just once every eight or ten days to
bathe half naked in the river. At nightfall, after evening prayers, the
gates were shut fast.

Novices usually joined the monastery as boys aged five or six. Years
of study had to be completed before they could take the series of vows
that led to full ordination. They vowed to live celibate but, on
payment of a fine, could ‘retire’ to start a family. In a country where
the great majority of the population were peasants, to enter monastic
life was practically the only route to education and social advance-
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ment. So large was the monastic community that most families had
members who were monks. Indeed a form of ‘monk-tax’ operated
whereby families were required to devote a male child to monastic life.
In return, parents enjoyed both spiritual merit and social prestige.

To Bogle, the life of a monk appeared aimless and joyless. On a
couple of occasions, he chose to observe the services in the dzong from a
gallery ‘painted with Festoons of Death’s Head and Bones’." The Dest,
thinking him interested, invited him to attend ‘by Break of Day and at
all Hours’; but Bogle’s curiosity about religious ritual was strictly
limited.” There was little obvious occupation. He felt ‘fairly buried in
these Mountains . . . as much out of the World,’” he wrote to a friend
in Bengal, ‘as if | had paid my Ferry cross the Styx’".? His days, he told
Bess, were spent paying visits, shooting wild pigeons, botanising in
the mountains and playing cards — cribbage and piquet — with
Hamilton in the evenings. ‘If you want to know how I pass my
time,” he wrote to another friend, ‘you have only to take my Life in
Calcutta and capsize it, not forgetting to add about eight or Ten Cups
of Tea with Burter in them a Day.™*

Becalmed in Bhutan, Bogle’s anxieties over the outcome of the
mission and his future career grew. ‘At present I have two Causes of
Sollicitude,” he wrote to his Calcutta confidant Alexander Elliot, ‘the
first how this Business will end — the other about all these Choppings
& Changes down below — and these two form a Circle for my only
Anchor is the Governor’s favour and that favour depends on this
Business.”” During Bogle’s absence from Calcutta, major reforms in
the administration of the Company required by the Regulating Act of
1773 were to come into force. As far as Bogle was concerned, the most
significant of these ‘Choppings & Changes down below’ were those
that affected the status of Hastings. The Governor was to be given the
title of governor general, a greatly enhanced salary, and Bengal would
take precedence over the other two British Presidencies of Bombay and
Madras. But as a check on the Governor General's authority, four new
Councillors had been created to make up the governing Council of
Bengal. Three of the new Councillors — General John Clavering,
Colonel George Monson and Philip Francis — were fresh appointees
from England, due to arrive in Calcutra in the next few months. Their
presence, as Bogle suspected, would radically affect the Company
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hierarchy, transforming both Hastings's position and that of his
favourites. Where, Bogle fretted, would he fit into the new political
landscape?

Then there were the minor inconveniences of daily life. Bogle and
Hamilton were still without a trained cook and could not find anyone
to do their laundry. The food available was monotonous and little to
their taste. The staples were rice, dried beef, pork, dried fish and
lashings of yak butter, supplied direct from the dzong’s stores. Hoping
to liven up their meals, Bogle wrote to Calcurtta requesting supplies of
alcohol, vinegar and mustard, ‘when one has nothing to do, these
Matters come to be of Consequence.'(’ By way of return, he engaged
porters to carry baskets of green walnuts, peaches and pears to be
distributed among his acquaintance in Bengal. Lieutenant Williams,
the British officer who handled Bogle’s mail, learnt of his domestic
plight from the band of dismissed servants who passed through Cooch
Behar on their return journey. Responding to the servants’ report
(‘that you can hardly procure any Provisions whatever that's eatable;
and likewise that your Cook has left you . . . that you can’t procure
any body to wash your Cloaths which must be very disagreeable),
Williams sent up a cook, a washerman, soap, supplies of biscuit and
two dozen bottles of Madeira.’

But, for all the lictle irritations of life at Tashichodzong, Bogle
found himself increasingly at ease in the company of the Bhutanese.
‘Among a people where there is not Pre-eminence of Birth and no
Finery in dress, there cannot well be much Pride,” he noted in his
journal. “The Booteas seem to have none of it, and live among their
Servants and dependents on the most familiar Footing.”® The Gov-
ernor of Tashichodzong invited Bogle to join his household for a
picnic and a contest of 4ggo, the monks’ traditional sport, a cross
between bowls and quoit-throwing, aiming stones at a stick driven
into the ground. Finding himself outclassed in the dego, Bogle went
pigeon-shooting instead, but recurned for a lunch of hard-boiled eggs,
rice, pork and fruit eaten with fingers, seated on the ground. The meal
ended with rounds of strong spirits.

Bogle and Hamilton paid several visits to Jigme Senge, the Regent,
in his splendid apartment at the top of the dzong’s central tower. After
the formality of the first meeting, their visits became more relaxed.
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Jigme Senge, who had suffered near imprisonment under Zhidar's
regime, was then in his thirties — a spare, frail-looking man who,
according to Bogle, doted on his lap-dog and pet mongoose. It was his
enquiring mind that chiefly attracted Bogle. The Regent, he wrote,
‘appears to have more Curiosity than any man [ have seen in the
Country’.” During one of their visits, Hamilton demonstrated the use
of a microscope. His attempts to trap a fly to place under the lens
caused the Regent some concern lest the insect be killed in the process
for, as Bogle explained, monks vowed not to take the life of any living
creature.

Small as it was, the fly-catching incident demonstrates the ways in
which European technology and Buddhist teaching could collide.
Indeed some members of the ecclesiastical establishment regarded the
Regent’s interest in British manufactures as a dangerous delusion. The
retired chief abbot some years later would denounce the Regent's
attraction to Western artefacts as a mental aberration, inflicted by
demons as a punishment for breaking Tantric rules. He wrote to Jigme
Senge, ‘barbarian demons have disturbed your mind, to the extent that
you are enamoured of the goods of the English.”’® To enter into
commercial relations with a former enemy confused the protective
deities, the head abbot warned. No less a figure than the first
Shabdrung had appeared to him in a series of visions to prophesy
that trade with the British would bring only trouble to the land."’

Unaware of the theological arguments against commerce with a
former enemy, Bogle felt frustrated in his attempts to find out about
Bhutan’s trade. Now that the Panchen Lama’s messenger had left,
Bogle wanted to pursue a more active line of questioning, but made
scant progress. “This Place,” he complained to Hastings, ‘is very little
favourable to my Commercial Enquiries. It is monkish to the greatest
Degree. The Rajah, his Priests, his Officers, and his Servants are all
immured, like State Prisoners, within an immense large Palace, and
there is not above a Dozen other Houses in the Town.'* There was no
public market and little economic activity. Communities were largely
self-sufficient, most transactions took the form of barter and taxes were
paid in kind.

Without Purangir, Bogle had no one to explain and interpret,
nobody to help gather information or act as an agent. What was
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needed was a substitute for the gosain, someone who was familiar with
the country and the language, but independent of the Desi. Bogle had
in mind a Kashmiri merchant whom he had encountered at Rangpur,
earlier on his journey. Mirza Settar had impressed Bogle with his sharp
intelligence and knowledge of the trade to Tibet. He was extremely
well connected, part of the influential Kashmiri trading and banking
network in the region. He had offered to accompany the party, but
Bogle, wary of offending Purangir, had turned him down. Now,
though, there was an obvious need for his services, and Bogle wrote
requesting the Governor’s permission to send for the merchant.

The lack of apparent trading activity thwarted Bogle in his role as
commercial envoy, but it greatly appealed to Bogle the philosophical
traveller. In Bhutan, he saw a society free from the ills of civilisation
and the corruption of commerce. ‘The Simplicity of their manners, he
observed in his journal, ‘their slight Intercourse with Strangers, and a
strong Sense of Religion, preserve the Booteas from many vices to
which more polished nations are addicted. They are strangers to
Falsehood and Ingratitude. Theft, and every other Species of Dis-
honesty to which the Lust of money gives Birth, are little known.”’
The rigours of life in the mountains also contributed to their qualities;
the Bhutanese, Bogle asserted, were ‘industrious, faithful, hospitable,
honest, grateful, and brave’.'*

In Bhutan, Bogle seemed to have discovered one of the mountain
idylls described by contemporary writers. His vision was clearly
indebted to the French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau (whose
Collected Works Bogle possessed). In the Discourse on the Origins of
Inequality (1755) Rousseau had famously attacked civilised ways and
championed the virtue and happiness of simpler societies. But Bogle's
version of Bhutan also drew on sources closer to home, on the ideas
circulating among Scottish intellectuals of his youth. Bogle’s family
connections ensured that he was well versed in the theories of the
Scottish Enlightenment: his father had served four years as lord rector
at Glasgow University and had taken a particular interest in the
university library. Adam Smith, author of The Wealth of Nations, held
the chair of Logic at Glasgow University — teaching, among others,
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George's brother Robert and his friend William Richardson, a poet,
critic and playwright, who would become professor of Humanirty
(Latin) at the same institution.

The Scottish literati were preoccupied, perhaps to a greater extent
than other Enlightenment thinkers, with the attempt to define and
distinguish primitive and refined societies. Drawing extensively on
cravel literature, writers like Adam Smith, William Robertson and
Adam Ferguson sought to chart human development by dividing
society into various stages, usually corresponding to the savage, the
barbaric and the polished. This concern was related to the nature of
Scottish society itself, split between the sophisticated Lowlands and
‘rude’ Highlands. To most eighteenth-century Lowland Scots, High-
landers would have appeared barbarous and primitive. The danger
that they posed to the state was manifested most obviously in the
Jacobite rebellion of 1745-6, when Highlanders rose in support of the
Young Pretender, Charles Edward. But with the rebels’ defeat at the
battle of Culloden, the Highlands suffered ruthless reprisals and the
clans were deprived of military power. The Highland way of life,
already undermined by the spread of English commercial, political
and culeural values, could not recover from the blow. But as Highland
culture fell into a decline, so the image of the Highlander grew in
stature. Bathed in nostalgia, the literary Highlander became a heroic
figure. James Macpherson'’s forged ‘translations’ of the Gaelic poems of
Ossian did much to promote this image of doomed nobility.

But the Highlander was not confined to Scotland alone. His
likeness was found wherever Scottish writers encountered tribal
peoples, particularly in North America. Sometimes the parallels
returned home: both James Boswell and Samuel Johnson represented
Highlanders as native Americans."> For his part, Bogle discovered
Highlanders in Bhutan. The northerly, mountainous state preserved
the martial spirit and independence of the old Highlands. Like the
Highland clansmen, Bhutanese peasants owed their chiefs military
service and labour dues. Every man was a soldier, ‘dressed in short
Trouze; like the highland filabeg; woollen Hose, soled with Leather
and gartered under the knee; a jacket or Tunick, and over all two or
three Striped Blankets . . . They sleep in the open air, and keep
themselves warm with their plaids and their whisky.'® Sporting the
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symbols of Highland identity — the philabeg, plaids and whisky — the
Bhutanese exhibited manly virtues of resilience and courage. Bogle
imagined that they expressed themselves with ‘all that loftiness and
sublimity of stile used by Ossian, or any other hilly writer’."’

Significantly, in Bogle’s account, the Bhutanese did not conform to
the paradigm of barbarism. According to Bogle, the country was well
regulated and, although rebellions were frequent, armed uprisings
guaranteed the people’s rights rather than threatened the state. Writing
to his father, Bogle noted his own surprise at the existence of state
institutions: ‘So far from that Barbarism which with transalpine
Arrogance is too often considered as the Lot of every Nation unknown
to Europeans: I found a little State governed by a regular and strict
Police, independent by the Situation of the Country, and subject to an
elective Government, which though absolute was checked by the free
Spirit of the People, unawed by Mercenary Troops, and apt to rebell
when treated with Oppression.”’® In chastising European arrogance,
Bogle was following the example of Scottish writers like Adam
Ferguson who condemned the habit of taking one’s own culture as
the sole standard of civility. But Bogle’s Bhutan challenged those
Enlightenment models of historical progress that clearly demarcated
the different stages of society. In Bhutan, the attractions of primitivism
—a mountain kingdom untouched by modern commercial greed — were
united with the rule of law and an elective government.

It is striking that eighteenth-century European thinkers became
preoccupied by ideas of ancient simplicity at the moment that modern
consumerism took hold."® Not that the myth of primitive innocence
was anything new; European culture had long been haunted by the
loss of the Golden Age, and as often as writers had proposed the
happiness of the savage state, travellers had denied its existence. But
commercial expansion — then as now — was accompanied by nostalgia
for an older way of life. With the demise of the clans and the spread of
commercial values in Scotland, literary works began to celebrate the
courage and hardiness of the Highlanders. Ferguson, for one, saw
many of the values that had been discarded by modern society
embodied in clan life. For it is only when a culture is on the verge
of extinction — or has already been destroyed — that it is valued.”® In
his dual roles of philosophical traveller and trade envoy, Bogle
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exemplified the contradictory impulses of the period. On the one
hand, he idealised the Bhutanese, describing them to his father as
‘uncorrupted by Trade, or an Intercourse with Strangers’; on the other,
he complained to Hastings that the Bhutanese were ‘ignorant of all the
Advantages which flow from a free and extensive Commerce’.”" If
Bogle found Bhutan an idyll, then the trade that he sought to establish
would be unlikely to leave it one. Over time, commerce would awaken
new material needs and desires that would gradually erode the hardy
self-sufficiency that Bogle so admired.

Did Bogle recognise the contradictions in his roles as East India
Company envoy and philosophical traveller? Nowhere in his writing
does he acknowledge the conflict. Among the most remarkable
features of his journals and correspondence is his ability to keep
various, sometimes incompatible, personae in play. This partly tes-
tifies to his talent as a letter-writer. One of the great social skills,
letter-writing demands that the manner and matter of each letter suit
the interests and status of the recipient. This variety of letter-writing
voices was one of the qualities particularly esteemed by eighteenth-
century critics. Bogle’s father commended the fact that George did not
repeat himself in a batch of letters written at the same time to his
several sisters.””* Letters to friends and family, critics maintained,
should be composed in an easy natural style and engage the recipient’s
attention.”? For his pious, widely read father, therefore, Bogle adopted
a respectful, serious tone, relating the manners and traditions of the
peoples he encountered. In style and content, these letters were very
close to Bogle’s official journal. His father’s replies, written in an
increasingly shaky hand, repeatedly enjoined Bogle to attend to the
state of his soul while thanking him for remittances sent. For his sister
Annie, Bogle adopted a much more playful persona. He liked to
represent himself as a hapless wanderer. Responding, for instance, to
her imagined question, ‘But where are you got to, say you, with your
Valleys and your Boots [Bhutanese]?’, Bogle suggested that she search
out her old school maps to check, for ‘it has been by such Turnings and
Windings, Ups and Downs, that I have got here that I protest I am as
much at a loss as if I had been playing Blind Man’s Buff.** In its
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evocation of shared childhood games, the image of blundering Bogle
reasserted familial ties, but was of course sharply at odds with the
envoy’s actual habits of observation and annotation.

At other moments, Bogle’s multiple roles seem notably less
innocent. In his dealings with the Desi, he was evidently playing a
diplomatic double game. Although he repeatedly reassured the Desi
that the British had only pacific intentions in Bhutan, he composed a
report for Hastings entitled ‘Observations on the proper mode of
attacking Bhutan’. In any future military operations, Bogle suggested,
the Company should act offensively rather than defensively. It would
be best to seize two of the main passes into the country; six companies
of troops would be sufficient to garrison them, and supplies could be
provided by five more. But, he added, he could see little advantage ina
conquest of Bhutan; the difficulties of supplying troops across the
mountains would be immense, and the advantages gained would be
minimal, certainly not worth the expense and commitment of man-
power. Better to be content with the status quo — possession of Cooch
Behar and a quiet Bhutan — than embark on a troublesome military
venture.>’

Bhutan proved a more tempting prospect as a market for firearms. A
few months into his stay, Bogle informed Hastings that the Bhutanese
were keen to purchase up-to-date guns.*® Although he did not know i,
Bogle was not the first European to deal in firearms with the Bhutanese.
Nearly 150 years earlier, two Portuguese Jesuits had made the same
long journey from Bengal into Bhutan. Like Bogle, Fathers Estevdo
Cacella and Jodo Cabral were heading for Tibet. Attracted by the stories
of Nestorian Christians that had circulated since Marco Polo’s day, they
intended to join a fellow missionary who had ventured as far as
Tsaparang in western Tibet. They followed a similar route to Bogle,
travelling through Cooch Behar and Buxaduar into the hills. In April
1627, the two missionaries received a courteous welcome from Nga-
wang Namgyel, the first Shabdrung. For two months the Jesuits
followed the Shabdrung on his progress around the country, before
being accommodated at a monastery, some fifteen miles north of the
spot where Bogle was lodged (the fortress of Tashichodzong had yet to
be built). In their letters, published only in the twentieth century, the
missionaries represented Ngawang Namgyel as a ruler renowned for his
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gentleness and abstinence, a man of arts and letters.”” But the
Shabdrung was reluctant to allow the missionaries to proceed into
Tibet, for this was the territory of one of his enemies, the Desi Tsangpa.
In an attempt to dissuade the Jesuits from their journey, the Shabdrung
offered them a site in the nearby valley of Paro to build a church. This
the missionaries declined, leaving as their only legacy to Bhutan their
gifts of firearms and gunpowder. According to the Bhutanese court
scribe, ‘up to that time guns had not spread {to Bhutan}; and being
unfamiliar with them, just to hear their loud noise would inspire fear
and terror among the enemy.”*®

A century and a half later, European firepower remained the
implicit threat behind the Company’s request for Bhutan's assistance
with the mission. At times it came to the surface. When Bogle finally
heard from Hastings, in two letters dated 10 August 1774, the
Governor suggested that a useful negotiating ploy would be to remind
the Desi of what the British might have done in the recent war, had
they not exercised restraint. “You will also urge,” Hastings advised,
‘the unfriendly Aspect that this conduct bears so soon after a Cessation
of Hostilities which evinced to all the World that my desire was only
to live in Peace and Amity with them instead of pursuing those
advantages in War which my Superiority in Troops and in Arms put
in my Power.”*® If the Desi were to counter that Company forces could
never succeed in subduing Bhutan, Bogle should respond that British
troops were suited to the forested, mountainous terrain and climate,
‘that our Troops who languish in the Heat of Bengal recover in the
Cold and piercing Air of his Country’.*°
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