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In the Year of the Wood-Dragon the first part of the year protects the young king. Then there is a great coming forward of robbers, quarrelling and fighting, full of many enemies. Troublous grief by weapons and such-like will arise. The king, father and son, will be fighting. At the end of the year a conciliating speaker will vanquish the war.


Prophecy from the Tibetan Almanac for the Year of the Wood-Dragon, beginning mid February 1904 
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Foreword: The Younghusband Mission


THIS IS the story of the British invasion of Tibet in 1903–4, told as far as possible in the words of those who were there.


The official reasons for this invasion were almost entirely bogus; indeed, as one reads through the secret and private correspondence of the time exactly one century later, one is struck by how history repeats itself: how easily intelligent and otherwise honourable men allow their judgement to be clouded once they have set a course of action they believe to be morally right – and how far they will go to deceive both themselves and others. But in this case the bogey was not ‘weapons of mass destruction’ but Russia’s perceived ambitions in the East. What began as the Tibet Frontier Commission and grew into the Younghusband Mission was imperial Britain’s last throw of the dice, a hangover from the 1890s when vast swathes of Africa and other tropical regions were brought under the protection of the Crown by empire-builders such as Cecil Rhodes and Frederick Lugard. As was so often the case in such adventures, it was initiated largely by one man; in this instance, Baron Curzon of Kedleston, in the peerage of Ireland, appointed by the Queen-Empress Victoria as her Viceroy in India in 1898. George Nathaniel Curzon had long been obsessed with Russia’s relentless advance into Central Asia, and feared that a Russian invasion of British India was predestined. In 1900 these fears became focused on the neighbouring country of Tibet and the person of its spiritual leader, the thirteenth incarnation of the lama known to his countrymen as Gyalpo Rinpoche, ‘Blessed Protector’, and outside Tibet as the Dalai Lama.


Bypassing the Chinese Government, which had its own representative in Lhasa in the form of a Resident known as the Amban, Curzon sought to enter into direct negotiations with the Dalai Lama, ostensibly on the subject of trade. His overtures were twice rebuffed.


Acting on the advice of his state council and national assembly, the Dalai Lama declined to have any dealings with the British Government in India. Advised that the Buddhist faith was under threat from the British, he sent an emissary to the court of Czar Nicholas II, a Buddhist lama of Siberian origins named Agvan Dorjieff, already known to the Government of India’s Directorate of Criminal Intelligence and suspected of being a Russian spy. Dorjieff’s appeal for Russian protection was met with polite evasions, but his warm reception at the Peterhof in October 1900, followed by an equally cordial audience of the Czar at his palace in Yalta a year later, reinforced Curzon’s belief that the Dalai Lama was about to enter into a treaty that would end Tibet’s neutrality and place it firmly within the Russian camp.


Caught up in the mire of the Boer War, Lord Salisbury’s government in England had no time for a further entanglement that might involve both Russia and China. However, in the summer of 1902 a peace treaty was signed at Vereeniging in South Africa and a new administration took office under Arthur Balfour, an old friend and ally of Curzon. Then in August of that year the British Minister at Peking telegraphed to Whitehall the twelve clauses of a secret agreement said to have been drawn up between China and Russia, by which the former relinquished her interest in Tibet to the latter in return for Russian support in maintaining the integrity of the Celestial Kingdom. Both powers were quick to deny the existence of any such understanding, but in London and Simla (British India’s summer capital between mid April and September) it was widely agreed that some sort of secret treaty had been arrived at by which Tibet had been made over to Russia.


Lord Curzon had no doubts in the matter. ‘I am myself’, he wrote in November 1902, ‘a firm believer in the existence of a secret understanding, if not a secret treaty, between Russia and China about Tibet; and, as I have said before, I regard it as a duty to frustrate their little game, while there is still time.’ In January 1903 Curzon sent a long despatch to his constitutional superior in London, the Secretary of State for India, arguing for a mission to be sent to Lhasa to deal directly with the Dalai Lama. For two months the Cabinet equivocated, having received further assurances from Russia that she had no designs on Tibet. Curzon then proposed a more modest course of action: the despatch of a Tibet Frontier Commission to a place just inside the Tibetan border where a British representative could meet with Chinese and Tibetan delegates and discuss the issue of trade. He suggested Khamba Jong, a fortress about eighty miles due north of Darjeeling and half a day’s march inside the Tibetan border.


On 29 April Curzon received a telegram from London authorising the mission – but to Khamba Jong only, and no further. The jubilant Viceroy began at once to lay his plans.


The events that followed are told here chiefly through the diaries, letters and memoirs of the men on the ground. They were mostly British military officers. Some – like the junior subaltern Frederick Marshman ‘Hatter’ Bailey of the 32nd Sikh Pioneers – were field officers commanding Indian troops or Nepali Gurkhas. Others had graduated to the more exclusive ranks of the Indian Political Service and were present as ‘politicals’, most notably Colonel Francis Younghusband, the most senior of the Tibet Commissioners, whose name soon became synonymous with the Mission. A third category of eye-witnesses was made up of noncombatants such as Doctor Austine Waddell, a colonel in the Indian Medical Service, who was selected for the Mission not for his medical skills but because he was British India’s leading – if not sole – Tibetologist. Others in this category were Perceval Landon, Edmund Candler and Henry Newman, newspaper correspondents representing respectively The Times, the Daily Mail and Reuters. On their return to India they and other participants published accounts of the Mission, so that by the end of 1905 every bookshop window in Britain must have been packed with literature about Tibet and the Younghusband Mission, nearly all richly illustrated with photographs.


Few military endeavours of comparable size can have been as well documented by its participants as the Younghusband Mission. Many officers took with them one or other of the new lightweight hand-held Kodaks, together with their easily portable rolls of film. At least one officer had a Panoram Kodak camera that took 2¼ inch by 7-inch negatives and covered a 142-degree field of vision; another man, Claude White, came armed with a folding-stand plate camera that produced landscape images of the highest quality. All were acutely aware that they were intruding into a remote, mysterious and much romanticised cul-de-sac hitherto barred to outsiders that was, in the words of the expedition’s instigator, ‘The one mystery which the nineteenth century has still left for the twentieth to explore.’ Quite remarkably in the circumstances, telegraph and express postal services were established between the Tibetan plateau and the Indian plains. Although the press reports were doubly censored, officers’ letters were not, so that private correspondence surviving from the expedition is, by and large, frank and revealing – as are the diaries.


Four companies of the 1st Battalion of the Royal Fusiliers took part in the latter stages of the invasion, the only sizeable British Army contingent present. The National Army Museum and the headquarters of the Royal Regiment of Fusiliers in the Tower of London have between them six diaries, of which three were written by what were known then as BORs or British Other Ranks, giving us a rare glimpse of the thinking of the ordinary British soldier on the campaign.


Despite the richness of source-material, the voices of the greater number of participants remain all but unheard. This almost silent majority was made up, on the one side, of the sepoys, porters, transport drivers and camp-followers who constituted the bulk of the British invasion force; on the other, of the native peoples of the Tibetan plateau and the central Himalayas who found themselves affected by this extraordinary – and, for many, fatal – eruption into their lives. In the case of the Tibetans, only faint echoes of the event have been preserved. However, it is now possible for Western visitors to retrace a large part of the invading army’s route to and from Lhasa, although few vestiges of its passing remain – and even fewer local memories. The Tibetans are a forgiving people, and they have moved on. Ironically, it is the Chinese rulers of Tibet who seem determined to remember the British intrusion and to make political capital out of it – most notably at what has been designated the ‘heroic city’ of Gyantse, whose fortress was shelled and then dynamited by General Macdonald in 1904, and then again dynamited by the Chinese in 1967. Visitors who tour Gyantse’s restored and once more magnificent rock citadel today should be sure to spare a few minutes to inspect its ‘Museum of Anti-British’ before climbing to the summit of the fort, where a memorial stone erected by the Government of Gyantse County in 1997 proclaims in English: ‘The place of jump in cliff that against British hero martyrs. Eternal glory to the hero martyrs of jump in cliff!’ Presumably the accompanying Chinese and Tibetan inscriptions put it rather better.


Several secondary accounts of the Younghusband Mission have been written, most memorably Peter Fleming’s Bayonets to Lhasa, published in 1961, and Patrick French’s definitive biography of its leading character, Younghusband: the Last Great Imperial Adventurer (1994). A number of histories and biographies have also dealt with the subject and its major protagonists in passing. All, without exception, have accepted the self-serving line first given out by Sir Francis Younghusband and his many contemporary admirers and reinforced half a century later by Peter Fleming, who mounted a vigorous defence of his hero based on the private letters made available to him by Sir Francis’s daughter Eileen (later Dame Eileen) Younghusband, and on the testimonies of a number of surviving officers. Yet in the sub-tropical jungles of Sikkim or on the pine-clad slopes of the Chumbi Valley, on the wastes of the Chang Tang and on the long, rocky road to Lhasa the situation was far more tangled than we have been led to believe, and this is where I have tried to focus – rather than on the political heights of Viceregal Lodge and Snowdon in Simla, Government House in Calcutta, the Foreign Office in Whitehall, the Winter Place in St Petersburg, or even the Potala Palace in Lhasa.


In seeking to give a more human perspective of events I have used wherever possible the written words of the participants themselves, as set down in private letters and diaries, in the belief that they contain if not always the most honest version of events, then at least something of the writers’ thinking when they wrote them. Of the two leading protagonists in this adventure, one – Francis Younghusband – was determined from an early age to make his mark both as a man of action and a man of letters; he was a compulsive writer who used his private as well as his official correspondence as political instruments, and he was blessed with a large circle of friends and admirers. Peter Fleming drew extensively on his private papers and so I have felt no qualms in doing the same. By Fleming’s account, Younghusband was the hard-done-by man of action while his opponent – James Macdonald, the officer who commanded the escort to the Tibet Mission – was one of the two deep-dyed villains of the piece: ‘One of the most contemptible men who ever wore the king’s uniform.’ The other was the Secretary of State for India, St John Brodrick. My difficulty has been that Macdonald was a man of few words, spoken or written, and fewer friends. Although described as a great scribbler of notes, he left behind nothing in the way of private papers, so that his thoughts and actions have had to be viewed for the most part through the writings of his critics. I have restored some balance to this unequal equation, not to invite controversy but because the surviving evidence has led me there.


Here and elsewhere, wherever the private word is lacking I have turned to the published: the considered version of events that its author wished to leave on the record. Some of these published accounts were written many years after what the Tibetans knew as The Year of the Wood-Dragon (1904), with all the obvious attendant drawbacks, but it is also true to say that in some cases their authors no longer felt bound by the constraints that had caused them to pull their punches at the time: an example is the overlooked autobiography of the Reuters correspondent Henry Newman, written in 1937. A select cast-list of the players in this sideshow of the Great Game is appended at the end of the book, together with a glossary and bibliography. When quoting extracts from diaries, letters and journals, I have in a few instances corrected punctuation in the interests of clarity – most notably in the case of Royal Fusilier Private Sampson, whose approach to punctuation mirrored that of James Joyce when writing Finnegan’s Wake.


To avoid confusion I have stuck with Tibetan personal and place names as Anglicised a century ago. Thus, the mountain known to the Tibetans as Jomo Lhari is here set down as it was known to the British, Chumolhari; the pass properly known as the Dzelap La is here called the Jelep La; and so on. A short list of the more correct versions of names encountered is included in the Glossary, set down as spoken and not in accordance with modern academic rules for transliterating written Tibetan. Travellers to Tibet should be aware that the country has always enjoyed a bewildering excess of names for places and people – to which the present rulers of the Tibet Autonomous Region of China have added by allocating new and often arbitrary Chinese place-names. Readers unfamiliar with the language will find it helpful to understand that jong (dzong) means both citadel and county; jongpen (dzongpon), fortress commander and district governor; gompa (gonpa), monastery; la, pass; tang, plain; chu (chhu), flowing water; tso (tsho), lake; and ri, mountain. The Tibetan word lama, incorrectly used by the British to describe all Tibetan monks, means a guru or religious teacher and is used only for very learned monks or high incarnations. No one word in Tibetan describes all the male occupants of a monastery. The novices and uninitiated lower orders are known as trapa; a fully ordained monk is a gelong; and geshe describes a monk with superior spiritual qualifications. Ani, thankfully, serves to describe every sort of nun.


Charles Allen,


Combe Florey,


September 2003
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The Morning of 12 December 1903


ON THE borderland between Tibet and the modern Indian state of Sikkim the first peak to catch the rising sun is always the 24,000-foot snow pyramid of Chumolhari, followed moments later by the several summits of the still higher Kanchenjunga massif, seventy miles to the west. The next to be lit up are the higher points along the mountain chain that links these two giants to make up one segment of the Central Himalayan Range, the great barrier that both guards the Tibetan plateau from the Indian subcontinent and provides a natural border.


Only at one place is this mountain rampart vulnerable: immediately to the west of Mt Chumolhari, where the line of the Tibetan frontier dips to the south in a sharp V. Here the border follows the crests of two ridges radiating south-east and south-west from the Central Himalayan Range to form a triangle of land, a wedge known to the Tibetans as Dromo and to Indians as the Chumbi Valley. It can be entered from neighbouring Sikkim and Bhutan by way of a number of passes, one of which is the 14,300-foot crossing-point known as the Jelep La, the Lovely Level Pass.


In midwinter, sunlight strikes the narrow saddle of the Jelep La about an hour after sunrise. As on every mountain crossing in these parts, the highest point on the pass is marked by a cairn of stones over which flutter strings of Tibetan prayer-flags, originally dyed in bright primary colours – yellow, green, red, white and blue in ascending order – but soon bleached grey and shredded by the wind. On 12 December 1903, as the sun’s rays lit up the cairn and then extended down the ridge’s southern slopes they began to illuminate an army: first the scouts and advance guard, then the main body of three thousand fighting men, clambering up the steep mountain side in single file.


As well as his sidearm and twenty rounds of ammunition, every man carried in his pack four days’ rations and one thick quilted cotton rug folded over and sewn to make a ‘sleeping-bag’. In addition to his service dress he wore a lambskin vest, two layers of flannel, an extra pair of thick woollen socks, a pair of quilted cotton overalls, a long-sleeved sheepskin topcoat known as a poshteen and a pair of knee-length felt boots known as Gilgit boots – the two last, fruits of the Indian Army’s long experience of the North-West Frontier. On his hands he wore two pairs of gloves, one woollen, the other more in the nature of a fur-lined bag. Either a balaclava helmet or a large turban tied under the chin with a woollen scarf covered his head and much of his face. A pair of goggles with small blue or green lenses shielded his eyes.


Despite this padding, the men who made up the military column were of recognisably different types: ‘There is no mistaking the tall, stolid, bearded Sikh, the squat little snub-nosed Tatar Goorkha, the dark-skinned, lank Madrassi Sapper, and the British “Tommy Atkins”.’ Of this last category a number advanced on foot and, unusually, walked as muleteers beside the animals carrying their heavy weaponry. Seventeen were gunners drawn from No. 7 British Mountain Battery, with their two new-pattern breech-loading ten-pounders. Another seventeen were infantrymen from the 1st Battalion of the Norfolk Regiment with two of Sir Hiram Maxim’s improved machine-guns, weighing only forty pounds each and capable of firing two thousand rounds in three minutes. Both these parties were accompanied by their camp-followers – in the Norfolks’ case, one cook, one bheesti or water-carrier, and a sweeper who did the menial jobs that the other two refused to touch.


The riders in the column were the officers, each with his small retinue of followers. One such mounted officer, Lieutenant Mark Synge, had with him his military orderly, his bearer and his syce or groom. ‘I think they all died in imagination many times before they reached the top of the pass,’ he later wrote. ‘They turned wild eyes of anguish and reproach towards me whenever I waited to see how they were getting on.’


For every soldier in the column there were several camp-followers, mostly of the category known as ‘coolies’, porters inducted into a support force known as the Coolie Corps. Some were drawn from as far afield as Kashmir and Garhwal, others from much closer at hand: Lepchas, Bhotias and Tibetans from Sikkim and Bhutan. All had the immense advantage of being hillmen, but not all were willing volunteers: the largest group were little more than serfs, some five thousand porters from neighbouring Nepal rounded up and despatched on the orders of the governing Durbar in Kathmandu as part of its contribution to this adventure. Yet despite heavy loads, hostile terrain and lack of hot food, these coolies appeared the least unhappy members of the expedition. ‘For a cheery family party it would be hard to beat that cooli [sic] corps,’ noted Mark Synge, whose duties as a transport officer allowed him to observe them at close hand. ‘The cooli … was as merry a soul as you meet on a day’s march. Some were quite boys, not more than sixteen, yet the way they shouldered their loads was wonderful. The regulation load was eighty pounds, but I have often seen quite a youngster with a hundred pounds on his back, taking it steadily up thousands of feet, and taking it as a matter of course, and giving you a grinning greeting as you passed him.’


The porters were not the only load-carriers, for at every stage of its journey from the rail-head at Siliguri into the mountains the little army was bolstered by an enormous assembly of transport animals, ranging from the camel to the yak. From Siliguri to the Himalayan foothills the force’s food and supplies were carried on carts drawn chiefly by pairs of bullocks. Two hundred buffaloes and seven camels were also employed, but briefly, for the camels were more trouble than they were worth and all but three of the buffaloes perished ‘by way of protest’. Then, at the point where the pukka road gave way to a kutcha or rough track, the loads were shifted onto the backs of mules. To begin with only two of the Indian Army’s Mule Corps had been involved, but by December the number had risen to five, employing more than ten thousand mules and almost three thousand drivers. To Lieutenant Synge’s less than impartial eyes, this combination of man and beast made up the backbone of the Indian Army: ‘The average Indian transport pack mule, aged probably fifteen to eighteen years old, is the finest old soldier we have got. If, like Lord Roberts’s grey arab, he were allowed to record his services round his neck, he would display a fine collection of medals and clasps … His is a rough lot but he takes it kindly, and with good grain and fodder is not unhappy.’


The original plan was for these campaign-hardened regulars to be replaced by yaks as soon as the higher altitudes were reached. On paper the yak was just the job; in practice it turned out to be a disaster. ‘The yak’, wrote the journalist Edmund Candler after he joined the expedition, ‘is the most extraordinary animal Nature has provided the transport officer in his need. He carries 160 pounds, and consumes nothing. He subsists solely on stray blades of grass, tama-risk, and tufts of lichen, that he picks up on the road. He moves slowly, and wears a look of ineffable resignation. He is the most melancholy disillusioned beast I have ever seen, and dies on the least provocation. If only he were dependable, our transport difficulties would be reduced to a minimum. But he is not.’ No fewer than 8,500 of the creatures had been rounded up and despatched from neighbouring Nepal, but a thousand succumbed to anthrax before they even crossed the border and the rest were now quarantined in ‘segregation camps’ in an effort to contain the disease.


Even Synge’s hardy mules were proving to be dangerously vulnerable. Some paused to nibble the aconite plants that lined the track-side and, despite the best efforts of the veterinarians, succumbed to their poison. But many more were simply being worked to death, forced to carry ever-heavier loads and to travel over greater distances as the numbers of transport animals diminished. According to Edmund Candler, half the first draft of mules employed on the trail through Sikkim were dead within weeks, and the remainder were only saved by a fresh draft of army mules from the North-West Frontier.


As for the men who now clambered up the trail, the contrast between their present conditions and those experienced at the start of their march could hardly have been greater. A day after leaving the rail-head at Siliguri they had entered sub-tropical jungle, following the course upstream of the river Teesta. ‘Even for troops marching along a road running through its midst it has a certain fascination,’ wrote Mark Synge of the lush forests through which they marched for seven days:




The incessant call of the jungle-fowl on either side of you, the constant shade, so unusual in India, the bright orchids in the tree-tops, the heavy luxuriance of vegetation that loads the air with scents that are generally sweet, the gorgeous butterflies, the steamy hothouse atmosphere – all combine to form a kind of sedative, suggestive of the lotus flower, of pleasant physical enervation, and perpetual afternoon. One could enjoy this feeling as one sat idly on one’s pony, till it was dispelled by the rain. It rained very heavily all those days. Even when it did not rain the air was so laden with moisture that the very clothes you wore were always wet on the outside.





After the seventh day they had begun to ascend, following a side-tributary of the Teesta before climbing up and along a ridge, then entering a rain-forest dominated by teak, kapok and bamboo. But this soon gave way to a third level of vegetation dominated by rhododendron and tree fern which, in its turn, led on to pine forest. At each stage the track grew worse. ‘From here to Gnatong’, recorded Mark Synge, ‘we were to climb continuously, and at as steep a gradient as laden mule with straining breast-piece could hope to tackle.’ He was surprised to see, even in these early days, that the track was already littered with discarded horse-shoes. Then, as they reached and passed 11,000 feet above sea-level, the first symptoms of altitude sickness began to make themselves felt: ‘Giddiness, nausea, headache, loss of appetite, insomnia, difficulty in breathing, and, saddest of all in some cases, an utter inability to enjoy either your drink or your tobacco.’


A chance to rest and recover came at Gnatong, two days short of the Tibetan border, where a forward supply base had been established at 11,700 feet. It had served briefly as a frontier outpost for British troops during an earlier dispute with Tibet in 1888, and its dilapidated barracks were now brought back into service to accommodate a new influx of troops: ‘The Gnatong post was placarded everywhere on the inside with the names of its tiny streets. It appeared that we were occupying what was on the whole a straggling but quite fashionable part of London. I myself lived at “Hyde Park Corner”. The post commandant, if I remember right, occupied a mansion in “Carlton Mansions”. We went for constitutionals up and down “Rotten Row”, and found “Buckingham Palace” used as a supply depot.’ A bazaar soon sprang up, including a small store run by an enterprising Parsi merchant which did a brisk trade in phenacetin and Stearne’s ‘headache cure’.


Here at Gnatong came the first intimation of what a Tibetan winter had in store for the troops. What limited supplies of firewood had been carried up were for cooking-fires only, so they had to rely increasingly on body-heat and clothing for warmth. Personal hygiene soon went by default: chins were left unshaved, washing was abandoned and underwear went unchanged. Within days the men began to look and smell different. ‘I have papered my room with Pioneers,’ wrote Major William Beynon to his wife Norah at home in England, referring to copies of British India’s Pioneer newspaper, ‘and the wind no longer whistles through my whiskers as I lie in bed. We all here are growing beards. Genl Macdonald says he is going to give a prize for the best beard at Christmas … We all look fearful ruffians.’ As the days passed it became increasingly difficult to tell one officer from another, each service beard making its wearer ‘resemble any such normal being as a naval officer, a parson, or respectable middle-aged civilian of everyday life’. Some beards acquired a distinction of their own. According to Mark Synge,




the glamour of royalty suddenly attached to old friends who were found to be ‘the veritable double of the Prince of Wales’. Other beards were the ‘Infant prodigy’, a monstrosity adorning the chin of a quite youthful officer who was taken to be at least a colonel, and the ‘British workman’ beard, allowed to grow in its own sweet way. I remember a certain stalwart major whose beard grew in two inverted horns that splayed outward on his chest, and who was the very image of my father’s old gardener. I once very nearly addressed him as ‘Horton’ by mistake, for that happened to have been the gardener’s name.





As November gave way to December, so the winter conditions became increasingly severe. The little army experienced its first blizzard, leaving its members ‘benumbed and blue’, and its first cases of frostbite. Then, as they prepared to move forward once more, from Gnatong to the Tibetan frontier at the Jelep La, the skies cleared, allowing the sun to burn away all but the deepest snowdrifts.


As the army climbed ever higher the pine forests gave way to straggling birch and alpine flora. ‘Birch-trees alone survive among the frozen rocks of the upper snows,’ was how the journalist Perceval Landon described this sparse but still colourful vegetation. ‘At their roots, or from the hillside above their tops, round their stems, or springing from their wood is almost every flower known to man, here wasting its luxuriance along the loneliest and loveliest two hundred miles on earth. Pepper ferns, with their dark green glossy foliage, vines and bind-weeds, begonias and asphodel tangle themselves about the undergrowth of gorgeous shrubs, or stumps gay with scarlet fungus and dripping moss.’


Now the path itself became their greatest obstacle, for this forward section had yet to receive the attentions of the road-builders and was too steep and too narrow to allow more than one man or one animal to pass at a time: ‘Our column winding like a snake up the steep zigzag track to the pass, was over four miles long, and seemed to crawl along up amongst the bleak black rocks almost at a snail’s pace.’ Long delays occurred as transport animals slipped or shed their loads: ‘It was impossible to take the mule aside to adjust the load, for there was no room at the side, and the mule had to be halted where he was until the adjustment was completed. This involved the halting of say five hundred mules, who happened to be behind the mule who had first halted. And when the latter at last moved off, it of course took an appreciable interval of time before the next mule followed suit. Multiply that appreciable interval by the number of mules in the rear, say five hundred, and you find it takes perhaps a full half hour before the five hundredth is at last on the move again.’


As they advanced up the mountain side altitude once more began to take its toll, forcing the marchers to halt every few yards to regain their breath. Even among those who had acclimatised at Gnatong, the sudden gain of 2,500 feet was enough to leave them sick and dizzy: ‘Scarcely anyone, even those who rode most of the way, escaped having aching temples and eyeballs; many suffered from actual mountain sickness, and several of the transport animals succumbed on the roadside.’


Yet it was still only mid morning on that twelfth day of December when the head of the column reached the summit of the pass – ‘a knife edge in a narrow cleft … swept by a merciless icy blast, which cut painfully like a knife’. So biting was this wind that, according to Lieutenant Synge, it ‘snatched away our breath’ and ‘pierced through our thickest garments as if they were mere gauze’. There was no sign of an enemy, which was just as well. Captain Arthur Hadow’s two Maxim guns had water-filled cooling jackets, which he had been forced to empty ‘lest they should emulate a bursting water-pipe’. Only later was fire-power restored by the addition of rum to the water – together with a dash of kerosene (paraffin) ‘to prevent anyone from wanting to drink it’. But there was also the problem of freezing gun oil. As one of Captain Hadow’s men advanced up the slope he thought to test his Lee-Enfield .303, only very recently introduced to British infantry regiments. He cocked his rifle and pulled the trigger on an empty chamber – to find, to his surprise, that there was over a second’s delay before he heard the faintest of clicks. Hadow then checked the other rifles in his unit and found them similarly affected. ‘I informed the General,’ he later wrote. ‘The whole force was halted and everybody proceeded to inspect his rifle, but of course we could do little to rectify it, and I believe if the enemy had appeared on the scene we should have been somewhat unpleasantly surprised to find that none of the rifles, or very few of them, would go off … Altogether it would have been an excellent opportunity for a regrettable incident.’


At the cairn that marked the crossing-point of the Jelep La, and thus the border between Sikkim and Tibet, the advance guard was joined by two groups of officers. Muffled in their goggles, balaclavas and scarves and the sheepskin poshteens that reached below their knees, both parties looked much the same, but an observant onlooker might have noticed that one group was luxuriantly bearded while the other was generously moustached in the prevailing fashion, but with chins and cheeks covered by lesser growths.


The full-bearded ones were predominantly politicals, men who carried military rank but whose first loyalties lay with the Viceroy of India in the person of Lord Curzon, by way of the Foreign and Political Department of the Government of India. The moustachioed party was entirely military, a mixture of British officers from the Indian Army and officers from British Army regiments currently serving in India. They too owed loyalty to the Viceroy, but by way of his new Commander-in-Chief, Lord Kitchener.


Each group had its leader. The most senior political was, in the unguarded words of one diarist, ‘a little stiff man with a bushy black beard’. Dominating that black beard was a moustache so long, thick and walrusy that even by itself it entirely concealed its owner’s mouth. The eyebrows, too, were decidedly bushy and in marked contrast to the high forehead and receding hair-line above. But it was not the moustache or eyebrows or bald pate that most men remembered, for the most striking feature about Colonel Francis Younghusband was what his biographers have called variously his ‘penetrating blue eyes’ and his ‘watery blue eyes’, and what one of his many ardent lieutenants remembered as his ‘two big, brown spaniel eyes’. Sir William Quiller Richardson’s oil portrait, painted a year after his return to England, shows a man with what are undeniably dark – but blue – eyes. Whatever their hue, they were ‘kindly’, deep-set, and separated by a fine aquiline nose. After those hypnotic eyes it was the demeanour of the man that most impressed. He was, by almost every account, a man of few words and, to all outward appearances, unflappable and dignified, compensating for his short stature by projecting an almost palpable air of gravitas and stillness – the kind of man, in fact, who inspired hero-worship among his subordinates to an extraordinary degree. To his closest aide, Captain Frederick O’Connor, the Colonel was




one of the few specimens of the typical ‘strong silent man’ whom I have ever met. Very quiet, very laconic, sturdily built, with aquiline features and bushy eyebrows, he is at once a philosopher and a man of action … I never once saw him for a moment even ruffled, far less discomposed or perturbed, by any circumstance or crisis which we had to encounter. An imperturbable exterior covered a strong and steadfast character and a most equable temperament. His decisions were deliberately made, but once made they were absolute, and his ‘yes’ or ‘no’ were more convincing and reassuring than half a dozen speeches from a more voluble man.





Now in his fortieth year and still in his physical prime, Francis Younghusband was already the undoubted star of the expedition, a living legend renowned throughout British India for his exploits as a major player in that dangerous high-altitude contest of bluff and counter-bluff that had come to be known as the Great Game, the long-range struggle between Britain and Russia for the political control of the great open spaces of Central Asia.


In 1884, as a twenty-year-old subaltern ‘holding’ with a smart British cavalry regiment before joining the Indian Army, Younghusband had taken two months’ leave to go exploring across the Rhotang Pass into Lahaul in the Western Himalayas – and had there vowed ‘to make a great name for myself, and to be known ever after as a famous explorer’. Over the next years he had worked hard to ingratiate himself with the Quartermaster-General’s Intelligence Department, and quickly became its most high-profile intelligence-gatherer as he explored known and unknown passes along British India’s northern frontier. In 1887, returning to India from an expedition in Manchuria, he had pioneered a new route over the high Mustagh Pass in the Karakoram which involved hacking steps down a treacherous ice precipice. This coup and the best-seller that came out of it made him a public figure. Further high adventures followed, the details of some of which could only be guessed at since they remained hidden from the public gaze in the secret files of the Government of India’s Foreign and Political Department.


These journeys brought Younghusband into contact with numerous pieces in the Great Game, not only Russian knights but also some of the kings and bishops of his own side, most notably the Parliamentarian, Central Asian traveller and man of undisguised ambition, George Nathaniel Curzon. More than a decade before Curzon achieved his long-held aim of becoming Viceroy of India (as a stepping-stone to a Cabinet appointment leading in turn to the premiership of Great Britain) the two had formed a mutual admiration society of ‘fellow-travellers’ with a shared view of the Russian peril, albeit one with a well-defined pecking order. ‘Ld Curzon … talked away about the mission saying he was convinced the Russians were up to some harm & he was determined to forestall them and that there was no man in India he could trust better than me to carry out his plans,’ Younghusband had written after being named by Curzon as his choice for the man to lead the Tibet Frontier Commission. But before that happy moment there had been a dangerous foray into South African politics – a bad case of misjudgement on Younghusband’s part since his involvement in the Jameson Raid might have ruined him had it come out – followed by six years in political backwaters, first in Rajputana as a junior Political Agent, then in the princely state of Indore in central India as the British Resident. He had also married unwisely, to a hypochondriac given to ‘nerves’ who more or less demanded a no-sex clause to their marriage, though a daughter was born to Helen Younghusband in January 1902.


The years of stagnation ended for Younghusband on the morning in early May 1903 when he received a puzzling letter from a friend in the Foreign Department up at Simla, begging to be allowed to come with him on his journey. A few days later a summons to confer with Curzon in Simla ended both the mystery and Younghusband’s sense of isolation. ‘I am to go to Tibet in charge of a very important mission,’ he wrote to his father as he journeyed by train to the British hill station. ‘Very strictly in confidence, Lord Curzon had intended to send me to Lhassa with an armed force capable of putting down all resistance. The Home Govt would not however agree to this. But they have agreed to a mission being sent to Tibet to meet Chinese & Tibetan representatives & I have been nominated British Commissioner.’


Over the teacups at a gymkhana at Annandale, Simla’s sole piece of flat ground, the Viceroy told him the whole story and explained what he wanted of his lieutenant. Again, it was to his father – an old Indian Police officer, long retired, and his closest confidant – that Francis Younghusband told all: ‘This is a really magnificent business that I have dropped in for,’ he wrote on 21 May.




What has brought matters to this head is that the Russians have concluded, or tried to conclude, a Secret Treaty with Tibet – though their ambassador in London has sworn to Ld Lansdowne that such a thing is the very last thing in the world that his Govt wd. dream of doing. However, from India, Peking, Paris, & St Petersburg identical reports arrive so evidently an attempt at least has been made by the Russians to get hold of Tibet: and so I am being sent to forestal[l] them and to put our relations with Tibet on such a footing that we will be able to prevent any other power gaining a predominant influence there.





As Tibet Commissioner, Francis Younghusband was to be promoted to full colonel and accorded an armed escort. What was less welcome was that a joint Tibet Commissioner was to accompany him, ‘a Mr White at present Political Officer Sikkim, and who, poor beggar, has been there for fourteen years and always looked upon this job as the project of his life. He is very sore at not getting the charge of the Mission but he seems a good chap for [from] what I have seen of him here and of course I will make it as easy for him as I can.’


Claude White was a big, hefty man – ‘tall and grey and very well made’, according to a late-comer to the mission escort – with an imposing manner and an even more imposing white moustache, more handle-bar than walrus. Eleven years older, White had every right to consider himself, if not Younghusband’s senior, then at least his equal, by virtue of his long experience in Sikkim. But although he was very much the burra sahib in Sikkim – a ‘big man’ in the political as well as physical sense – White was not quite the pukka sahib, for in Anglo-India’s strict order of precedence an engineering background in the Public Works Department (PWD) placed him several rungs socially below the military, or the Indian Civil Service. After training at the Royal Engineering College at Cooper’s Hill, White had begun his PWD career with several years as an engineer on the Behar–Assam Railway before being posted in 1888 to Sikkim, where he had supervised the building of roads for an expeditionary force despatched to settle a border dispute between the Tibetans and the Sikkimese. He had then been asked to double the role of engineer with that of a Political Officer in this remote outpost, and had notched up fifteen years there by the time he and Younghusband first met at Simla. As early as 1898 White had made it clear where he stood on the question of Tibet: ‘I believe the time has come now to take up a strong position such as would lead to Great Britain becoming paramount in Lhasa … The Russians are making progress in the north, and have already, I am informed, tried to make their progress felt in Tibet. We should certainly be there before them.’ Here, then, was another man after Lord Curzon’s heart.


As sole representative of the British Raj in Sikkim, White exercised a great deal of power in what was theoretically a sovereign Buddhist kingdom ruled by a hereditary monarch, but was in practice administered like any other frontier state within India’s borders. A contemporary speaks of him as ‘much beloved by all the primitive folk of Sikkim, to whom he was a second father’, going on to describe him as ‘a tall, handsome man, very simple in his habits … just the man to open up the country.’ Although upset at having a stranger encroach upon his territory, White took it like a sahib, and Francis Younghusband, initially at least, had only kind words to say about him: ‘White’, he wrote to his father, ‘is quite a good chap and I think we shall get on all right. He is an excellent “local” man & is very patriarchal with these people … He must feel it hard having me come over his head like this & I have no doubt Mrs White feels it even more than he does. However they have both been most kind to me and it certainly has been a great boon to me having him.’


As well as the two commissioners, the Tibet Frontier Commission was to have a British representative from the Chinese Consular Service, together with an intelligence, a survey and a medical officer. Initially, Francis Younghusband entertained hopes of bagging the key intelligence post – ‘the only billet for a military officer’ – for his younger brother Leslie, whose Indian Army career had fallen into the doldrums. However, he very soon learned that the post had already been filled: ‘I should like to have got the Small Boy in somehow or other,’ he had written, ‘but there is a chap in Sikkim now who speaks Tibetan fluently and knows the whole question & I am afraid he will have to come as Intelligence Officer.’


This fluent Tibetan-speaker was a young Anglo-Irishman named Captain Frederick ‘Frank’ O’Connor, a protégé of Claude White. The two had first met in 1895 when O’Connor went out to Darjeeling to join a Mountain Battery as a 24-year-old junior subaltern in the Royal Artillery. O’Connor had had the good fortune to be billeted in a little bungalow ‘perched on the very summit of the Darjeeling spur’, an eyrie that gave him uninterrupted views to the north and south: in one direction the endless plains of India streaked with the silver threads of rivers; in the other, the forested ravines of the Ranjit and Teesta river basins and, beyond, the Kanchenjunga massif and the line of snow peaks that defined the Sikkim–Tibet frontier. ‘From the moment of my arrival at Darjeeling and the first view of the snows,’ O’Connor wrote many years later, ‘I became obsessed and fascinated with the romance and beauty of the whole of this frontier … I set to work to learn all I could about Tibet. I devoured every book on the subject that I could lay my hands on and I set resolutely to work to learn the language.’ With the help of a Tibetan servant ‘of very doubtful honesty but always good tempered and chatty’ he had learned spoken Tibetan, and by the end of his first year had acquired ‘a pretty fluent flow’ of the vernacular.


His interest in Tibetan affairs soon led O’Connor to the Whites’ large and comfortably appointed bungalow at Gangtok, the little township that served as Sikkim’s capital. Despite nearly twenty years’ difference in their ages the two men hit it off and O’Connor was invited to join White on a tour of Sikkim’s northern frontier. Although orders forbade British officers to set foot on Tibetan territory, there was an unwritten understanding that Government turned a blind eye on those who chanced to stray while on shikar or hunting expeditions in the Himalayas – provided there was no fuss. White’s official position made it impossible for him to contemplate such risk-taking, but O’Connor was not bound by any such constraints. He twice made forays into Tibet, but on the second occasion was spotted by Tibetan border-guards near the Tibetan fortress of Khamba Jong and chased back into India after a brisk fight with ‘fists, sticks and stones’. Word of this exploit got out, and he was summoned to Simla to explain himself to the military authorities. He was reprimanded – but then ordered to report to the Intelligence Branch of the Quartermaster General’s Department at Army Headquarters, where he was immediately put to work compiling a Sikkim Route Book under Colonel Hamilton Bower of the Survey of India.


O’Connor had now entered the shadowy world of Kim and the Great Game. In 1897, with the North-West Frontier ablaze, he was sent to Malakand as the official correspondent of the Pioneer, India’s most influential English-language newspaper, and then to Tirah, where he witnessed the bloody taking of the Dargai Heights by the Gordon Highlanders. The next years found O’Connor at various postings on the North-West Frontier, one of which took him into Chinese Turkestan for an abortive rendezvous with some Russian scientists. Then a hawkish Secret Memorandum by O’Connor, arguing the case for a mission to Lhasa to stop the advance of Russia, caught the eye of the ‘forward policy’ men in the Government of India and brought him back to the Sikkim border in 1902, where he did some more map-making while his friend Claude White settled another grazing dispute with the Tibetans.


A year later, in December 1903, O’Connor again ran across his older mentor at the great tented encampment outside the walls of Delhi that was the scene of the Coronation Durbar, devised and orchestrated by Lord Curzon to celebrate the accession of King Edward VII. Here O’Connor first heard from White of Lord Curzon’s scheme to end Tibet’s isolation by sending a political mission into the country. He at once sought out Louis Dane, the head of Curzon’s Foreign Department, and a week later was back in Darjeeling on secret duty with orders to prepare ‘a detailed campaign for a force advancing through Sikkim, either by the Chumbi valley or via Khamba Jong’, as well as ‘data regarding roads and supplies and other details necessary for military operations’. In Darjeeling O’Connor had a further stroke of luck, acquiring as his assistant an exiled Tibetan named Shabdung Lama, ‘a monk who had held high and influential position as secretary to one of the great incarnate Lamas, and had travelled extensively in Tibet, but he had got into political trouble and had been obliged to fly the country. Like many monks of the better class, he was a remarkably intelligent man … and he was thoroughly au fait with all the details of the administration, politics, and personalities of his own country … He was, in fact, the very man I wanted.’


From Shabdung Lama O’Connor learned that the Dalai Lama was not the supreme ruler of Tibet, as had been generally assumed. Over recent decades a succession of juvenile Dalai Lamas had died in mysterious circumstances without reaching maturity, and all political power had been concentrated in the hands of the Regents who had governed in their names. The present Dalai Lama had somehow managed to avoid the early death his previous incarnations had suffered and was now in his mid twenties, but he was still largely a figure-head. Real power resided with the Kashag, a fourman cabinet of ministers made up of clerics and laymen known as Shapés, who had the right of access to the Dalai Lama. They in turn took advice from a larger body known as the Tsongdu, or national assembly, which was dominated by representatives of the three most powerful monasteries in the land. Then there was the Amban, who represented China in much the same way as British Residents represented the British Government in India’s Princely and Native States, but whose degree of influence over Tibetan affairs depended very much on the strength of the grip of the Manchu government on China. Shabdung Lama also proved invaluable in teaching O’Connor the finer points of Tibetan, in particular the she-sa or honorific language spoken by Tibet’s nobility and higher officials, together with all the diplomatic phrases and courtesies that went with it. He became O’Connor’s right-hand man and chief intelligence-gatherer: as the shadowy figure referred to by O’Connor’s colleagues as his ‘tame lama’, he had an important but largely hidden role to play in the months of negotiations to come.


When Francis Younghusband reached the summit of the Jelep La that December morning in 1903, Frank O’Connor was at his side. So too was Younghusband’s Bengali clerk, Mr Mitter, probably on foot rather than in the saddle. Claude White was not with the party, however; he had lost his fight for equal status with Younghusband, been demoted to the role of Assistant Tibet Commissioner, and ordered by Younghusband to stay behind to sort out the coolies in Gangtok.


Since their first meeting in Simla in May that year, relations between the two had deteriorated to the point where Younghusband had lost all confidence in the man he now dubbed ‘Old White’. Like many men of slight stature and, indeed, like many of his fellow officers in the Indian Political Service, Younghusband was obsessed with status, a constantly recurring theme in his private letters and despatches. In early July White and O’Connor had been sent by Younghusband across the border to Khamba Jong to set up talks with the Tibetans prior to his arrival. They had been ordered to impress upon the two delegates from Lhasa how important a dignitary Colonel Younghusband was, and to put on a great display of salutes and guards of honour to greet his first appearance – efforts that greatly amused the youngest officer present, Lieutenant F. M. Bailey of the 32nd Sikh Pioneers, who noted in a letter to his parents that ‘Colonel Younghusband is trying to make out what a big man he is’.


But the two Tibetan delegates who subsequently met Younghusband at Khamba Jong had signally failed to be impressed. They had been polite and good-humoured – but implacable in their refusal to hold talks until the British had gone back to their side of the border. After railing at the two Tibetan officials for imagining themselves to be ‘infinitely bigger men than I am’, Younghusband had then directed his wrath at Claude White, who, as he pointed out in a letter to Helen, was ‘whole streets below me’. White, in Younghusband’s opinion, had made a ‘terrible hash’ of the opening negotiations. ‘He is absolutely useless & even worse than useless in dealing with high officials of an independent nation,’ Younghusband wrote to his father from Khamba Jong on 19 July. ‘I do not intend to let on about this to the Simla people but am taking up the direct dealing myself now & bitterly regret I ever let him come on alone.’ Subsequently Younghusband had ‘let on’ to Simla, and seen to it that White was demoted to Assistant Tibet Commissioner and confined to a supporting role in Sikkim.


With White out of the way Younghusband turned for support to his intelligence officer and translator. ‘Frank’ O’Connor soon transferred his allegiance from his old mentor, becoming the Colonel’s most devoted follower. ‘I knew from the moment I set eyes on him, that he was a man whom one could trust implicitly and follow with confidence,’ O’Connor later wrote. ‘He is an ideal leader of men and no better choice could have been made.’


Over three months of fruitless impasse at Khamba Jong, Younghusband, O’Connor and the handful of Indian Army officers who had accompanied them as part of the Commissioner’s armed escort become a close-knit band. All of them were, in the parlance of the day, ‘thrusters’, and they took to calling themselves the ‘old firm’. In September their numbers were doubled and they were also joined by some civilians, yet they continued to live together under the shadow of the fortress of Khamba Jong in great harmony – and very much to Francis Younghusband’s satisfaction. ‘Now we have a Geologist & a Botanist on special official visits and a Naturalist doctor Captain Walton who has joined the Mission permanently to do all the Natural History,’ he told his father. ‘I am in a perfect paradise & enjoy nothing more than wandering through the mountains with the Geologist one day, the Botanist another, then bird & butterfly men.’ After years of being stuck in dreary diplomatic posts in the Indian plains, Francis Younghusband had once more come into his own, doing what he loved best and surrounded by a group of like-minded admirers. ‘Up till now I have got on swimmingly with everybody,’ he boasted in early October. ‘The Bengal Govt is doing everything I want: Though I am nominally only in charge of the Mission practically everybody looks to me to run the whole of this bit of frontier.’


During their five months at Khamba Jong the members of the Tibet Frontier Commission were guarded by Sikh and Gurkha infantrymen drawn from three regiments of the Indian Army: the 23rd Sikh Pioneers, two companies of which supplied the main garrison, supported by units of the 32nd Sikh Pioneers and the 8th Gurkha Rifles. Like all Indian Army regiments, these three were each commanded by a handful of British officers, supported by what were known as Native Officers who more or less did the jobs of senior warrant officers and non-commissioned officers in the British Army.


The two Sikh Pioneer regiments were not ‘smart’ – not the sort that young gentlemen with connections aspired to join – but they were as tough as they came, and well known to Francis Younghusband from his earlier days on India’s North-West Frontier. Indeed, it was rumoured that he had asked specifically for their services. Both units were veterans of frontier warfare but unusual in that they fought with a pick-axe in one hand and a rifle in the other, having been raised to take on a dual role combining the duties of a pioneer regiment with that of fighting infantry. The 32nd Pioneers had made a great name for themselves in 1895 at the lifting of the siege of Chitral, when they forced a path through five feet of snow and over the Shandur Pass to bring the guns through, a business in which Younghusband had contrived to get himself involved as a freelance correspondent for The Times. The 23rd Pioneers were no less distinguished, having involved themselves in recent frontier operations against the Utman Khel, the Afridis, the Waziris and the Mahsuds. Thus both regiments had come to Sikkim with officers and men who were battle-hardened and eager to test themselves on a new and untried foe.


The 8th Gurkhas were less tried than the Sikhs, having been raised specifically for duties on India’s less volatile North-East Frontier. It was ten years since they had seen action, but over the last five months they had proved themselves quite as professional as the Sikhs, and better adapted to working at altitude.


The officers of these three battalions were no less eager to prove themselves, and even the most junior present at Khamba Jong knew of and shared the Colonel’s overriding ambition to get to Lhasa. One day towards the end of July the young subaltern F. M. Bailey entered Younghusband’s tent at his invitation so that they could compare their collections of Tibetan butterflies. ‘He hadn’t any that I hadn’t got,’ Bailey wrote cheerfully to his parents, adding that ‘all his room is covered with maps of Tibet with various routes to Lassa marked in coloured chalks so I rather think he may be going on.’


Lhasa was the goal of every ambitious explorer in the West. Only one Englishman had ever reached it, the eccentric Thomas Manning, in 1811. After Manning only two other Westerners had repeated his success, a pair of French priests named Huc and Gabet, in 1845. Thereafter Tibet’s natural inaccessibility had been compounded by the xenophobia of the Manchu emperors, who had declared Tibet out of bounds to the rest of the world, thus providing a tantalising lure to every self-respecting Victorian traveller. Once the sources of the Nile had been discovered, Tibet’s ‘forbidden’ holy city became the Blue Riband of exploration. Since 1845 almost a score of daring travellers from the West – Russians such as Prjevalsky, Szechenyi, Ruborovsky and Kosloff; the American Littledales and Rockhill; the French explorers Bonvalot, Grenard, d’Orléans and the ill-fated Dutreuil de Rhins; Englishmen such as Deasy, Carey, Wellby and Bower; and, most recently, the Swedish explorer Sven Hedin – had set out for Lhasa, but none had got within ten days’ march of the holy city. All had been bested by an English spinster and missionary named Miss Annie Taylor, who had got within a week’s march before being discovered and briefly imprisoned. Younghusband himself had had a plan to journey to Lhasa in disguise in 1889 foiled by his commanding officer’s demand that he do some soldiering instead.


None of this was of particular interest to Bailey. Always addressed by his parents as ‘Eric’ (to avoid confusion, since both father and son were named Frederick) but known to his brother officers as ‘Hatter’ on account of his mad-as-a-hatter interest in shikar, at this early stage of his adult life young Bailey showed no interest in politics. Like Younghusband, he had been born in India. Their fathers had both served in the Punjab, and after retirement Bailey père had come to know and admire young Francis Younghusband through his work as honorary secretary of the Royal Scottish Geographical Society. However, the younger Bailey’s presence on the Tibetan frontier was more an accident of regimental posting than the result of any fixing. Shikar or shooting for sport was Hatter Bailey’s main pleasure in life and he found plenty of it at Khamba Jong, riding into the hills surrounding the camp to stalk goa (Tibetan antelope), bhurrel (blue sheep) and Ovis ammon – the last especially prized among sportsmen for its great curving horns. Bailey’s unguarded letters show how from August 1903 onwards Colonel Younghusband and his escort commander at Khamba Jong, Lieutenant-Colonel Herbert Brander of the 32nd Pioneers, did everything they could to provoke the Tibetans into a confrontation. On 12 August Bailey was ordered to take out a section of Sikh sepoys mounted on ponies to a village thought to be hostile. ‘We want to start a row & are going to send patrols round like this,’ he told his parents. As they approached the village, a group of Tibetans came forward and one raised a hand to seize his bridle: ‘I pointed to the handle of my revolver and said I would shoot him if he did. Then they all came round us & begged us not to go [on] as if we did they would all have their heads cut off. We rode on like this for about ¼ of an hour the men begging me not to go on and sticking out their tongues, which is the way they say how do you do. Then as it was raining & beastly cold and I knew they would do nothing else I turned-back.’


In a subsequent foray Bailey and his men seized several Tibetans and brought them back to camp as prisoners, yet neither this nor further provocations could stir the Tibetans into retaliation. However, a casual line added to one of his letters in early August read simply, ‘Two of our spies in Shigatze have been caught.’


Hitherto, the brake on any advance had not been the Tibetans’ refusal to negotiate so much as the continuing reluctance of the Liberal Government in Britain to sanction such a step. Younghusband argued that no progress could be made with the Tibetans ‘until we move forward’. His view was shared by Lord Curzon but had failed to impress St John Brodrick, the new Secretary of State for India. Brodrick was an old friend of Lord Curzon but had no illusions about his ambitions. ‘I know that George intends ultimately to go to Lhasa,’ he declared gloomily to a friend. But he had made it plain to Curzon that there was ‘no appetite’ among the Cabinet for an entanglement in Tibet.


Younghusband persisted in his efforts to sway the British Government, plying Simla with a succession of rumours of Russian Cossacks advancing on Lhasa or Russia supplying modern rifles to the Dalai Lama, but to no avail. As autumn approached and with it a growing risk that the Tibet Frontier Commission would be snowed in and cut off on the wrong side of the Himalayan passes, the British Government proposed pulling the Commission out of Khamba Jong and occupying the more accessible Chumbi Valley instead. Against this Younghusband protested vigorously: any sign of withdrawal would ‘elate the Tibetans, would cause the Nepalese to waver and decide the Bhutanese to rise against us’. Besides, he ‘knew the style of country’ and there was no cause for alarm. If military campaigns could be waged in India in the height of summer, then there was no reason why they could not be mounted in Tibet in winter: ‘I had had as much experience as most people of Himalayan passes, and I knew that passes which are closed for single men or small parties, are not necessarily closed for large parties, which can organise regular shelters and trample down paths in the snow.’ It was a risk, of course, but one well worth the taking.


None of these arguments cut any ice in London, and it began to look as if all Younghusband’s efforts had been for nothing when the matter of the two spies came suddenly to the fore – initially, in the form of a report from Claude White in Sikkim that two Sikkimese yak-herds had been captured and imprisoned in Shigatse. This was exactly the sort of incident Lord Curzon and Colonel Younghusband had been praying for. White was ordered to lodge an immediate protest to Lhasa, while Younghusband fired off a telegram urging the Government of India to take note of this ‘unfriendly act’. Lord Curzon followed up by cabling the Secretary of State for India, and a diplomatic protest was duly made to Peking about the Tibetans’ unwarranted seizure of two British subjects who had been going peaceably about their business as traders.


Six weeks later Younghusband was summoned to Simla for urgent talks with the Viceroy and the new Commander-in-Chief. There he was thrilled to find himself on intimate terms with the two most powerful men in the land. With the Viceroy in the chair he argued his case in Council, then sat down with Lord Kitchener and his military staff to draw up operational plans for an advance on Gyantse, the fortress-city that guarded the southern approaches to the Tsangpo valley and Lhasa. His advice was sought at every stage, even to the strength and composition of the enlarged military escort that was to accompany him. ‘I said that politically we ought to have some white faces to show up there,’ Younghusband wrote to his father directly afterwards:




Kitchener said ‘All right you should have a section of a British mountain battery and the maxim gun detachments all of British soldiers and I will give orders that not a single man is to be under six feet.’ I thanked him & said that I wd. tell the Tibetans that we only send small men with our guns. The whole interview was very informal & cheery and at the end he told me to write to him privately from up there to tell him how things were going & to ask him for anything I wanted … it is much to be in private correspondence with both Ld Curzon & Ld Kitchener.





The outcome of Younghusband’s meeting with Kitchener was a beefing-up of the existing Tibet Frontier Commission escort and the appointment of a senior officer with the rank of brigadier-general to command it – a post Francis Younghusband thought just the ticket for his older brother ‘Jack’, Lieutenant-Colonel George Younghusband, then kicking his heels in Bellary as commandant of the 27th Light Cavalry. Indeed, he thought there might even be a civilian billet going for his wife’s younger brother, Vernon Magniac, perhaps as his private secretary.


However, the Home Government had still not come into line, for the Prime Minister, Arthur Balfour, was making it clear to Curzon that his Cabinet still showed ‘a strong and unanimous feeling against any permanent entanglement in Tibet’. Some sort of ‘rupture’ had to take place before the British Government could sanction the sought-for advance. To this ‘inveterate flabbiness’ Curzon responded with a fierce despatch, dated 4 November, arguing that rupture had already taken place, and the seizing of the two Sikkimese was merely the last straw. No sooner had this telegram been sent than fate delivered Lord Curzon further proof of Tibetan belligerence. ‘An overt act of hostility has taken place,’ he telegraphed in a postscript, ‘Tibetan troops having, as we are now informed, attacked Nepalese yaks on the frontier and carried off many of them.’


It was afterwards established by the British Resident in Nepal that this act of Tibetan hostility was nothing worse than the herding of some trespassing Nepalese yaks and their drovers back across the border. But the bazaar rumour served its purpose. This final provocation swayed the collective judgement of a bemused British Prime Minister, his Secretary of State for India and the British Cabinet, and they gave way. On 6 November St John Brodrick sent a telegram to the Viceroy authorising ‘the advance of the Mission to Gyantse … for the sole purpose of obtaining satisfaction, and as soon as reparation is obtained a withdrawal should be effected’.


That was all Lord Curzon needed. Orders were at once issued for what was now the Tibet Mission to proceed to Gyantse by way of the Chumbi Valley – together with an enlarged escort that had taken on all the characteristics of an invading force. Its fighting arm now comprised six companies of the 23rd Sikh Pioneers and four companies of the 8th Gurkhas, leaving the 32nd Pioneers and two companies of the 8th Gurkhas in reserve at Gnatong in Sikkim, as well as another two Gurkha companies guarding the British camp at Khamba Jong. To the 8th Gurkhas’ two antique seven-pound mountain guns ‘Bubble’ and ‘Squeak’ were added two ten-pound screw guns from No. 7 British Mountain Battery, and Captain Hadow’s two Maxims – the records remain silent as to whether the men who manned this heavy weaponry were indeed six-footers, as Kitchener proposed.


Delighted though he was to get the go-ahead, Francis Younghusband’s immediate response was to urge a two-pronged assault, based on a plan drawn up by Frank O’Connor: let the main body advance northwards up the Chumbi Valley under its new commander, while he led a lightning advance from Khamba Jong eastwards across an unexplored mountain range to strike directly at the great fortress of Gyantse. It was a gamble, certainly, but one based on the Nelsonian philosophy that ‘the boldest measures are the safest’.


This plan was put to the new escort commander and at once rejected. The success of the advance depended on a secure supply route, which meant proceeding by carefully executed stages from the south by way of the Jelep La and the Chumbi Valley. A dramatic dash across unknown country might well succeed, but even in the best of circumstances it would take weeks for supplies to reach this strike force, months if the passes were closed by snow or the main column opposed by force. There was no question of living off the land, as Colonel Younghusband seemed to think, so that the advance force risked being cut off and starved into surrender – or worse. It took three days of polite argument before Younghusband would concede that his escort commander was probably right.
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