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… Whose house I have made the wilderness


and the barren land his dwellings.


He scorneth the multitude of the city,


neither regardeth he the crying of the driver.


The range of the mountains is his pasture,


and he searcheth after every green thing.


JOB 39.6–8
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Introduction





He was Captain, Colonel or General Prejevalsky to the English reader of his gripping accounts of travels in Central Asia in the 1870s. He is Przewalski (the Polish form of his name) to the visitor to the London Zoo who looks at the wild horse, Equus przewalskii, that he discovered in Dzungaria. But we ought to spell his name in a form more like the Russian—Przhevalsky—and to pronounce it something like Purr-zhe-val-skee, the stress coming on val, and zh sounding like the s in leisure.


No matter how we spell his name, Nikolay Przhevalsky was one of the most remarkable men born in Russia in the nineteenth century. He was an explorer and adventurer as single-minded as Livingstone. As a zoologist and botanist he was so productive that his collections are still being analysed. As a geographer he mapped an unknown area of western China, Mongolia and Tibet even larger and more hostile than the ‘black heart’ of Africa. He personified the thrust of Russia’s empire in Asia with the vigour of a conquistador. His four expeditions made an indelible contribution not just to our atlases and our knowledge of a vast expanse of Central Asia, but to the rivalries and tensions of the area.


Przhevalsky’s image in history and science is heroic, but his personality is enigmatic. A man of ruthless determination and of shy tenderness, an apostle of European superiority who loathed European society, an explorer of China who despised the Chinese, a big-game hunter on an epic scale who mourned the death of his dogs, a major-general who disliked the army, a materialist and a Byronic Romantic, he had the paradoxical temperament and universality of genius. He has intrigued writers as different as Chekhov and Nabokov. He has had many Russian biographers; I am the first English biographer.


The bibliography at the end of this book will show much of my indebtedness. My research was greatly assisted by a grant of £150 from the Sir Edward Cassel Educational Trust. I also owe a great deal to the Overseas Missionary Fellowship, to the librarians of the Royal Geographical Society in London and the Geograficheskoye Obshchestvo of Leningrad (especially to its archivist Tamara Matveyeva). I ought to express my gratitude to the Leningrad O.V.I.R. for organizing permission to drive to Przhevalsky’s estate north of Smolensk; I wish I could say the same of the Mongolian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, without whose help this book had to be written.


No expert will find my system of transliteration entirely satisfactory. Russian names are given in the usual ‘British’ system; Chinese names are given according to the Giles-Wade system. In many cases the Mongol, Tibetan or Turkic names of towns and places which Przhevalsky used in western China are also given, in the spelling that is most familiar to English readers. Where the Chinese name is merely a rendering of the Turkic or Mongol, I have used the Turkic or Mongol place-name.


During the nineteenth century the Russian calendar lagged twelve days behind the rest of the world; accordingly, except in quotations, both Russian and international dates are placed together, e.g. 1/13 April 1839.


The following short glossary may help readers to cope with Central Asian place-names:








 





	English

	Chinese

	Mongol

	Tibetan

	
Turkic/


Iranian







	lake

	hai, hu

	nor, nur

	tso

	kol, kul






	mountain(s).

	shan

	ul(a)

	la

	tag, tau






	river

	ho

	gol, müren,

	 

	 






	 

	 

	usu

	chu

	su, darya






	town

	k’ou

	khoto

	dzong

	shahr
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The Making of an Explorer







The strongest man is he who stands alone.


IBSEN





In the latter half of the sixteenth century Karnila Parovalsky, one of the famous Zaporozhye Cossacks, entered the service of the Polish king, changed his surname to a Polish form, Przewalski, and was granted five villages in what is now the Russian province of Smolensk and was then the eastern outposts of the Polish empire. In the Przhevalsky family Cossack blood, with its resilience and roughness, now mingled with the blood of Polish nobility.


At the end of the eighteenth century Poland contracted and Russia expanded. The Przhevalsky estates were now Russian. Przhevalsky’s grandfather, Kazimir, switched his national allegiance as a boy. He absconded from the Jesuit school in the town of Polotsk, russified his name to Kuzma Fomich, and was registered among the Russian nobility. His brother Franz became a major in the Russian army.


But the Przhevalsky family, though it had found its roots again, did not prosper. Kuzma had no estates of his own; he was a manager for a landowner near Smolensk. He must have been a disappointed man, for he did not live to see his grandsons; and his son Mikhail, Przhevalsky’s father, was an unfortunate figure. He started off as a Junker—an officer cadet—in 1817 and served in the army for fourteen years. While fighting in the campaign of 1831 to crush the Polish rebellion against Russian rule, Mikhail fell ill. Never strong, he was now triply afflicted: a cataract clouded his eyes; his cough turned into tuberculosis; and in Poland he caught plica polonica, a scalp infection which matted his hair and forced him constantly to wear a bonnet.


Weighed down by illness, pensioned off in 1835 at the age of thirty-two, Mikhail went home to stay with his father, Kuzma. He was a sensitive man, he knew that his condition was incurable, and he was destitute. Not far from the estate which Kuzma managed lay the village of Kimborovo. Kimborovo belonged to Aleksey Karetnikov, who had three daughters; the youngest, Yelena, was still unmarried. Mikhail Przhevalsky set his sights on Yelena and did not give up until, three years later, he married her.


The Karetnikovs were everything that the Przhevalskys were not. The Przhevalsky family was in decline, the Karetnikov family was rising. Aleksey Karetnikov was born an ordinary household serf. He went to St Petersburg to serve in the Tsar’s suite, and in 1809 he was granted a St Petersburg post as a customs official. By promotion he escaped serfdom and became a member of the landowning gentry, a dvoryanin. He was a big, handsome man, affable and much liked. During his career he amassed enough money to buy three houses in St Petersburg. He made a good marriage and had four sons and three daughters. All his sons were educated at commercial schools and his daughters were sent to a pension.


But not everything went as Aleksey Karetnikov planned. He himself was very punctual, worked hard and went to bed at eight o’clock every night. His only eccentric indulgence was to keep one room of his house full of nightingales and goldfinches and another full of Barbary apes. But his sons, despite their business education, were getting into bad ways and running up gambling debts. So, in the early 1830s, Aleksey Karetnikov sold two of his three houses and with the money bought an estate of 3,000 acres 25 miles south-east of Smolensk. He was now the owner of a modest gentleman’s estate with 160 male serfs and their families to rule over.


The move to the country came too late to save his sons from their reckless and dissolute habits. But his daughters were doing well. The eldest, Yelizaveta, married Colonel, later General, Zavadovsky; the second, Aleksandra, married a Lieutenant-Captain Potyomkin. He must have had high hopes of a suitable match for Yelena when, to his dismay, Mikhail Przhevalsky presented himself as a suitor.


When it became clear that this gangly, pallid, ugly man, with eyes glazed and head always covered, was interested in Yelena, Aleksey Karetnikov told him he was no longer welcome. But Mikhail persisted, and Yelena must have encouraged him. By now, 1837, she was twenty-one. She was a woman of exceptionally strong will, clever and good-looking. She wanted independence, and Mikhail Przhevalsky was the man to take her away from Aleksey Karetnikov and his menagerie.


In the end Aleksey Karetnikov gave way, and in 1838 Mikhail Przhevalsky married Yelena. But Karetnikov never overcame his dislike of his son-in-law and the newly-married couple had, at first, a rough time. The first year they were hardly better off than peasants. Then, on 31 March/12 April 1839 (as Mikhail himself believed), or on 1/13 April (as the Smolensk Consistory records), a son was born, Nikolay Mikhaylovich Przhevalsky. Aleksey Karetnikov consented to be godfather and was sufficiently reconciled to the marriage of Yelena and Mikhail to give them two villages; they were now provided with a small income, plenty of produce and a cabin in the forest in which to live.


In May 1840 a second son, Vladimir, was born. Then Yelena’s sister Yelizaveta died and in her will left Yelena 2,500 roubles. It was enough to build a proper house, called Otradnoye (Joyful), about a mile from Kimborovo and to enable them to settle down. But Nikolay and Vladimir had an odd childhood, free, almost savage. Otradnoye was in unspoilt country; wild boar hunted crabs in the marshes, bears came down to feed on the raspberries and oats. The brothers spent the summer days in the woods, cut off from human contact. Yet it was a strangely matriarchal life. Nikolay Przhevalsky hardly remembered his father: ‘I have heard that he was a practical man’ was all he could find to say in the autobiographical sketch he dictated in 1881. The family and estate were run by Yelena, with the help of the boys’ nurse, Olga Makaryevna.


Olga Makaryevna was as formidable as Yelena. She had started as a lady’s maid, but in this small household her ruthless efficiency had made her the housekeeper, the nurse, almost the co-mistress. She was a short, stout spinster, with a masculine brow, tiny penetrating eyes, and an equine face. She tyrannized the servants and kept the peasant women, when they were not in the fields, working hard weaving poplin. But Olga Makaryevna was passionately fond of Nikolay and Vladimir and, in return, Nikolay Przhevalsky adored her all his life. She read him fairy stories about Ivan the great hunter, she fed him apples, she beat him with birch twigs. Nikolay Przhevalsky never felt a greater attachment to any woman. These two strong-willed women were allies; their formative influence on Przhevalsky—on his attitude to peasants, to morality, to discipline, for instance—was irreversible.


With time, life at Otradnoye became easier. In April 1842 Aleksey Karetnikov died; his will divided the estate between his widow and his surviving children. Yelena, who was a hard-headed woman, acted quickly. She mortgaged Otradnoye and with the money bought up her mother’s and her brother Aleksandr Karetnikov’s shares of Kimborovo. She could not persuade the other brothers, Gavriil and Pavel to sell, but she was now the owner of a substantial part of the Kimborovo estate.


Gavriil and Pavel did not prosper long. They left their share of the estate in the hands of managers, while they continued to live and spend freely in St Petersburg. In a year or two they were ruined. A neighbouring landowner, Povalo-Shvyykovsky—a name which is to recur in Przhevalsky’s life—bought the Karetnikov brothers out for virtually nothing, with a covenant to maintain them at his expense until their deaths. Povalo-Shvyykovsky did not keep his covenant; Gavriil and Pavel became homeless paupers. Pavel Karetnikov, however, eventually found shelter with the Przhevalskys as a tutor to the two boys.


Pavel was as weak as his sister Yelena was strong. He could no longer gamble, but he still drank and he still had pride. He was an educated man and he knew his field sports. With Yelena’s help he taught the Przhevalsky boys to read and write. Above all, he taught them to shoot, to love hunting and at the same time to love the animals they were shooting.


Though they drifted apart later, Nikolay and Vladimir were fond of each other. Their boyhood had its stormy moments. One day, Vladimir found his elder brother staring down a well. ‘Climb down it,’ Nikolay Przhevalsky ordered, fixing him with a steely gaze. Vladimir refused, whereupon Nikolay picked him up bodily, flung him over the edge and walked away. A passing peasant rescued Vladimir, miraculously unhurt, and took him home. Yelena thrashed Nikolay for this wilful brutality. But they grew up and were taught together under Pavel Karetnikov’s tutelage; both were addicted all their lives to shooting game, everything that moved, from sparrows to bears. It was, as Przhevalsky later said, ‘the most spartan education’. There were hardly any books in the house—though later Yelena ordered books about travel, for she wanted her sons to be successful. The household had few contacts among the neighbouring gentry; the Przhevalsky boys played with the servants’ children.


In 1843 the Przhevalskys had another son, Yevgeni. All three boys had much of their mother’s character in common. They inherited her determination and pedagogical talent. All reached the top of their professions: Nikolay became one of the world’s great explorers, Vladimir was one of Moscow’s best jurists, and Yevgeni became notorious to every Russian schoolboy as the author of a set of five-figure logarithm tables. All three were extraordinarily good at teaching and explaining their expertise to others.


In December 1846, Mikhail, whose hold on life had so long been tenuous, died. Yelena was determined to have her sons educated at cadet college for a safe career in the mighty and still prestigious army. But this needed greater resources and far better standing than she possessed. In the end she had to make do with the gimnaziya (grammar school) in Smolensk, at least for Nikolay and Vladimir.


It was not until the middle of November that the Smolensk gimnaziya opened for the year 1849. Makaryevna’s younger sister, Anna, was to keep house for them in Smolensk; the serf Ignat, the father of one of their playmates, was given the task of carrying their books to school and keeping them out of mischief.


The two brothers rented rooms on Armyanskaya (now Sobolev) Street, by the River Dnepr near the city walls, for two-and-a-half roubles a month. Every schoolday they would walk three-quarters of a mile up the hill into the centre of Smolensk to school. Smolensk gimnaziya, now the intermediate school No. 7, is a stuccoed neo-classical building in a quiet square. Its teachers and its curriculum were less impressive. Przhevalsky found little to be grateful for. The switch from the freedom of Otradnoye and the justice of Makaryevna to the repressive discipline of school dismayed him.


Nikolay and Vladimir had been so well prepared that they passed into the second form. But academically Nikolay was undistinguished. He loathed the teaching by rote, he despised the apathetic, sometimes drunken, teachers. Latin and mathematics both distressed him. Like his brother Vladimir, he discovered he had a phenomenal gift, which saved him from disaster in examinations—a photographic memory. For many years afterwards, Przhevalsky had only to be told a page number to be able to recite by heart entire pages of a textbook that he had read only once.


Inevitably, Przhevalsky’s Smolensk days were unhappy. Winter and spring were drudgery, interspersed with thrashings; the only relief was playing ball games by the Dnepr, catching sparrows with other schoolboys, or rare visits from Yelena who brought some delicacies to eat.


Przhevalsky’s real life was lived in the summer. In 1851 Yelena gave him his father’s shotgun, with the end of the barrel sawn off to make it usable. Vladimir would borrow a flint rifle from one of the servants and they would go off all day in search of game. They had no money for ammunition and would make bullets out of the lead foil in which Russian tea was wrapped and collect spent shot for re-use. That summer Przhevalsky shot his first fox and burst into the house, blood on his shirt, his prey in his hand, to scare the wits out of Yelena.


The happier his holidays, the worse his schooldays. The crisis came when Przhevalsky’s entire form rebelled against its teacher and the boys decided to destroy the form register in which all their attendances and absences were recorded. They drew lots and Przhevalsky was chosen to throw the register in the river. The whole class was incarcerated in the basement until the guilty party confessed. After four days and nights on bread and water Przhevalsky owned up. The school then decided to expel him. Yelena came up from Otradnoye to plead with the authorities. She begged them to commute the expulsion to a flogging. Yelena was planning to remarry, and she was trying to get Yevgeni into cadet college; she could not endure the thought of her eldest son being expelled at such a crucial time. The headmaster gave way; Przhevalsky was publicly flogged and had to be carried home on a stretcher.


While Przhevalsky was at school, in February 1854, Yelena married a Smolensk civil servant, Ivan Tolpygo. She was still, after all, in her thirties and a striking woman. Soon she had a new family: in 1855 a daughter, Alexandra, was born, in 1856 a son, Nikolay—who was later to build the Transcaspian railway to Samarkand—and in 1858 another son, Ippolit, who became a doctor. Yevgeni, meanwhile, was accepted for cadet college.


Przhevalsky got on well, if coolly, with his stepfather. But at school he became increasingly restive. Of the few books he read—crude illustrated stories, the fables of Krylov and the like, which the pedlars hawked about the district—one made a special impression: a didactic story called The Warrior Without Fear. By now, the Crimean War was raging and the newspaper reports of the siege of Sevastopol inflamed his patriotic imagination. In May 1855 both he and Vladimir left school for good: Vladimir was going to Moscow University; Nikolay was determined to join the army like his father Mikhail. They spent the summer of 1855 shooting, riding and netting perch with the servant boys. In September Yelena gave them her blessing and, wiping their tears, she, Nikolay and Vladimir set off in their own carriage on the two-hundred mile journey to Moscow. Vladimir enrolled in the university; Nikolay joined the infantry and moved south towards the front.


But the war against the Turks, the English and the French was virtually over. Though the Russian army had fought bravely, it was demoralized. Corruption and maladministration had undermined its pride and the defeat in the Crimea—the first war the Russian army had lost for well over a century—made men and officers despondent. Tsar Nicholas I was dead and everyone expected, with the accession of the liberally educated and well-intentioned Alexander II, an era of change. Officers listlessly waited for the army to be reorganized; the men were more concerned about the coming liberation of the serfs and the prospects of returning to own the land they tilled.


Przhevalsky was rapidly disabused of his hopes from the army. First impressions always counted most. Smolensk had given him a permanent aversion to cities and to schools. His first weeks in the infantry reserve, marching south eighteen miles a day to his post at the little town of Belev for training, living in filth, eating cabbage soup that tasted of slops, obliterated all his visions of military glory. His innate puritanism reacted against the drinking and gambling that relieved the boredom of his fellow trainee officers. Sending his mother some of the famous sweet dough of Kaluga, he wrote in December 1855: ‘There are about sixty of us, but most of them are good-for-nothings, drunks, gamblers. When I see myself with such comrades, I can’t help remembering the words “I’ll be a diamond but in a pile of dung”.’ The officer cadets were largely ignored by their officers, except to be persuaded to join in the drinking. Przhevalsky was too poor and too horrified by drunkenness to take part. He felt he could not belong. His officers declared that he was ‘not one of us, but just among us’.


Przhevalsky went home to his new family—stepfather and half-sister—for the New Year of 1856. On his return to the infantry he was posted to the Belev Regiment, and now that there was a prospect of fighting the British in Finland, he suddenly became enthusiastic. Letters to his mother are full of military topics of all sorts, right down to the design of the new rifles. But peace was finally concluded and instead of action Przhevalsky was condemned to an idle, pointless existence, stationed in the little town of Kozlov. The only excitement came from the regiment’s tradition of foraging. To feed themselves the officers and their servants confiscated grain and killed livestock. Half amused, half shocked, Przhevalsky wrote to his mother that the regiment was ‘a band of robbers … I bayonetted a turkey which we ate at the next post’. His batman, Ivan Markov, was such an old hand at foraging that officers and horses were fed for nothing.


But the boredom of a long, hot summer in Kozlov, remote from the political excitement in Petersburg and Moscow, drove Przhevalsky to read and daydream. Days spent shooting and reading books about travel, hunting and adventure began to give birth to dreams of becoming an explorer. The more tedious army life became, the more intense became his longing to escape, to escape into the unknown ‘black heart’ of Africa or Asia.


By 1857 Przhevalsky was commissioned as a lance-corporal in the Polotsk Regiment in the small town of Bely. If anything, conditions there were worse. The Polotsk Regiment was notorious for its officers’ misconduct, and the householders of Bely were reluctant to have them billeted. Przhevalsky found himself in rooms sparsely furnished with bedsteads, a bucket of vodka and tumblers in the middle of the floor. The officers’ only activity was getting drunk enough to terrify the populace and beat up the police. It was a lonely and unhappy time. Three more years passed, and of these five years from 1855 to 1860 all Przhevalsky could say was that he had undergone ‘an enormous change: I well understood and had studied the society I found myself in.’


The enormous change was complete by the time he was transferred to Kremenets, then a little Jewish town set in the northern slopes of the Carpathians. Here, shooting expeditions in the river valley among the mountains released a romantic love of nature, of solitude and of the wilderness. By 1860 Przhevalsky had decided to be an explorer of unknown wildernesses. He formally asked for a transfer to the Amur military district of Siberia, then the least explored part of the Russian empire, conceded that very year by China to Russia. The answer came quickly: three days’ arrest in barracks. Przhevalsky was all the more determined—his typical response to obstacles. Although not a scholar, he decided to take the stiff examination for entry into the Academy of the General Staff in St Petersburg. Long days of hunting gave way to hours—sometimes sixteen a day—spent studying.


Przhevalsky was not quite alone in his intellectual pursuits in Kremenets—he had one close friend, whom we know only as K., and together they devoured travel books, geography and adventure novels. Here perhaps his dreams of travel and exploration grew more intense. A draft of a paper ‘On the Essence of Life’ survives from this time. Przhevalsky must have read it, probably in January 1860, to a circle of officers. Philosophically inclined debating societies among Russian junior officers were nothing uncommon, especially in times of such intellectual ferment, but it is a surprising side of Przhevalsky’s otherwise unrelievedly philistine army days.


The manuscript speech, muddled, naive, bears the full imprint of Przhevalsky’s character. It is both materialist and mystical, it is erudite and original, it is diffident and forthright. Its content reflects wider reading than one might suppose available in Kremenets: the names of Humboldt the geographer, Audubon the zoologist and the great Cuvier are mentioned, and many of its ideas reflect the impact of Darwin on Russian intellectuals. In St Petersburg in the early 1860s the idealism of such young, radical luminaries as Pisarev had already incorporated materialism, Darwinian evolution and modern scientific analysis; Przhevalsky’s speculations in Kremenets show the same mingling of the modern and the romantic.


Przhevalsky’s epigraph in the speech is that ‘death is the regeneration of new life’, and his main idea is that the death of the individual is an unimportant event in the life of the species or the type. His aim is to move on from scientific observations and ‘by means of logical conclusions to decipher and understand what life itself consists of’. Przhevalsky observes that the greatest scientists have baulked at defining life or nature, but this does not deter him. The materialist side of his thought comes out when he says that there is no sharp dividing line between animal and man, or vegetable and animal to allow for the idea of ‘soul’. He believes that the mystery of organic life will be revealed when the phenomena of electricity, galvanism and magnetism have been investigated. But he assumes that Darwinian evolution has stopped and that man and recent animals are the perfection of the forms shown by fossils. Idealistically, he dwells on the fact that all cultures have believed in life beyond the grave and that no human organizations could exist without it. ‘People would give in to passions’ if their faith in life after death were undermined. Even the educated—who are for Przhevalsky an élite—need this faith. Lastly, Przhevalsky clings to the idea that all animals have a spiritual basis—the ‘cause’ of life.


This welter of conflicting ideas contains the germs of Przhevalsky’s later attitudes and responses. The explorer who loved animals and shot them in droves, the European who looked down on the Asiatic and who at the same time feared the unleashing of terrible passions in European civilization, who dedicated himself to science, yet gave up the modern world for degenerate, this complex and contradictory character could only have stemmed from a man who grasped ‘the essence of life’ in such a two-handed way.


But cramming, not speculation, was the key to success in the Academy examinations. For a whole year Przhevalsky made up for his lost schooling. Then, in spring 1861, he stopped studying and spent many weeks duck-shooting for relaxation. He describes this period in his first published work, Memoirs of a Sportsman, an evocation of the most poetic moments of his youth: ‘When before me, like a broad mirror, the valley, flooded a mile wide, opened up, losing itself in the endless distance, then an involuntary quiver passed through my nerves and it was a quiver of uncontrollable delight.’


Returning to his studies, he took a preliminary test and passed. But before he could get to St Petersburg he needed money. In the end he borrowed 170 roubles from a lady who demanded 100 roubles’ interest, sinking Przhevalsky deeper into debt, and hardening his misogyny. When he arrived at the Academy, Przhevalsky found he was one of 180 candidates for 90 places, but he passed very near the top.


Photographs of Przhevalsky in later life, with his generalissimo’s  figure and his facial resemblance to Joseph Stalin, are very unlike the tall, thin, highly-strung young man of the 1860s, his swarthy face and mass of dark hair set off by a wisp of white forelock. But those two subsequent years in St Petersburg were very different from the years of his later life. Lacking money, he went short of food. He was older and more single-minded than his fellow students; he made few friends. He attended lectures conscientiously and read history and natural sciences avidly. Most of the military courses were of direct interest to a future explorer: geography, surveying, navigation, astronomy were essential to both careers. As for the subjects which were of purely military interest, Przhevalsky relied on his memory to store the stencilled course notes.


Twice he came near to expulsion. The first summer of his course was to be spent surveying in the Borovichi area of western Russia. But Przhevalsky devoted his time to hunting game and had only a filthy, rough survey sheet to hand in. A lucky success in the oral test on geodesy saved him. The second lapse only came to light a century later. While he was at the Academy during the liberal ferment of 1861, a monthly magazine called the Military Collection (Voyenny Sbornik) was very popular among the officer-students. It was edited by the famous radical—and civilian—critic and novelist, Chernyshevsky, and by Colonel N. N. Obruchev, who was later to be a leading member of the terrorist ‘Land and Freedom’ movement. But in 1862 reaction set in in Petersburg; students were arrested, magazines were closed down. The editorship of the Military Collection was given to a more suitable major-general, who promptly accepted, translated and printed an article by a Prince Sayn-Wittgenstein-Berleburg. The Prince reflected on the uselessness of education for army officers, on the merits of corporal punishment for soldiers and on force as the only quality necessary to a modern army.


The students of the Academy of the General Staff were annoyed. They objected to a German prince pontificating about the needs of the Russian army and 106 signed a protest which attracted attention: it was printed in the popular magazine, the Northern Bee, and, unfortunately for the signatories, it was praised by the émigré radical Herzen in The Bell. D. A. Milyutin, the War Minister, demanded from the censor a list of the officers who had signed the document. Some of the many apparently unaccountable obstacles that Przhevalsky was later to encounter in his military career are probably due to his participation in this radical protest.


But there were successes, too, for Przhevalsky at the Academy. His first achievement was to publish Memoirs of a Sportsman, which he had written in Kremenets. It is a re-creation of some of the more poignant moments of his youth, especially his departure from the countryside around Otradnoye. Its style is intense, even overblown; but there is a feeling for nature—a sympathy enveloping predator, prey and nature—that we can find in Turgenev’s early prose and certain passages of Tolstoy. The Memoirs were accepted for publication without fee by a magazine called Horsebreeding and Field Sports. More important was his second work, a dissertation for the Academy. Przhevalsky chose as his subject A Military and Statistical Review of the Amur Region. It was a compilation of every existing geographical, botanical, military and official account of the area. It was so thorough and topical that it gave its author a reputation outside the Academy in the St Petersburg Geographical Society and in government circles. Unwittingly, Przhevalsky had taken the first decisive step in his career. The Amur region, in particular the vast triangle of unknown territory between the Amur and Ussuri rivers and Pacific Ocean, had been annexed by Russia in 1858 and 1860, despite strong Chinese objections. Russia’s Siberian empire was now enriched by a territory that gave it not only untapped natural resources but, for the first time, harbours on the Pacific far enough south to be almost ice-free.


Despite the success of his dissertion, Przhevalsky decided not to finish the Academy course. Much of the syllabus bored him and he could not adapt to St Petersburg. In May 1863 fate intervened. The Polish gentry and intelligentsia had risen in a nationalist rebellion against Russian rule. The Poles, like many Russians, were disappointed that Alexander II’s reforms had not borne more fruit—more civil liberties and greater concessions to national feeling. Their language, their culture and their religion were being suppressed. But few Russians could sympathize with them. The Poles had enjoyed a constitution since 1818 and were in some respects freer than their Russian masters. Przhevalsky probably saw nothing inconsistent in signing a radical protest in 1862 and helping the Russian army crush a radical Polish movement in 1863. In any event, the officers of Przhevalsky’s year at the Academy were offered a commission, the chance of leaving in May 1863 (cutting a whole year), and recognition as having graduated if they went on active service in Poland. Przhevalsky accepted with alacrity. By the time he arrived in Poland, however, the rebellion was in its last agonies and he took part only in one punitive expedition. By 1864 the Russians had crushed the revolt and the very name of Poland was obliterated.


Soon Przhevalsky was back with his Polotsk Regiment. The regimental commander, Nilson, took a liking to him and made Lieutenant Przhevalsky the regimental adjutant. At first he enjoyed the post; if the officers were schoolboys and the commander their headmaster, then he was the school captain. He defended the regimental honour with energy. Early in 1864 one officer was caught embezzling; Przhevalsky organized a subscription of 126 roubles from each officer to cover up the losses. He wrote a circular to his brother officers, urging them to make this sacrifice: ‘Then each of us with full awareness of the grandeur and nobility of his action can say with pride: “I have saved a comrade”.’


But army life in the small Polish town of Piotrków, south-west of Warsaw, soon palled and Przhevalsky became as depressed as he had been in Kozlov and Bely. In 1860 he had been driven to exclaim: ‘I asked myself: where then are man’s moral perfection, disinterestedness and nobility of action?’ It was now that his vein of misanthropy deepened: it led him to remark that ‘the breath of mankind is more terrible and more destructive than all the misfortunes of nature’. Much of his time was spent in reading, and in dreaming of being a second David Livingstone. His aspirations were encouraged when the St Petersburg Imperial Geographical Society elected him a member for his Amur dissertation. But he needed to get away by himself. In 1864 he took four months’ leave and went to Otradnoye to shoot and to dream for the coming summer and autumn.


Dreams began to take more practical shape: Przhevalsky began to teach himself botany and zoology. The earliest books that are still to be found in his library date from this period—textbooks on ornithology and flora, for example. It was at this time that Przhevalsky gave up his ideas of following Livingstone. Africa was too remote for any Russian organization to sponsor him and, in any case, Baker and Speke had already solved most of the mysteries of the Nile, while Livingstone had carried out most of his work on the Zambezi. Przhevalsky began to think of exploring Asia, where the interests of the Russian empire, still dominating the emirates of Turkestan towards the Oxus and unknown Tibet, coincided with the enigmas of geography.


The next step was fortuitous. Przhevalsky heard that the military authorities in Warsaw were opening a college for Junker cadets in December 1864. He applied for a post and was appointed teacher of history and geography, and librarian.


The next two years in Warsaw were happy. He made friends with one or two other teachers, such as Iosafat Fateyev, who remained on close terms with him for the rest of his life. Przhevalsky got on well with his students—as he always did with his juniors. He was free to work without restrictions or reprimands from superior officers.


Every day he would rise at four in the morning. Then he would sit at his desk in his underwear, working on a geography course for cadets. (It was eventually published as a textbook.) His classes began at eight and finished at noon. He was a very effective teacher; his lectures were eloquent and interspersed with virtuoso recall of passages from the classic geographers. So enthralling a teacher was Przhevalsky that many of his cadet students later left the army’s service to become geographers, agronomists and historians.


After lunch Przhevalsky regularly went either to the Warsaw Museum of Zoology to study and consult with the zoologist Taczanowski, or to Warsaw’s famous Botanical Gardens where he learnt a great deal from the director, Aleksandrowicz. At three o’clock he went back to the college, where his chief preoccupation was administering and building up the library. Here his favourite students—among them Mikhail Pyltsov who was to accompany him into Mongolia—helped him issue books. He never went out in the evenings; with puritanical zeal he hated the theatre as a form of ‘self deceit’. At home, in his simple flat of three rooms, he would play cards with his friends. He usually held the bank, and he usually won. The income from card-playing, added to his royalties from the geography textbook and the money that his investments in railway shares were bringing in, made his first expedition to the Ussuri River feasible.


On holidays Przhevalsky entertained his students. There were some of whom he was very fond, though he remained scrupulously impartial as a teacher. He could relax only in the company of his juniors. There was a ritual: students were admitted by Przhevalsky’s manservant, Zaikin, and kept hushed until Przhevalsky had finished working and was ready for merriment. Then, in his living room, furnished with plain beech chairs and a table, and containing a few books—geography classics such as Humboldt’s Pictures of Nature and Karl Ritter’s Asia, a small selection of Romantic literature consisting of Byron, Lermontov and Victor Hugo—and Przhevalsky’s herbaria, collections of the flora of Smolensk, Radom and Warsaw provinces, a feast would begin. Przhevalsky loved sweet things. He consumed apples and pear juice cordials literally by the barrel; he was to eat strawberry jam in the alpine wastes of Tibet, to haul barrels of pumpkin juice on camels across Asia. In Warsaw, his visitors saw him get through a whole tureen of soup, followed by three steaks, washed down alternately with red wine and mineral water. But this Gargantuan appetite did not set the tone for the party. Przhevalsky drank no spirits and little wine. After a few hours’ conversation and jokes the visitors dispersed. Przhevalsky liked to be in bed by nine.


But this bachelor’s idyll did not give him the ‘wildness, breadth and freedom’ which he longed for. He had become a teacher not in order to teach, but to learn, to equip himself for the career of explorer. The sheer drudgery of writing a textbook on general geography had given him a thorough grounding; Taczanowski had not only made him a competent zoologist—and an excellent ornithologist—but had also taught him how to prepare skins and stuff carcases; in the Botanical Gardens Aleksandrowicz had helped Przhevalsky become one of Russia’s best botanists. After eighteen months in Warsaw, he was ready for the next step.


Although he counted as a graduate of the Academy of the General Staff, Przhevalsky had still not been appointed to the General Staff. He needed the transfer in order to qualify for official military expeditions and to obtain freedom of movement. His Polish-sounding surname was, in his eyes, the real reason for this delay in promotion. Przhevalsky began to seek help from influential generals. In March 1866 Major-General Chernitsky in Warsaw wrote a letter recommending Przhevalsky: ‘This young officer with his vast knowledge of geography, history and statistics will be very useful for a survey of our provinces in Central Asia.’ There was no reply, although the Russian army badly needed well-qualified officers to reinforce its presence in what is now Kirghizia, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan.


Then in summer 1866 another influential figure, Lieutenant-General Minkvits, wrote asking for Przhevalsky to be considered for transfer to Siberia, if not Turkestan (Central Asia). This time there was a response; Przhevalsky was released from his Warsaw duties. But the authorities raised another obstacle: he had never taken his final examination at the Academy and could not be considered properly qualified. Przhevalsky asked General Leontyev, the director of the Academy, for references, and these were at last accepted. At the end of November 1866 he left Warsaw for ever: he was off to the East Siberian military district, the district which had been the field for his dissertation.


But before he started on his 5,000-mile journey eastwards, Przhevalsky chose the first of his young travelling companions. That relationship was one which was to be repeated, with but slight variation, again and again. He had made friends with a young Pole of German origin, Robert Koecher. Koecher was trained in museum work and taxidermy and they agreed, if Przhevalsky should succeed in mounting an expedition to unexplored territory, to go together and to split the collections of plants and animals between them. All seemed set fair for a congenial working relationship. Two factors, however, threatened the friendship: Przhevalsky was insistent that any expedition should be led unconditionally by himself; Koecher had fallen in love and was engaged to marry a girl called Amalia.


From Warsaw Przhevalsky travelled to Otradnoye for Christmas and the New Year. After a short family reunion, he tore himself away from the wooded hills and the wild marshes of Smolensk and set off by train for Petersburg. He overcame his dislike for the city in order to canvas support from the Imperial Geographical Society for exploration not just of the Ussuri, but of Mongolia and western China. The Przhevalsky who came to the Society and demanded to see the president of the Physical Geography Section was not a man to everyone’s liking. He was disconcertingly direct; he was ingenuously confident that he was the right person for vast explorations in Mongolia and western China, he had a military curtness and an occasionally domineering manner.


The man he demanded to see was Pyotr Semyonov. Semyonov had become famous throughout Europe for his exploration of the Tien Shan range, or rather system, of mountains, which stretches north-east from the Pamirs to the Altay in Siberia, dividing Russian Turkestan from Chinese Turkestan. Semyonov had earned himself the sobriquet Semyonov-Tyan-Shansky for his extensive dangerous and fruitful travels in the Tien Shan in 1856 and 1857. But this was only one side of his achievements. It has been said that there are three sorts of geographers: travellers, regional experts and organizers. Semyonov was almost unsurpassed in all three roles. Although he did not become vice-president of the Imperial Geographical Society until 1873, he was already the dynamic force behind the tremendous enterprise and achievements of the Society. He had, as an organizer, the valuable talent of knowing whom to pick for great tasks.


Semyonov liked Przhevalsky. They had much in common; Semyonov, like Przhevalsky, had been born into the poor family of a retired officer and had spent his childhood in untamed countryside. He had a short taste of military service, which he left for the University of Petersburg. In 1848, at the age of twenty-one, he walked from Petersburg to Moscow, and the following year had joined the newly formed Geographical Society of Petersburg. The development of the two men was from this point inextricably linked. Semyonov became known as a botanist and a geographer. He was in many ways a radical, and was briefly involved in the same revolutionary group as Dostoyevsky, but was lucky enough to escape arrest and trial. In 1852 he went to Germany, where he won the admiration and affection of the two giants in geography, Humboldt and Ritter, whose Asia he had translated and updated. Then in 1856 he began his study of the Tien Shan, which turned upside down existing theories, especially that of Humboldt, about the volcanic origin of Central Asia’s mountains.


Przhevalsky was one of several explorers to be singled out for fame by Semyonov. (The next was the explorer of New Guinea, Miklukho-Maklay, and there were several more to come.) Semyonov took a calculated risk; he recalled in a speech in 1888, after Przhevalsky’s death:




In 1867 I met Nikolay Przhevalsky for the first time. Through me he then applied for the first time for help and patronage from the Russian Geographical Society… Przhevalsky was still a little known quantity in the scientific world and the Society’s council hesitated to give a grant for his undertaking, let alone organize under his leadership a whole expedition. But I promised him that if he made any interesting journeys and explorations in the Ussuri at his own expense and proved his capability … then he could rely on the Society organizing a more serious expedition to Central Asia under his leadership.





With encouragement and a number of letters introducing him to leading figures in the Siberian sections of the Geographical Society in Omsk and Irkutsk Przhevalsky had to make do. Together with Robert Koecher, he set off on the interminable trek to Irkutsk, before the snow melted and the boggy taiga of western Siberia became impassable to wheel or sledge-runner. In the middle of April he was there.


Irkutsk, like most Siberian towns then, was rough, provincial in culture, corrupt in administration. Przhevalsky thought its officials the dregs of the Russian empire. But he was fortunate in that the Geographical Society’s branches in Siberia were so powerful and influential that they were virtually an arm of the civil and military government. Major-General Kukel, to whom Przhevalsky reported, was chief of staff of the East Siberian military district and, at the same time, president of the Geographical Society at Irkutsk. His successor in the Society, Sofyanov, was commander of the artillery. The Irkutsk Geographical Society had no trouble getting all the books, equipment, men, and even arms it needed for its research.


Major-General Kukel was something of a rebel. Some years earlier he had nearly been arrested and imprisoned in the Peter and Paul Fortress for his liberalism. There was evidence that Kukel had connived at the escape of the anarchist Bakunin from Siberia to America. He was a man who often had to fight authority and he appreciated Przhevalsky’s courage and character. Others found Przhevalsky cocky: they bided their time and later had their revenge.


During the late Siberian spring Przhevalsky worked in the Irkutsk Geographical Society’s library. He brought the catalogues into order and read every book, journal and manuscript he could get on the Ussuri area. He had Fateyev send him from Warsaw a Zoological Atlas of Birds by Fritsch, and a Polish dictionary, so that he could read his copy of Tyzenhauz’s Ornithology. The Polish dictionary was not enough, so Przhevalsky sought out a Polish exile in Irkutsk to give him lessons in the language.


Meanwhile the committee of the Geographical Society was working out a plan for Przhevalsky’s expedition that summer which reflected the interests of government as well as geography. Przhevalsky was asked: first, to examine the disposition of the two battalions guarding the newly acquired Ussuri region along the Manchu and Korean borders; secondly, to collect information on the native population, Cossack and Chinese; thirdly, to reconnoitre land and water routes from the Ussuri and the coast to the Manchu and Korean frontiers; fourthly, to correct maps; and only fifthly, to carry out scientific research and survey and collect specimens of the fauna and flora. All this, in a territory the size of Britain, of virgin forest, mountains and rivers, in a few months!


By June Przhevalsky was ready to go. He wrote to Fateyev, ‘Yes, my lot is enviable and my obligation hard: I am to explore places in most of which no civilized European’s foot has trod.’ But one thing marred his joy—Robert Koecher was not only homesick, but aghast at the terrible conditions and the immense distances to be overcome in the coming months. Przhevalsky was sickened by Koecher’s treachery. He explained in a letter to Iosafat Fateyev: ‘the German turned out to be quite useless and utterly incapable of enduring any physical hardships. Also he cried every day for his fiancée Amalia and for Warsaw, so in the end I threw him out.’


It was not the last time that a woman unwittingly deprived Przhevalsky of his travelling companion; he never forgave the sex. Quickly he searched for a replacement. He met a sixteen-year-old boy Nikolay Yagunov, son of a widow, a deportee from Russia, who had just left school at Irkutsk and was training to be a topographer. The Yagunovs were desperately poor, and were only too anxious to please Przhevalsky. In a few days Przhevalsky taught Nikolay Yagunov how to dry plant specimens, to skin and cure animals and birds, and on 7/19 June 1867 the first Przhevalsky expedition was underway.
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