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PREFACE.





 




The favourable reception accorded

to my book, Central Asia and Tibet , has emboldened me to prepare a cheaper and

more popular edition. This, although of course based upon the longer work, has

been entirely re-written from beginning to end specially for the present issue.






The halo of romance and the magic

of the unknown which have for so long drawn the adventurous as by a magnet to

the mysterious land of Tibet have now been in great part dissipated. I am the

last traveler who penetrated into the Land of Snow trusting to my own resources

alone. When the future traveler enters Tibet, and especially if he is an

Englishman, it will be under the protecting aegis of the cannon and the stern

safeguard of treaty; but no reflection of the romantic will envelop him as he

treads in all security the last hermit " kingdom " of the world, the

revered Holy Land of Lamaism and the Sacred Books. I will confess that, in the

events which have happened in that country during the present summer, my

sympathies have, been entirely on the side of the Tibetans— not, I hasten to

add, for any political reason, but because I am a lover of freedom. And, in

saying this, I trust I shall not offend any, for I have experienced too many

and too great proofs of friendship and hospitality in both England and India

for me to contemplate such a contingency with anything like equanimity. But I

am bound to admit, that with me freedom goes before friendship, and I should be

untrue to myself were I not to testify thus publicly my sympathy with the

Tibetans. 




This book has, however, nothing

whatever to do with politics. It is simply the narrative of my own journeys in

that lofty region where the wild yak and the kulan browse amid the hailstorms

and the driving sleets of summer. And if it teaches no other lesson, it will

perhaps serve to remind the reader of the difference that exists between the

life of activity spent among the powers of Nature and the sedentary and

stationary life of the great city. 




SVEN HEDIN. 




Stockholm, 




20th September, 1904. 


















 




 




CHAPTER I. EASTWARD BOUND.




 




Far away to the East, on the

other side of the mountains and the deserts, there lies, hidden in the heart of

the earth's greatest continent, a region which even at this late period of time

has been visited by only a few travelers. And yet there are associated with

that distant region a greater number of puzzling and unsolved problems than are

to be found in perhaps any other part of the earth. Forty years ago, the

inquirer who sought information with regard to the heart of Asia had to have

recourse to Marco Polo, the adventurous merchant of Venice, who, more than six

hundred years ago, traveled across the continent, and left a description of his

journey, which, meagre though it is, nevertheless constitutes an enduring

monument of human enterprise. When, towards the end of the 70's, a new era

dawned in the history of geographical discovery, the centre of Asia could no

longer escape the attention of Europeans. The great Russian traveler,

Przhevalsky, was the first who, in modern times, seriously attempted .to lift

the veil behind which hitherto so many secrets of the region beyond the deserts

had lain hidden. 




Whilst still a schoolboy I was

fascinated by the travels of Adolf Nordenskjold, and later of Przhevalsky, and

dreamed of some day following in their footsteps, and in those of Marco Polo.

It is now nearly twenty years since I first traveled in Persia and stretched

myself to rest under the date-palms of Basra and Bagdad. Nine of the winters

which have passed since then I have spent on Asiatic soil, and during the same

period have had to strike out of my life nine of the bright summers we enjoy in

my native home. 




With respect to the broad

features of its geography, Asia is now pretty well known, but in the matter of

details there is an endless amount of work to be done before we learn all there

is to be known about it. I was always drawn by an irresistible attraction

towards that continent of lofty mountains and vast arid wastes. You may imagine

the delight which attends geographical discovery whereby human knowledge is

increased; you may imagine the fascination of the endless desert, engulfing the

traveler amid its giant waves of sand! Conceive, too, the peculiar joy and

pride of being the first to stand 16,000—17,000 feet above the cares and

anxieties of life, to be the first to behold the stupendous mountains of Tibet,

and to know that their fields of everlasting snow have never before been seen

by human eyes, but have only been shone upon by the sun and been bathed by the

softer glow of the luminaries of the night. And when you return home to houses

and streets, to steam-boats and railway trains, to newspapers and telephones,

and think back upon the free untrammeled life in the saddle and the tent, and

recall the solemn processions of the camels, silent save for the tinkle, tinkle

of their bells, a thousand pictures of the past flit before you as in a dream;

you see them again like memories of the time when you sat entranced in Cooper's

romances, Robinson Crusoe , or Jules Verne, and you long to get away from the

prosaic life of Europe, and to return to the poetry and glamour of Asia. There

creeps over you a longing for the stillness of the desert and its great

loneliness, where you are free to meditate upon the chances and changes of

human life. Do not, however, imagine that the explorer is the first visitant in

every region he visits. If fortune is with him—and fortune was with the

explorer whose wanderings are described in this book—he may happen to discover

traces of a civilization which disappeared 1,000 years or more ago, and light

upon evidences of races whose destiny is unknown, except that they were swept

away from off the earth as the dust haze is blown off the face of the desert.

And do not imagine that the rewards which fall to the successful traveler are

reaped by a summer-day dance upon the soft petals of roses. No; the traveler

has to take many a heavy and weary step before he reaches the goal of his

desires, and many is the gloomy and dreary hour he spends in his smoke-reeking

tent whilst resting at the end of an arduous day. 




 




It was a bright and beautiful

midsummer day when I said good-bye to those at home and set out for Finland and

St. Petersburg. All who have ever left their home, and those dear to them,

having no prospect of seeing them or hearing from them again for a long

time—nay, in actual uncertainty as to whether they will ever see them again—

such will readily understand what my feelings were as the last lingering

handshake was exchanged. Many and many a time since then have I seen that last

glimpse of Stockholm and those I loved standing on the quay, waving their final

farewells to me, their hearts too full for utterance. 




Shrill whistles the engine and at

a giddy pace I fly across Holy Russia, through Moscow, and over the majestic

Don, rolling its muddy waters down to the Black Sea. Like shooting stars, the

towns disappear one after the other. The bulb-shaped spires of the churches

peep up above the horizon, grow bigger on the view, and disappear again, while

the engine-crank thud-thuds unceasingly along the gleaming metals. We turn our

backs upon Vladikavkaz, the little town up and down whose dusty streets I

sauntered, a newly-fledged student, in 1885. It was a dark, warm night when we

sped down to the greatest inland lake of the earth, the Caspian Sea. The only

sounds that broke upon the stillness of the-steppe were the groaning of the

engine and occasionally the shrill chirping of the crickets. Meanwhile

lightning was playing round the summits of the Caucasus as though a host of

volcanoes were hidden in the range, which the seas on either hand had not yet

availed to quench. 




At Petrovsk we stepped on board a

smart little paddle- steamer, lying within the double piers, which clasp the

harbour like the claws of a Brobdingnagian crab. We were not long in getting

across the bright salt water to Krasnovodsk, the terminus of the Trans-Caspian

railway. The blue- green waters of the Caspian are, however, very treacherous.

Storms burst upon the lake from the deserts of Asia, or swoop down from the

summits of the Caucasus, even when _ the sky is calm and bright; and with

incredible fury churn it into wildly-tossing waves. Not long ago a steamboat

started from the one side but was never seen on the other. Of its fate nothing

is known with certainty; it disappeared, leaving not the slightest trace behind

it. 




Do not imagine, however, that it

was with any feeling of pleasure, after a boisterous voyage across the sea,

that I set foot on land at Krasnovodsk, or the Red Water. Anything but that.

Krasnovodsk is the very opposite of an earthly paradise. It is a little hole of

a place; with white one-storied flat-roofed houses, and a couple of

unpretentious churches, girdled round by a ring of barren, crumbling mountains

and yellow sand-dunes—not a tree, not a blade of grass, not even a drop of

fresh water! All the water to drink is brought in in huge barrels laden on

creaking carts. To have to live in a wretched place like that, baking as it was

in the hot sun, would be sheer transportation. 




General Kuropatkin, Minister of

War, the same who is now fighting in the Far East, the eyes of both the white

and the yellow races fastened upon him, had kindly telegraphed to Krasnovodsk,

ordering the railway authorities there to place at my disposal a special

railway carriage right through to Andijan, the terminus of the line. It was a

delightful way of traveling. The conductor provided me with cold water for

douches—most refreshing with the thermometer at 106°.5 Fahr. in the shade. My

salon was furnished with couches, chairs, and a writing-table. My carriage was

the last on the train, so that it might be readily uncoupled should I wish to

stop anywhere. I used to sit under the sheltering roof of the back platform and

study the scenery and watch the metals converging to a pin's-point in the far

distance. 




On we sped eastward bound. The

hot air flickered on the tops of the burning hot dunes, and when I put my head

outside it was like thrusting it into a baker's oven. Never a glimpse of an

oasis, never a whiff of flowers, nor the crisp murmuring of a brook. It was

only at the stations that I got glimpses of plant-life, all burnt up by the

sun. 




With a hollow rumble the train,

slowing down, rolled across the long pile-bridge of the Amu-daria, though the

wooden bridge has since been replaced by one of iron. How I longed to fling

myself into the fresh, though turbid, waters of the big river. High is their

ancestry, for they descend from the " roof of the world," and are the

offspring of the blue blood of glaciers, which carry down with them into those

stifling deserts a little of the coolness of their ancestral home. 




How I longed, to see the sun

sinking below the horizon! and with what a sigh of relief did I wish god-speed

to the last golden ray that it suffered to linger for a moment upon the crests

of the dunes. In those regions the twilight is short; the deserts are soon

clasped in the shades of night, and it gets very dark. Although the temperature

dropped but a few degrees, the air seemed to be decidedly cooler, I woke up as

from a swoon, unlocked my carriage door, and walked to the dining-saloon at the

other end of the train for a late dinner. Upon returning to my salon, I used to

take off every stitch of clothing, and stretching myself on one of the couches,

read The Three Musketeers; not that I was preparing for an adventurous robber's

life, but simply because this book happened to have fallen into my hands. 




At length we arrived at Samarkand,

classic ground in the history of the world. Whilst we are feasting our eyes for

a few minutes upon the magnificent mosques of the time of Tamerlane, amongst

which I spent a couple of weeks, sketchbook in hand, 14 years ago, let me

recall in a few words some of the claims which Samarkand has to be Called the

queen amongst the cities of Central Asia. According to the local tradition,

this city was founded by. the hero Afrasiab, but it is first known to history

under the name of Maracanda (Strabo, XI. ii.), and as such was the capital of

Sogdiana when Alexander the Great conquered that country. Leaving a part of his

army in Bactria, to keep that country in check, Alexander (Arrian, IV. 16)

crossed the Oxus and invaded Sogdiana. Then, dividing his forces into five

divisions, he " put himself at the head of the fifth and so marched across

the country to Maracanda." Alexander's fame still lives indelibly in the

traditions of Central Asia, and many of the chieftains along the banks of the

Amu-daria trace their lineage back to one or other of the great warriors who

stood about his throne. There is a little lake in the vicinity of Samarkand

which for 2,200 years has borne his name—Iskander-kul. How strange that a man

who died so young should thus powerfully impress his memory upon the

consciousness of all ages! The only great ones who can, in point of renown,

compete with Alexander are the great teachers of religion, all of whom sprang

from Asia. 




In the year 711 Samarkand was

conquered by the Arabs, and in 1219 was plundered by the great Mongol

conqueror, Genghis Khan. But a fresh era of greatness came to the city under

Tamerlane—that is, Timur the Lame—who wrote in his famous memoirs: " It is

the duty of a victorious king to subject to his power every kingdom that is

oppressed by its rulers; it is for that reason I have freed Khorasan and purged

the kingdoms of Fars, Irak, and Shaum "—the same warrior who, after having

crushed the army of the Seljuk Bayazid I., is said to have shut up the Turkish

Sultan in an iron cage and exhibited him where- ever he went as though he were

a wild animal. Tamerlane was on the point of invading China when he died, 17th

February, 1405, at the age of 69, leaving behind him an empire of immense

extent and an imperishable name. Embalmed with musk and rose-water, and swathed

in fine linen, the body of the world-conqueror was placed in a coffin of ebony,

and deposited under a monolith of nephrite, underneath the dome of the

burial-mosque which he himself had built. Its magnificent green cupola is

visible from the station. Amongst pious texts of the Koran, and his many royal

titles and boastful deeds are to be read in alabaster relief these words: "

If I were still alive men would tremble." 




After the stifling heat of the

desert the fresh and luxuriant greenery around Samarkand is perfectly

delightful. Seven hundred years ago Sadi, the flower-loving poet of Shiraz,

wrote to his beloved: " If the maiden in Shiraz held my heart in her hand,

I would give her Samarkand and Bukhara in exchange for the mole on her cheek ";

meaning that these two cities were the most precious possessions a man could

give to his mistress. 




But there goes the station bell!

Good-bye, dreams! It is time to return to colourless prose. Behind us in the

west we leave Samarkand buried amid its thick orchards, the greenness of which

vies in vividness and purity with the inlaid tiles of the cupolas; and behind

us, too, we leave the proud memories of the past. 




At length we reach Andijan, the

terminus of the railway, the furthest point to which steam will carry us. There

on the platform awaiting me stands my old faithful servant, Islam Bai, tall,

confident, calm, wearing a blue khalat ("long Turkestan coat"),

and with King Oscar's medal on his breast. Our mutual pleasure upon meeting

again found expression in a hearty handshake, and we very soon found plenty to

talk about; nor was it long before my Turkish, which had rusted for two years,

was flowing as fluently as ever. Poor Islam Bai! Little did I foresee in that

glad hour the unhappy destiny which was to overtake him before we parted for

good and all. 


















 




 





CHAPTER II. THROUGH THE MOUNTAINS AND DESERTS TO THE

YARKAND-DARIA.





 




The distance between Osh, the

most eastern town of Fergana, and Kashgar, the most western town of China,

amounts to 270 miles. An easy and picturesque road, which can easily be

traversed in a fortnight on horse-back, connects the two over the Alai Pass of

Tong-burun. After the heat of the deserts, the cool mountain air was doubly

welcome. I had with me seven men and 26 horses. Islam Bai was karavan-bashi,

or " leader of the caravan." 




I also took from Osh two active

little pups. One was called Dovlet, or the Happy; the other, with the blood of

Asiatic wild animals in his veins, rejoiced in the name of Yoldash, or the Traveling

Companion. They lived and ate in my tent and were my acknowledged favourites;

and when I lost them- I missed them as much as if they had been human beings.

Yoldash, who held out for 2 ½ years, was one of the most important members of

our caravan. 




We crossed the frontier between

Russia and China at the little fort of Irkeshtam, and then rode down into the

beautiful glen of Nagara-chaldi, with its forest of poplars, willows and

smaller bushes. In' this beautiful oasis, with the cooling tinkle of its waters

echoing against the perpendicular cliffs, we rested more than a day. It was

delightful to be in the forest during the day, and the night breathed deep

solemnity, especially when the big camel caravans, carrying wool from Kashgar,

tramped silently past. I used to lie and listen with indescribable pleasure to

the hollow ding-dong of the leader's bell in the distance. The sound grew more

and more distinct, the solemn echo keeping time with the calm, majestic stalk

of the camels. Peeping out of my tent; I saw the huge black forms flitting past

like spectres. Their soft padded feet made no sound, though the rocky walls

flung back again and again the harsh echoes of the caravan bells. Then,

creeping back into my bed, I heard the sound slowly did away amongst the

mountains. Perhaps it may seem strange that such a simple thing as the sound of

bells should exercise such a hypnotic power upon the nerves, and that the

recollection of them should awaken such bright and happy associations in my

memory. But it is 20 years since I heard them for the first time, and since

then they have echoed like an undertone through my life. It was to the sound of

bells that I rode away from Bagdad up through the mountains of Kurdistan, when

the march of the Arabs was too slow for my impatience, and I ran away from

them, but was received with hospitality by Aga Muhamed Hassan, and was given

unlimited credit on the strength of my being a countryman of Charles XII. The

sound of bells was in my ears when I traveled through Khorasan and Turkestan,

and again when I made my dash across the Desert of Takla-makan; though on this

last occasion their echoes were funereal, for the whole of the caravan perished

of thirst except myself and two of my men. I have also traveled through the

land of the Mongols, and through Northern China, always with the cling-clang of

the camels' bells in my ears. The various vicissitudes of joy and sorrow which

inevitably attend a long journey have always in my case been accompanied by the

same penetrating music. No wonder, then, that these bells of the desert have

such a weird fascination for me. 




At length we reached the bank of

the river Kizil-su, or the Red Water, and down its bed immense volumes of water

were pouring as red and thick as tomato soup. After several of the other men

had in vain attempted to find a ford, it was Kader's turn to try his luck.

Resolutely digging his spurs into the flanks of his shaggy little Kirghiz

horse, he rode straight down into the sullen stream. Down, down, sank the

horse; the water came up to the pommel of the saddle; in a moment horse and

rider disappeared in the muddy waters, their heads alone being visible. Kader

flung his arms around the horse's neck, and away they both went swirling

downstream, and disappeared like corks behind the next bend. Somehow or other

Kader managed to get through all right, for, after a good long interval, he

made his appearance wet and dripping like a drowned cat, leading his horse by

the bridle. Strange to say, having found a passable ford, we managed to cross

the river tolerably dry-shod. 




 




The caravan with which on the 5th

September, 1899, I left Kashgar consisted of 15 magnificent camels, 12 horses,

and a whole retinue of servants. Of the horses, none survived the journey, of

the camels only two. I must now introduce two of my Mussulman attendants, Turdu

Bai and Faisullah, a couple of white-bearded, old men from - Russian Turkestan,

who during the whole of the time they were with me served me with exemplary

fidelity. On the other hand Nias Hadji, notwithstanding his pilgrimage to the

Prophet's grave, turned out a thorough-paced rascal. 




A word or two to explain how the

two West Siberian Cossacks, Sirkin and Chernoff, came to take part in this

journey. In an audience which I had with the Emperor Nicholas II., in April,

1899, His Majesty told me that he wished to send with me an escort of Cossacks,

" that I might have all the protection and security that human power could

give me." When I ventured to express some hesitation on the ground that I

was only accustomed to Mohammedan servants, and had never had Cossacks under my

command, and at the same time pointed out that the presence of Cossacks in my

retinue might give rise to difficulties when I approached the frontier of

India, the Czar laughed, and said that I should never regret having followed

his advice, " for," he added, "in my journey through India,

Japan, and Siberia I was accompanied by Cossacks, and I know from experience

what useful fellows they are." I expressed my thanks for this signal mark

of imperial favour. That same day about two o'clock the Imperial Horse Guards

were celebrating the memory of their patron saint, and the Emperor and all the

Grand Dukes were present. An hour later I received a letter from General

Kuropatkin, asking me to call upon him if possible at once. At the banquet, His

Majesty the Czar had ordered the General to make arrangements for my Cossack

escort. The Czar proposed to send ten Cossacks, but I thought that two would be

enough, and begged General Kuropatkin to let them meet me in the vicinity of

Lop-nor on the 1st December (O . S.). They were to be requisitioned from the

Cossack army of Transbaikalia. By the Czar's express order they were to be

Buriats, of the Lamaist faith, " for they will be Useful to you in Tibet."

When I was leaving Kashgar, intending after a few days to separate from my

caravan, and make my way by a different and unusual route to the country of

Lop-nor, how convenient it would have been had I then had my Cossacks to act as

a guard to the caravan, with which I was sending the greater part of my

baggage, including between 600 and 700 lbs, weight of Chinese silver money. It

was eventually arranged that two of the Cossacks of the Consular guard should

be at my disposal until we met the Buriat Cossacks. 




 




It was a piece of rare good

fortune for me that I was able to secure these men. Seldom or never have I been

served with such fidelity and such ready obedience as during the years they

were in my employ. Like their Buriat comrades, who joined us later on, these

two Orthodox Russians were distinguished for their military discipline; and

their courage and capability exceeded my most sanguine wishes. Next after

Divine Providence, which has never deserted me during my journeyings, I owe it

to these Cossacks that everything passed off so successfully; in the hour of

danger the knowledge that I had them at my back always made me feel confident

and safe. Moreover, they did not cost me a penny—such was the order of their

supreme commander. They were to receive their pay when they got home, and each

man brought with him his own horse and accoutrements, and his own new magazine

rifle of the Russian army pattern, together with a sufficient supply of

ammunition. 




It was a close hot day when our

long caravan defiled through the Sand Gate of the town-wall of Kashgar. Heavy

black clouds, with hanging draperies, began to close in upon us from the

mountains. A violent gust of wind, and a second following it, drove the dust

along the road in trailing clouds. Then the tempest burst upon us with

incredible fury. The inky black sky was slashed with zig-zag lines of

glittering blue-white fire, the thunder crashed deafeningly, the rain came down

like a shower of slanting arrows, and within a few minutes the road and its

surroundings were converted into a splashing puddle of clay. The horses and

their riders, the camels and their loads, were all alike drenched; the rain ran

down us in torrents, dripping from every projecting angle. At every step our

boots went squelch, squelch, and every bend of the arm was like wringing out a

dishcloth. The road became slippery and treacherous; the camels, with their

flat soft padded feet, slipped and slid in every direction. First one and then another

of the huge brutes lost its footing, out flew all four legs side-ways, and down

the poor beast thumped with its heavy load on the sloping hillside, making the

sloppy mud fly for yards. This caused great confusion; the men ran and shouted

and set to work to lift the camel up again. When at length the beast stood

upright on his own legs, he was plastered all along one side with a thick

coating of. yellow clay, and scarcely had the rain got it all washed off, when

down the camel would go again. Fortunately, my photographic plates were all

securely stowed away in metal cases, hermetically sealed, and all my

instruments were well packed; as for the rest of the baggage, it was of less

consequence. 




Perhaps I ought to say a word or

two about the contents of my cases which were being thus drenched with rain and

flung about so unceremoniously in the mud. They included sketchbooks and

drawing-materials for a good three years, clothes and felts, a bed, a canvas

skiff, preserved foods, cooking utensils, all sorts of implements, provisions

(consisting of flour, vegetables, bread, rice), sufficient for the entire

caravan, a quantity of khalats, of cotton goods, of caps, and of various other

small articles intended as gifts for the natives. My photographic equipment

formed a heavy load for one camel. 




I had sufficient tobacco to last,

not only myself, but my Cossacks, for the whole of the journey. On the other

hand, though you had searched from the one end of the caravan to the other, you

would not have found a single drop of either wine or spirits. To make yourself

dependent upon alcohol is under all circumstances a serious mistake; but to do

so during a journey, which is in itself sufficiently exacting, is absolutely

reprehensible. Those who abstain from them, both in civilised countries and in

uncivilised, are the best; while those who are slaves to them are bodily and

mentally pitiful creatures. In my caravan there was nobody who missed these

things; I never heard the Cossacks even hint at them. In this respect they

were, 




I am glad to say, characterized

by the self-restraint and discipline which are absolutely necessary if any

great undertaking is to be carried through to a successful issue. 




As we were to be for so long a

time cut off from the outer world, and to be thrown entirely upon ourselves, we

naturally had to take a great variety of things with us. I cannot enumerate

everything; but just think of such things as ropes, buckets, spades, axes,

poles, and all the implements and appliances we required for mending anything

that got broken. Tents, the men's sleeping-carpets, sporting rifles and the

ammunition for them—all these made up a considerable weight. Nor must I forget

my medicine-chest. Fortunately, I never wanted it myself, but the Mussulmans

always had the blindest confidence in it, and when any of the men of the

caravan died, the rest fully believed, at the least, that every remedy had not

been tried that might have been tried to save him. 




My traveling library was not very

extensive; I should so seldom have time to read. Beyond a few scientific works,

dealing with physical geography, and some on Buddhism, it consisted only of a

few novels, two or three of our great Swedish poets, a history of Sweden, and

the same Bible and Psalm-book which have accompanied me in all my journeys,

though they are now getting a good deal worn. 




The Chinese paper lanterns were

already lighted in the bazaars when we tramped along the wet road round the

northern town-wall of Yanghi-shahr, or New Town of Kashgar, and shortly

afterwards we encamped in a caravanserai by the road-side. 




A few days more sufficed to take

us across the desert that stretches between Kashgar and the Yarkand-daria.

There we made our camp on the left bank of the river, near the little village

of Lailik. 


















 




 




CHAPTER III. BOAT-BUILDING.




 




All the water which gathers from

the glaciers and melting snowfields, from the springs and rains, on the high

plateaus of Western Tibet and the Eastern Pamirs, gradually stream together

into a magnificent transverse valley, -and form the great river which, in the

upper part of its course, is variously known as the Zerafshan, Raskan-daria, or

Yarkand-daria. Augmented by several tributaries, it acquires sufficient power

to force its way across the whole of the East Turkestan desert, a distance of

900 miles, and to empty its waters into the Lake of Kara-koshun. 




And now for the plan of my

journey. Why should I traverse again the roads through the desert or alongside

it, which I already knew so well? Why should not this river, which for

thousands upon thousands of years has expended its power to no purpose—why

should it not be compelled, late though it was, to render me service? Its muddy

current streams at all events due east. Why, then, should it not convey me,

seeing that I want to go in the same direction? Prudence—though over-much

prudence is not my pet failing—might "have warned me of the dangers ahead.

" Do you not understand," Prudence might have whispered, " that

there are cataracts in which your craft may be capsized; that there are

sand-banks upon which it may repeatedly run aground, and that if from any cause

you are prevented from proceeding further you will be helplessly stranded in an

unknown region, where there are no inhabitants, and no horses to be obtained."

To this I replied, " All you say is quite true. All that might very well

happen; but I always find that life is best when it has just a spice of risk

and danger attaching to it; so that, notwithstanding your good advice, Mr.

Prudence, I intend to drift the 1,200 miles down to the point where the river

finally succumbs in its desperate struggle against the sands of the desert."






Lailik had never before presented

such a bustling scene as when our big caravan encamped on the left bank of the

river. Of course, all the inhabitants of the neighbourhood had to come and look

at what the wonderful strangers were doing, though of the real nature of our

proceedings they had only the vaguest notions. The very first morning after our

arrival I requested the chiefs of the place to procure me a big ferryboat of

the kind which is employed in the vicinity of the city of Yarkand for

transporting caravans and wares across the river—and to lose no time about it

if they did not want to be honoured with the unwelcome attentions of my friend

Dao-tai, the Chinese governor of Kashgar. 




Meanwhile, taking Sirkin to help

me, I tried my little canvas skiff. Light as a feather and silent as

thistledown it floated down the stream, and very strange was the sensation it

produced. In comparison with the greyish muddy water the little skiff appeared

to be absolutely motionless, while it was the bushes on the banks that raced

past us at a giddy speed. Silence, the stillness of the grave all around! On we

went at a glorious pace—a splendid foretaste of the journey that awaited me! At

length, however, it occurred to me that we were getting a long way from home

and would somehow have to get back to camp. We pulled to shore, and Sirkin

hurried into the forest, and after a while returned leading a horse. Having

yoked it to the skiff he jumped into the saddle and guiding the horse into a

side-arm of the river, began to tow me back to camp. But the water grew deeper

and deeper; soon it reached up to his waist. Then all at once the horse lost

his footing, and away he went, carried down by the current. Sirkin, flinging

himself off into the water, tried to swim to the boat, but after a few strokes

disappeared. I turned pale, and felt an icy shiver run down my back. " Is

he going to drown just when everything is so promising? Am I to lose my fine

Cossack before the journey has really begun? Thank God, no! " Two or three

seconds later up came Sirkin and began to struggle towards the skiff. I reached

out an oar towards him; he seized it and was saved. 




When we at length reached camp,

we found it a scene of the liveliest bustle. There was the ferryboat all ready.

She was being punted across to the right bank, where we were going to rig up a

boat-building yard. But to get the heavy monster up the steep bank was easier

said than done. However, after laying down a sort of wooden track, we managed,

with the help of a hundred men or so, to draw her up. Meanwhile, the men sang

as they hauled, and Hakim Bek, the chieftain, stationed himself in the middle

of the ferryboat; not that he lightened the load, but that he might by his

distinguished presence facilitate matters, and keep order, which he did with

all the aplomb of a circus director, vigorously flourishing the long rod he

held in his hand, and whacking and shouting with the greatest gusto. 




Without loss of time men were

soon swarming all over the ferryboat, hard at work re-shaping and re-fitting

her in accordance with my instructions. She would have to serve me for a dwelling,

and I wanted to have her both comfortable and serviceable. Carpenters hammered

away all day and sang merrily as they drove the rasping saw- blades through the

planks. We rigged up a small temporary smithy among the bushes, and there the

sparks flew to right and to left as the men forged the iron clamps to hold the

planks together. Little caravans kept arriving one after another, bringing

planks and beams, and what other timber we needed. Meanwhile, relays of

sightseers succeeded one another incessantly all day long. They generally

brought with them fruit, bread, rice, eggs, sheep —presents for us, which we

always paid for. At length, however, their generosity grew too expensive. We

were supplied with more stores than we could consume for a long time to come,

so I had to get up and formally announce that, grateful though we were for

their kindness, we could not receive any more presents. 




When duly finished and

upholstered, my ferryboat looked something like this: in the forepart she was

provided with a deck, on which the tent was erected. Amidships was a square

cabin, made of thin planking, and covered with double black felts. On the afterdeck

we piled up the greater part of our provisions, and there, too, my native

servants had their quarters. During the long days we were drifting down the

river those of the men who were not immediately engaged in navigating our craft

used to sit round a little fireplace of brick, whereon they cooked their

breakfast, and where in the late autumn and winter, when the cold began to nip,

a huge fire was kept constantly blazing. 




The black cabin served as my

laboratory; it was there I developed photographic plates. Round the walls ran

tables and shelves, covered with all sorts of bottles, jars, boxes, and various

other things. On the floor lay several wooden trays filled with water, and on

the roof stood a big tub, from which water was conducted by a rubber tube into

a samovar, or urn, under the tap of which I washed my plates. In the walls of

my cabin, I had three glass windows fixed, in case the cold in autumn should

drive me indoors. 




In the forepart of the tent, I

made a writing-table by placing two boxes one upon the other, while the case of

the camera served as a stool. There I sat glued to my seat during the whole of

the long journey, mapping the great river, all its banks and islands, and the

forests and hills of drift-sand that ran beside it. The floor—that is to say,

the deck on which the tent stood—was covered with a magnificent- Khotan carpet.

The rest of the furniture consisted of my comfortable tent-bedstead, and two or

three boxes filled with valuable instruments. 




At Lailik we also knocked

together a smaller ferryboat to carry our heavier baggage, principally

provisions, such as bags of flour and bread, vegetables and fruit, sheep and

poultry. As it floated down the Tarim, this little ferryboat looked for all the

world like an idyllic farmyard. The hens provided me with eggs for breakfast.

The cock awoke me every morning by crowing " To work! " and did it

with as much cocksureness as though he were the Lord High Admiral of the entire

flotilla. 




Before leaving Lailik I invited

all the distinguished men of the neighbouring villages, as well as all our

workmen, to a magnificent banquet, at which mutton, steaming rice- pudding, and

smoking-hot tea were handed round without c stint. In the dusk of the evening

Chinese paper lanterns were hung up amongst the tents, while an orchestra, consisting

of drums and stringed instruments, filled the still bright evening air with

their monotonous and melancholy music. To me their melodies were sympathetic,

although they awakened saddening recollections, for four years before the same

men who were then thundering away oh their goatskins for all they were worth

had in a similar way celebrated my departure on that awful journey across the

desert. How different were the conditions under which we were now about to

travel! This time we should certainly not perish of thirst; day and night we

should always have the sound of rippling water in our ears. Nor would our lungs

be choked with drift sand and dry powdery dust; the air we should breathe would

be as pure as could be after filtering through the thick woods that line the

banks of the Tarim. 




Then lovely dancers stepped

forward, and in the subdued light of the lanterns began to circle round with

curtseying, though not very graceful, steps, swaying their bodies as they

moved. They wore long white garments and had heavy black plaits of hair hanging

down their back. Their movements were silent, and as light as the footsteps of

fairies, but slow and solemn. Now they vanished like dark shadows, then again,

they glided into the light like white spectres, swaying from side to side, with

their arms outstretched. Above-head was the immense vault of heaven, pricked

with glittering stars. Not a breath of wind came whispering through the

thickets. Music, song, dance—transitory, yet ever affording renewed pleasure! 




Beautiful? Certainly—dancers are

always beautiful. At least, I thought so as I saw them circling under the soft

lamplight. Wishing to perpetuate their loveliness, I begged politely that they

would allow me to photograph them the next morning. But - grim and shameless,

the sun ruthlessly lifted the veil with which the twilight had beautified them;

they were three old hags who never ought to dance except in moonshine. 




The 17th September was the day

fixed for our start, a really great day that I shall never forget; for the

journey I then began was so idyllic and so pleasant, so crowded with agreeable

recollections and important discoveries, that I despair of making anyone

realise it who has never imagined to himself that the deserts in the middle of

Asia could ever be traversed by water. And yet it was not without a certain

degree of anxiety that I started upon it, for, for the next three months, I was

going to be separated and cut off from my caravan, the greater part of my

baggage, almost all my money, and my servants, including the two Cossacks. With

me I had only Islam Bai. and a Kashgar lad named Kader, who, being able to

write, I appointed my Turkic amanuensis. 




Having issued my final orders to

the caravan-men and their leader, Nias Hadji, and having bid them and their

escort of Cossacks good-bye and waited until the sound of the camels' bells had

died away in the forest, I turned and went on board my proud Viking ship, as she

lay pulling at her cables beside a sand-bank. The day was already far advanced

by the time we got all the knots unloosed, and the ferryboat, feeling the force

of the powerful stream under her keel, glided out upon the majestic river. 




And what did we do on board, and

how did we spend our time? In the bow, in front of my writing-table, stood

Palta, a tall, sinewy Turk, with his strong hands clasped about a 20-feet pole,

to keep us off the bank in case the current should bear us down upon it too

swiftly. At each corner of the stern was another man with a pole. The crew was

completed by Kasim, who traveled alone on the provision-boat, his duty being to

take frequent soundings and warn us of the shallows. The passengers consisted

of Islam and Kader, who sat and talked on the after-deck— that is, when they

were not standing craning their necks to look down the river, lost in wonder at

this strange mode of traveling. After a few days, when they became more

accustomed to it, they took the matter quite calmly. On the list of passengers,

I ought not to forget the names of Yoldash and Dovlet, who bore me faithful

company in the tent, except when it grew too warm, and then they took refuge

under the fore-deck, seeking the cellar-like coolness below. 




On my writing-table lay in

admirable confusion mariner's compass, field-glass, watch, telescope,

geometrical compasses, and pens, with a big sheet of white paper in the middle,

the first sheet of the map which I was going to make of the Tarim, plotting

down its various windings one after another as they came into sight; and there

I sat like a spider in its web, watching every object on the banks, vigilant

that no mud-bank in the river escaped my observation. 




Before we had gone very far, we

saw groups of countrymen standing on the banks, with their arms full of melons,

bread, eggs, and similar good things; but we had plenty of provisions and would

not stop. A deep current separated them from us and on glided our ferryboat,

leaving them crestfallen behind. But we were not to escape thus easily, for at

the next bend of the river there stood another group of people, also laden with

provisions. In vain we tried to avoid their ambiguous benevolence by keeping

the ferryboat out in deep water; but before we knew what we were about they had

waded out into the stream, had met us, and were on board the ferryboat,

depositing their possessions on the deck in front of my writing-table. After

being well paid for their trouble, they plunged back again into the water and

returned the same way they had come, laughing and jesting at the success of

their little stratagem. 




After rounding a couple more

bends of the river, we thought it time to prepare for camping, especially as

the sun was dipping to the horizon. As compared with pitching camp on a land

journey with a big caravan, when you have to unload and arrange all the

baggage, put up the tent, and furnish it, and then get your supper ready,

camping by the river side is mere child's play. As soon as I saw a suitable

site on the bank, I commanded halt. In went Palta's pole to the bottom and

propping his feet against the fore-deck for better leverage, he forced the huge

craft to describe a half-circle with her stem in towards the bank. Then one of

the other men leapt on shore with a rope in his hand, and in a trice we were

anchored to a tree stump. A couple more ropes made us perfectly secure against

drifting off in the night. 




Our encampment soon became the

scene of busy life and bustle. Boxes containing provisions and cooking utensils

were carried on shore. Axes and spades were speedily at work, making a clearing

in the young forest, where the men spread out their sleeping-carpets in a ring

round the fire, which was very soon blazing away merrily in the twilight.

Copper saucepans, filled with water for the tea, were soon spluttering on the

embers, with an iron tripod fixed above them for our cooking-pot. Meanwhile,

the first sheep was being slaughtered. After its legs were tied together with a

piece of rope, the butcher seized it by the nose with his left hand, and with

the other cut its throat. As soon as the poor beast had ceased to struggle, he

set about skinning it. First he cut off a piece of skin on the inner side of

one of its hind legs, making a hole; then, applying his mouth to the hole, he

blew with all his might, until the sheep's body became plump and round as a

ball. This greatly facilitates the operation of skinning, because it makes the

skin part from the flesh with the utmost ease. 




Then the sheep was cut up, and

some of the choicest pieces were sliced into little strips and lumps, ready for

being made into ash pudding, a dish which formed my daily fare for close upon

three years. Hence it deserves a few words of description. After the

cooking-pot is cleaned and placed on the tripod over the flames, a few pieces

of fat from the freshly-slaughtered sheep are dropped into it, and when the

fat, after making a tremendous spluttering, is at length melted, the pieces of

meat are added to it, followed by the vegetables, especially garlic, carrots,

and white beet, all cut up fine. Meanwhile, the cook has steeped rice in a

wooden bowl; this he also pours into the pot, which he finally fills up. to the

brim with water. Then a lid is placed on the pot, to prevent dust and other

rubbish from falling in. When the water has all boiled away, and the individual

grains of rice have properly swelled, the. pudding is ready; and I can assure

you, it is very tasty— in fact, it was the only dish I never grew tired of. As

soon as it was cooked, Islam brought me a piled-up plate, and. put it on my

writing-table amongst my maps and compasses. I finished off the meal with

bread, tea, milk and eggs, pears and melons. Dovlet and Yoldash watched my

proceedings with the liveliest interest, their heads on one side and earnest

petition in their eyes, as they wondered and wondered at my amazing appetite.

As soon as I was finished and had lighted my evening cigar, it was their turn.

One of the men brought me some choice titbits and pieces of bone, and with

these I used, out of my own hands, to feed my faithful traveling companions. 




Meanwhile, an unwonted silence

reigned around the fire on the bank. The Mussulmans were seated in a ring round

a common dish, out of which each man helped himself with his fingers. They

began the meal with " Bismillah, Rahman Errahim" ( = In the name of

God the Merciful, the Compassionate!), and when they had finished they stroked

their beards or their chins, and cried all together " Allahu Ekbar "

( = God is great!). 




Very soon after that the day's

labours were brought to an end, by the men stretching themselves almost naked

on their felt carpets round the blazing fire. 




Sunburnt and copper-brown as they

were, lying there in the red fire-shine, they put me in mind of Indians resting

after a day's foraging. But for some time after they started their distant "saw-mills,"

I sat writing away at my table, entering up in my diary the experiences of the

day. The tent canvas was flung back so that the night, dark yet sublime, was

able to penetrate freely into my solitary floating dwelling. The only sound

that broke the deep and solemn silence was an occasional avalanche of sand

plunging down into the stream from some overhanging eave of the terraced bank.

The gnats, which had celebrated a bloodthirsty bacchanal at sunset, had now all

gone to bed. The moon poured her silvery light across t the broad bosom of the

stream, which stretched like a street before me towards the north. I could not

tear myself away from the absorbing beauty of the scene. Hour after hour I sat

and steeped myself in it. It was as though in those moments the angel of holy

peace were passing over the earth. Then from afar off there came through the

silence of the night the barking of a dog. My pups began to growl threateningly

in answer. Aroused out of my dreams and speculations as to the future, I would

jump up and hasten to close the tent, and creep to bed. The pleasure of rest

was greatly enhanced by the consciousness that on board I was safe from the

attentions of scorpions and similar inquisitive creatures, which infested the

riverbanks. 


















 




 




CHAPTER IV. A GLORIOUS FOREST.




 




However, we had not been many

days on the journey when it became evident that the summer was over. At home in

Sweden the lilac blossoms had long since wilted, and now the plentiful

vegetation on the banks of the Tarim had begun to follow their example. When we

rose at sunrise on 20th September the sky was threatening. The night had been

cool, and the air was full of the premonitory indications of autumn that cause

the leaves to yellow. A light haze hung over the landscape, and through the

thick fine dust, which had been whirled up by an easterly storm, the tamarisks

and reed-thickets on the banks adjacent were only faintly discernible. The wind

was too violent to allow us to continue our drift; accordingly, we lay up by

the bank and waited patiently. When we at length resumed our journey, the waves

broke in melodious music against the prow of our ferryboat—where Palta sat with

his long pole, singing a melancholy ballad about the adventures of some king

and his faithful followers. When Islam Bai began to find the time wearisome, he

used to have himself put ashore in the skiff, and then, rifle in hand, he

roamed through the forest; and when he came back in the evening, he often

brought wild-duck and pheasants in his hands. As he had no need to follow all

the endless windings of the river, he generally got ahead of us. Sometimes we

used to see him sitting on a headland, patiently waiting for us, until I sent

the skiff to fetch him off. 




Day and night, it being now

autumn, great flocks of wild-geese flew on overhead, making their way vid

Yarkand to their warmer winter quarters in India. They generally kept at an

altitude of between 600 and 700 feet and filled the air with their anxious screaming;

but when they intended to stop for the night, we would see them gradually droop

downwards, until they almost seemed to brush against the crowns of the poplars,

and soon after they would disappear amongst the trees. They find their way—do

these wonderful, hurrying pilgrims of the air—with the same unerring certainty

that the brooks from the melting glaciers find theirs to the terminal basin of

the Tarim. They are a striking sight, as, in strictly-ordered phalanx, and on

unwearied wing, they drive on, on over the earth towards their distant goal. In

October these flocks were so numerous and so frequent that we no longer paid

any attention to them. 




We were now approaching a part of

the river known as the Kotaklik-daria, in which, according to rumour, there was

an alarming waterfall eight fathoms high. But the nearer we came to the

critical point the less grew the height of the cataract, until, by the time we

got quite close to it, it had dwindled to about only three feet. However, the

velocity of the stream was increased to such an extent that our ferryboat was

sucked at a tremendous pace into a narrow, irregular passage, beset with

stranded drift-wood and islets. Very often her prow would run against a sunken

poplar-trunk, and she would be swung completely round by the current. I used to

feel a slight jerk, and in a minute or two the scenery before me became

entirely changed. These whirligig movements used to make me quite giddy. In a

trice all the men would be overboard in the river, pushing add hauling to get

the vessel free, and then off we went again, racing between the islands. I

confess my heart was in my mouth; I began to wonder whether we should have time

to pull up or should plunge headlong over the cataract. 




At length I heard a distant roar.

Louder and louder it grew as we advanced. Before we knew where we were, we were

in the middle of the first of the rapids, with the water foaming and thundering

about us in an alarming way. Stopping was out of the question. I ran to the bow

and surveyed the situation. If there was no treacherous whirlpool boiling at

the foot of the " threshold," we should get through all right. "

Let her go, straight over the fall! " I cried; and bringing her head

straight with the current, the men let her go, and over the boiling water she

glided at dizzying speed. 




Hardly had we passed this "

dangerous " place when a score or so of men on horseback and on foot

appeared on the bank. They were countrymen sent from two or three of the

neighbouring homesteads to help us over the rapids. But they were more amazed,

at the sight of our floating monster than at the information that we had

already navigated the falls without mishap. And yet these men appeared very

opportunely for us; because a little bit further down, where the river widened

out and became exceptionally shallow, we got stuck helplessly fast in the blue

clay at the bottom. I and all the men dropped into the water and floundered

about barefoot for an unconscionable time, trying to find a navigable channel;

nine inches of water were quite sufficient to float us. 




"There!" thought I to

myself. ""Is my proud river- journey to come to an abrupt termination

here? No, it shall not; we must, we will go further." All our baggage,

down to the very smallest case and package, was transferred to the bank. Then,

uniting all our forces, we began to push the ferryboat like a sledge over the

blue clay; but the only result was, that she bit deeper and deeper into it,

until at last she looked as though she were cased in plaster of Paris. Despite

our utmost efforts, she refused to budge. What was to be done? We were only

about ten or twelve yards from deep water. Luckily the old ferryboat turned a

few points in her muddy bed, softening the clay; and after floundering about

her again, we managed by the most desperate efforts to get her once more

afloat. 




After drifting for about another

hour we came to the lowest cataract. It was considerably higher than the first,

and it really looked as if we must unfailingly capsize. All the men voted

unanimously for putting the baggage on shore again. We did so, and all the

Mussulmans without exception begged to be excused from participating in the

shipwreck. For my own part I could not resist the temptation of such a

magnificent " tobogganing hill." By means of a rope fastened to the ferryboat's

stern, some of the men, wading out into the river, let her glide down gently

and bravely to the edge of the fall. I took my stand on the foredeck with the

boiling, thundering water immediately in front of me. " Let go! " I

shouted, and like an eel the vessel glided over the " threshold." "

Bang! " down went the prow crash upon the water below, and immediately

afterwards it was followed by the stern; and so that danger was safely passed. 




Karaul-dung, a solitary hill by

the riverside, affords from its top an extensive view of this grey winding

stream, which bores itself so deeply into the silent woods of Turkestan.

Looking south-east, we saw beyond the greenery a sort of yellow gleam. The

telescope showed it to consist of immense yellow waves—the drift-sand of the

desert " ocean," the terrible, suffocating Desert of Takla-makan. 




Below that point the river

contracts until it resembles a narrow canal, sometimes only about 20 feet wide;

but then it has before that lost the greater part of its water, it having been

drawn off north to irrigate the cultivated lands of Maral-bashi. Here the men

with the punting- poles had to keep a very sharp look-out, for the current was

swift and our vessel was constantly threatening to come into collision with the

bank. One day she did drive so swiftly upon the low bank that, upon being

struck by the full force of the current, she came within an ace of capsizing, 




But the river soon widened out

again. In rounding a curve, where the current is always most powerful, our

ferryboat was drawn close in to the right-bank, at a spot where a decaying

poplar, rooted in the very bed of the river, was leaning a long way across the

water. The men did not perceive the obstacle in time to avoid it. Its strong

branches brushed along the side of our craft and did their best to sweep my

tent from the deck. I succeeded just in the nick of time in saving my precious

instruments by flinging them on the cabin-roof, so that after all we lost

nothing more than a very small piece of the tent-canvas. 




Towards the end of September, we

reached a region in which the river, after picking, up some tributaries from

the north, again assumed noble proportions. But the current was slow, its

surface being ruffled by nothing more than gently circling eddies. In the

otherwise smooth surface the veterans of the forest were mirroring their russet

crowns. It was a beautiful, a magnificent scene! Not a breath moved. Nature was

in a Sabbath mood, an invisible organ that could not be heard, only felt, was

pouring a solemn flood of music through the woods in praise of the Eternal.

There was no trace of human beings, no sign of human dwellings. Not a dry stick

crackled under the foot of the solitary wanderer. At intervals in the dense

thickets, which form the forest undergrowth, appeared the dark mouth of a

tunnel, marking the tracks by which the wild boar came down to the river to

drink, and so dark are those leafy tunnels that never a ray of sunshine

penetrates into them. The sun was baking hot, and we kept an eager look-out for

the deep river-bends through which we floated as it were through a park-avenue,

a leafy vault above and cool, delicious shade below. 




Thus, hour after hour we drifted

down the broad bosom of the stream, clasped in the arms of the sleeping woods. 




It was like a journey through

fairyland. I often fancied I was being drawn along by invisible elves and other

ministering spirits in a triumphal car, along a pathway of gleaming crystal,

which wound through enchanted woods, where eternal silence reigned undisputed

queen. My thoughts fell involuntary captive to the magic, the witchery of the

scene. I was in a mood in which I should not have been surprised at anything

happening. As I sat there, drifting and dreaming, I believe I verily expected

any moment to see a virgin huntress of the forest draw aside the curtain of

greenery, step forward and make a charming curtsey to our prosaic procession,

and then turn and with a merry silvery laugh disappear behind the thickets. But

she never came. The woods were silent; not even a shepherd's pipe was heard. I

scarcely dared to speak for fear of breaking the spell. The effect it had upon

my men was to send them to sleep. Turn about they nodded over their

punting-poles, and on we drifted—drifted— drifted with the river. 




When the sun set and the

lurking-places of the forest grew darker, the gnats began to dance for their

supper, and I was the supper they danced for, for of course they preferred

Christian blood to Mohammedan! 
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