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PREFACE




 




This work does not claim to be

anything more than a plain account of my journeys through Asia during the years

1893 to 1897. It has been written for the general public and presents nothing

more than a description of my travels and the more memorable of my experiences

— not by any means the whole of my experiences. To have recorded everything

that I set down in my note-books would have swelled out the book to twice its existing

length. Nevertheless, those portions of my journey which I have merely touched

upon, or have passed over altogether in silence, will not, I trust, be

altogether lost. If this book is received with the Indulgence which I venture

to hope for it, I propose to issue a supplementary volume, to contain a

multitude of matters of varied interest and of not less importance than those

contained in these pages. 




For these reasons the great bulk

of the scientific observations I made find no place in the present volumes. All

the same I believe the geographer will be able to discover in them something or

other that will be of interest to him. 




In this place I will content

myself with a bare mention of the scientific labours, upon which the chief part

of my time, energy, and attention were constantly expended — the drawing of

geological sections of the meridional border ranges on the east side of the

Pamirs and of the mountain-chains of the Kwen-lun system; the collecting of

anthropometrical measurements from a number of Kirghiz; an inquiry into the

periodical migrations of the nomads; a study of the etymology of the

geographical nomenclatures; measurement of the volume of every river I crossed;

bathymetrical soundings in the lakes; and the collection of botanical specimens,

more especially of algae from the lofty alpine regions of the Pamirs and Tibet.

Moreover, I devoted special attention to the taking of meteorological

observations regularly three times a day. These Dr. Nils Ekholm has kindly

undertaken to work out for me. Another important task was the collection of

voluminous materials dealing with the geographical character and extent of the

Desert of Gobi, as also with the complicated river system of the Tarim, which I

was enabled to study at many different points all the way from the Pamirs and

the highland regions of Tibet down to the termination of the stream in the

far-distant lake of Lop-nor. Further, I noted the periodical fluctuations in

the volumes of the Central Asiatic rivers; how during the summer they swell to

flood-like dimensions, and then during the winter dwindle away to, in many

cases, paltry rivulets, or even dry up altogether; and how these fluctuations

occur with unvarying regularity — the ebb and flow, as it were, that accompany

the heart-beats of the mighty continent. 




The astronomical observations,

which I made for the purpose of checking and controlling my instrumental

calculations, consisted of determinations of latitude and time in seventeen

several places. The instrument I employed was a prismatic circle, and the

object I observed the sun or failing that the moon. Mr. Rosen, who has kindly

calculated my results, is satisfied that the errors in the latitudinal

observations are in every instance less than fifteen seconds, and in the temporal

determinations in all cases under one second. The longitudes of certain of the

stations were already known with scientific exactitude; these data I employed

as bases for the determination of the longitudes of the remaining places. By

this means too I was enabled to check more effectually the accuracy of my

chronometers, a circumstance the more needful seeing that these latter were

frequently subjected to the rough vicissitudes of travel through difficult

regions. 




I brought home latitudinal

observations for seven fresh places, and longitudinal observations for six. 




As soon as I passed beyond the

fairly well-known regions of the Russian Pamirs, I took up, in the summer of

1894, the strictly topographical division of my labours, and with diopter,

plane-table, and calculation of paces measured the environs of the lake Little

Kara-kul; next I mapped the glaciers of that king of the Central Asiatic

mountain-giants, Mus-tagh-ata. After that I surveyed every route I travelled

over during the years 1894, 1895, 1896, and the early part of 1897. These

important labours were never for a single day remitted. 




Throughout the whole of the long

red line, which marks my travels through Asia, there is not a single break

right away to the day (2nd March, 1897) when I rode in at the gate of Peking

and recorded my last entry on the five hundred and fifty-second sheet of my

field book or surveying journal. 




In making these measurements I

used only a compass and a baseline. The latter varied from 200 (656 feet) to

400 (1312 feet) meters, and was in every case accurately measured with the

meter-measure. After measuring my base-line, I carefully noted the time it took

the caravan, properly laden and travelling at its ordinary average pace, to

traverse it from the one end to the other; at the same time I was scrupulous to

make all due allowance for the inclination of the ground and other inequalities

of the surface. 




As a rule I laid down my maps on

the scale 1: 95,000. Across the level expanses of the deserts, however, I

worked to the scale 1: 200,000; and in mountainous regions, where the road

wound through defiles, where numerous side-valleys joined the main valley, and

where the morphological character of the surface underwent frequent and varying

changes, I used the scale of I; 50,000. The aggregate distance of the route I

mapped in this way amounts to 1049 Swedish miles, or 6520 English miles; that

is to say, nearly four and a half times the distance from London to

Constantinople, two and a half times the distance from New York to San

Francisco, and one and a half times the distance from Cairo to Cape Town, in

other words, more than one quarter of the earth’s circumference. If to this be

added more than 8000 miles which I travelled by carriage or rail in the

better-known portions of the continent, we get for the entire extent of my

travels a grand total of 14,600 miles, or more than the distance from the North

Pole to the South Pole. The rate of travel of my caravans, calculated from the

results of the whole of the journey, averages a little over two and

three-quarter miles an hour. 




Out of the above-mentioned 6520

miles no less than 2020 were through regions which no European had ever before

visited. Over certain portions of the remaining 4500 miles one traveler had

preceded me, over other portions two travelers, but in no case more than three.

Despite that, my observations along even those stretches may claim to possess a

certain degree of originality; for being able to speak Jagatai Turki with

fluency, I was independent of the errors and willful deceits of interpreters,

and consequently was in a position to gather a good deal of information of a

more or less important character which will be new to most readers. For one

thing, I was able to record a vast number of geographical names, none of which

had hitherto appeared on any map, European or Asiatic. 




As a curiosity, I may mention

that the 552 sheets upon which my route is laid down measure 121 yards in

length; and this does not include the maps I made of the glaciers of

Mus-tagh-ata. For the present these sheets and such other cartographical

materials as I brought home with me are lodged at the famous geographical

institute of Justus Perthes in Gotha, where they are all being worked out in

detail; and the results will be eventually published in "Petermann's

Mitteilungen." 




Although fully conscious of the

mistakes of my journey, and of the shortcomings of this my book, and whilst

aware that a more experienced traveler would have reaped a richer and a more

valuable harvest from the fields upon which I laboured, I nevertheless comfort

myself with the reflection that I believe I really did my best as far as lay in

my power. 




A word or two as to the

accessories of the book. The two principal maps have been prepared at the

Lithographical Institute of the (Swedish) General Staff, under the

superintendence of Lieut. H. Bystrom; my original place-determinations being

embodied upon Curzon’s map of the Pamirs, and Pievtsoff’s map of Central Asia,

as foundations for the two maps respectively. Their primary purpose is to

illustrate and make clear the routes I followed. Hence, they do not claim to be

accurate in matters of minute detail; indeed they could not be so, seeing that

my cartographical data have not yet been completely worked out. 




In consequence of the generosity

of my publishers, I am fortunately enabled to impart a fuller measure of life

and reality to certain exciting and characteristic incidents of my story by

means of pictures drawn by Swedish artists. The illustrations to which I allude

must not however be regarded as mere products of the artistic imagination. For

each of them I supplied sufficient material in the nature of sketches and

photographs, and where such were wanting I furnished precise and detailed

descriptions. In a word, each individual picture has come to life as it were

under my own eye and under my own controlling hand; and I cannot help

expressing my admiration of the quickness of apprehension and the lively

interest which the several artists have manifested in their work. 




For the original calculation of

the altitudes, which occur throughout these pages, I am indebted to the

kindness and skill of Dr. Nils Ekholm. For the conversion of the metric heights

and other measurements into feet, miles, etc., and for the conversion of the

Celsius scale into the Fahrenheit scale, as well as for the transliteration of

the placenames, the translator is responsible. 




Finally, it gives me pleasure to

acknowledge a special debt of thanks to Mr. J. T. Bealby, u.a., sometime of the

editorial staffs of the Encyclopedia Britannica, Chambers Encyclopedia, etc.,

for the ability and experienced and conscientious care with which he has

rendered my original Swedish into English. In the translation of a portion of

the book Mr. Bealby was assisted by Miss E. H. Hearn. 




SVEN HEDIN. 




Stockholm, 1st May , 1898. 




 


















 




 




CHAPTER I. RESUME OF CENTRAL ASIAN

EXPLORATION




 




A new era is approaching in the historical

development of geographical discovery. The pioneers will soon have played their

part; the "white patches " on the maps of the continents are

gradually decreasing; our knowledge of the physical conditions of the ocean is

every year becoming more complete. The pioneers of the past, who cleared the

way through increasing danger and difficulty, have been followed by the

explorers of the present day, examining in detail the surface of the earth and

its restless life, always finding new gaps to fill, new problems to solve. 




Although many regions have

already been the object of detailed investigation, there are several still

remaining in which the pioneer has not yet finished his work. This is

particularly the case with the interior of Asia, which has long been neglected.

Immense areas of the almost inaccessible Desert of Gobi, and endless wastes in

the highlands of Tibet, are to this day as little known as the Polar Regions. 




It was with the view of

contributing my little to the knowledge of the geography of Central Asia that I

set out on the journey which this book describes. I had prepared myself for it

by years of work in my study; and in 1890-91 I made a reconnaissance into

Russian Turkestan and Kashgar, in order to examine the suitability of those territories

as a base of operations for exploring unknown country. 




After my return from Kashgar, my

chief concern was to procure the necessary means for carrying out my

undertaking. To His Majesty King Oscar of Sweden and Norway I accordingly

addressed the following particulars of my plan, which I give here, as they will

best show how far and in what manner I succeeded in fulfilling the task I set

myself. Somewhat abbreviated, my memorandum ran as follows: — 




In the heart of Asia, between the

two highest chains of mountains on the earth, the Kwen lun and the Himalayas,

is the most stupendous upheaval to be found on the face of our planet — the

Tibetan highlands. Its average height is 13,000 feet, and in the north it

attains as much as 15,000 feet. Its area, therefore, of 770,000 square miles

(two and a half times that of the Scandinavian peninsula) is on a level with

the highest peaks of the Alps. According to the Chinese maps its northern

parts, which constitute one of the least known tracts of Asia, appear to

consist of a system of uninhabited lake basins possessing no outflow. Farther

south the Tibetan and Mongol nomads lead a wandering shepherd life; and it is

only in the extreme south of the region that there is any population. 




Tibet lies aside from the great

highways used by travelers of the nineteenth century. Only a few of the more

adventurous Europeans have done their share towards collecting the scanty

material upon which our present knowledge of the country is based. Its desolate

scenery, its lofty, inaccessible mountains, and its extreme remoteness,

situated, as it is, in the heart of a vast continent, have deterred travelers,

and driven them to find scope for their activity in other parts of the world —

in the Polar Regions, among the oceanic islands, or where the coast has

provided a certain point of departure to unknown regions lying within

comparatively easy reach. And yet there is scarcely any part of the world in

which the explorer is so richly rewarded for his pains, or finds such an

inexhaustible field for observation of every kind, as in Tibet; the country

whence the light of holiness streams forth upon the world of Lamaism, just as

its waters, in the form of mighty rivers, stream forth to give life and

nourishment to the countries which surround it. Many important problems in

physical geography still await their solution in Tibet and in the Desert of

Gobi, each of which would be a distinct gain to science. In a strictly

geographical sense, Tibet is one of the least known regions in the world. Even

the maps of Africa cannot now show a white patch of such vast extent as occurs

under the name of Tibet on our maps of Central Asia. In this respect the Polar

Regions alone are comparable with Tibet. The itineraries furnished by the Roman

Catholic missionaries, at a period when the country was more easily accessible

than it is at the present time, cannot be followed on the map with absolute

certainty, and from a geographical standpoint are often of little value. 




But even this country, jealously

closed as it is by fanaticism, has been compelled to open its doors to the

persistency of European inquiry. The western and eastern parts in particular

have been traversed by English, Russian, and French travelers. In modern times

the only explorers who have gained entrance to Lhasa (Lassa) have been a few

Indian pundits, trained by British officers. The jealous apprehensions of the

Chinese Government, the religious fanaticism of the Tibetans, and the wild

nature of their country — these are the factors which have kept Tibet in

isolation longer than any other country in Asia. At a time when the influence

of neither Russia nor England was so great as it is now, more than one European

succeeded in crossing the country, and even in reaching the capital. The first

European to enter Lhasa was a monk, Odorico di Pordenone, who travelled from

China to Tibet in the first half of the fourteenth century. In 1624 the Spanish

Jesuit Antonius de Andrade went from India to Tibet; and in 1661 the two Jesuit

missionaries, Grueber and D’Orville, made their remarkable journey from Peking

to Lhasa by way of Koko-nor (Koko-nur), Tsaidam, and the country of the

Tanguts. They remained in the capital for two months, and then returned by way

of Nepal to Agra, and thence to Europe, In the eighteenth century the

mysterious city was visited by several missionaries. Desideri lived in Lhasa

from 1716 to 1729, and Della Penna from 1719 to 1735, and again from 1740 to

1746; they, however, have left no writings, except a few letters. Between the years

1729 and 1737 the bold Dutchman Van der Putte travelled from India, by way of

Lhasa and Koko-nor, to Peking, whence he returned through Farther India to

Lhasa. On his return home he burned all his papers, under the impression that

nobody would believe his wonderful narrative. In 1811 Manning reached Lhasa;

and in 1845 the two French missionaries. Hue and Gabet, made their celebrated

journey from Peking by way of Koko-nor, Burkhan-buddha, and Tan-la to the

capital of Tibet, a journey which Father Hue described in an interesting book.

Since then no European has succeeded in penetrating to Lhasa. Every subsequent

expedition which started with that city as its goal has been compelled to turn

back, its mission unaccomplished. 




As I mentioned before, the outlying

parts of the country have been visited by several European travelers, not all

of whom, however, have done scientific work or brought home valuable

information. The extreme west of Tibet was explored in 1856 and 1857 by the

brothers Schlagintweit, in 1865 by Johnson, in 1868-70 by Shaw, in 1868-70 by

Hayward, and in 1870 and 1873-74 by Forsyth and his many associates, in 1885-87

by Carey and Dalgleish, in 1888-90 by Grombtehevsky. Kishen Singh, an Indian

pundit, who was a member of Forsyth’s expedition, succeeded in penetrating

somewhat farther into the country than the others. One of the most remarkable

journeys ever made in Tibet was that of the pundit Nain Singh, who had taken

part in Schlagintweit’s and Forsyth’s expeditions, and was sent by Captain Trotter

in July 1874 from Leh in Ladakh to Lhasa. His caravan consisted of twenty-six

sheep, carrying light loads. Only four of them survived the journey, which

extended to a thousand miles and lasted four months. The animals subsisted on

such herbage as they were able to find on the way. At the town of Niagzu, on

the boundary between Ladakh and Tibet, they met with both forest and pasture.

The tract east of Lake Panggong was uninhabited, except by a few shepherds and

their flocks. The natives called themselves Changpas or Northmen; but to the

inhabitants of Turkestan they were known as Taghliks or Mountaineers. The

Tibetan plateau stretched away east for 800 miles, to the sources of the

Chinese rivers and the Burkhan-buddha Mountains. As far as eye could reach, it

appeared to consist of a grass-grown plateau region diversified by hills and

valleys, with snowclad mountains in the distance. Occasionally a shepherd’s

tent was seen; and antelopes, wild asses, and wild sheep abounded. The results

of the journey were 276 determinations of latitude, the mapping of 1200 miles

of unknown country, 497 observations for altitude with the boiling-point

thermometer, and a series of meteorological observations. 




Among those who have travelled in

eastern Tibet the Russian General Przhevalsky (Prjevalsky) ranks first. The

17th (29th) November 1870 he started from Kiakhta with three Russian followers

and passed through the Desert of Gobi by way of Urga and Kalgan to Peking.

After a trip to Dalai-nor, he left Kalgan in May 1871, and travelled west,

through the mountain chains of In-shan and Muni-ula, then up the Yellow River

(Hwang-ho) until he reached the country of Ala-shan, and its capital

Dyn-yuan-in. He afterwards returned to Kalgan. Then after a good rest he went

back to Dyn-yuan-in, where we find him in June 1872. Here began the most

remarkable part of his travels, the country which he next traversed being

little known. He first explored the highlands of Kan-su, a well-wooded mountain

region lying north-east of Koko-nor; then, having made the circuit of the lake,

and crossed the Southern Range of Koko-nor, the expedition reached the great

swamps of Tsaidam, whence it ascended into the higher regions of Tibet, the

home of the wild yak. Several of the mountain-chains of the Tibetan highlands

were crossed on the way to the Yangtzekiang, which was reached on January 10th

(22nd), 1873. Although it was Przhevalsky’s intention to penetrate as far as

Lhasa, which he approached within twenty-seven days’ journey, he was

constrained to abandon the plan owing to his caravan animals becoming exhausted

and his provisions running short. Przhevalsky’s first journey terminated at

Irkutsk in Siberia, at which place he arrived on October 8th, 1873. 




For three years the expedition

had struggled against difficulties which seemed almost insurmountable; had

defied the summer heat of the Mongol desert, the winter cold of the Tibetan

highlands; had spent months in a small frail tent, often at a temperature of

forty degrees below zero (Fahr. and C.), living on game killed by members of

the expedition. The energy and endurance' which Przhevalsky showed are worthy

of every admiration. It is evident, he was swayed by a clear understanding of

the great importance of his undertaking. Although surrounded by a hostile

population, and exposed to every kind of danger, he disregarded both, and amid

the pestilential smoke from the argal (dry dung) fire in his tent went on

working out his memoranda and sorting his collections. It was a geographical

achievement which has rightly placed Przhevalsky’s name in the forefront of

Asiatic exploration. The most wonderful thing is, that this journey, which

amounted to 7350 miles, cost very little more than 6,000 rubles (say; £600), a

proof that it is possible to travel inexpensively in Asia, if you only know how

to set about it. 




Przhevalsky’s second journey

lasted from August 1876 to July 1877. Although it extended to less than 2650

miles, the cost was more than 19,000 rubles (or about; £1900); but this time

his equipment was more complete and his escort more numerous. The results of

this journey also were of extreme importance. The region which he added to the

domain of geographical knowledge was one of the least known in Central Asia.

Previously our sole conceptions of its nature were derived from hearsay, from

Chinese maps, and from tradition. 




From Kulja his route led through

the Ili valley to Yulduz, afterwards south by way of Korla, and along the lower

Tarim, to Lop-nor (Lob-nor) and the Altyn-tagh. When Przhevalsky saw that it

was impossible to reach Tibet, and particularly Lhasa, the object of his

desire, by way of Lop-nor and the desolate region south of the Altyn-tagh, he

determined to try what he could do by way of Gutshen and Khami; but he was

taken ill on the road and was constrained to return to Russia. 




The crowning feature of this

expedition was the discovery of the new Lop-nor, and of the great chain of

mountains Altyn-tagh, which has so greatly altered the appearance of our maps

of Central Asia. He also discovered the existence of the wild camel, a

discovery afterwards confirmed by other travelers, viz., Carey, Younghusband,

and others. 




Przhevalsky ’s third expedition

lasted from March 1879 to November 1880, and covered some 4750 miles. On this

occasion he was accompanied by twelve natives, and had a sum of 23,500 roubles

(£2350) at his disposal. He chose Saisansk on the Russian frontier as a point

of departure, and travelled, by way of Bulun-tokhoi and the Urungu river,

through Dzungaria to Barkul, and thence over the Tian-shan Mountains to Khami.

After that he crossed the Desert of Gobi, touching his former route at a couple

of points. This time he penetrated much further to the south, namely, across

the Yangtzekiang and the Tan-la Mountains as far as 32° N. lat. 




Przhevalsky’s fourth and last

journey began in October 1883, and ended in the same month two years later.

With twenty followers, most of them Cossacks, he accomplished a distance of

4850 miles; the cost of the expedition being 42,250 roubles (£4225). 




From Kiakhta he crossed the Gobi

by the same route he had taken on a previous occasion, and went on further

through the highlands of Kan-su as far as the two lakes of Tsaring-nor and

Oring-nor, the twin sources of the Hwang-ho. This was the culminating point of

the fourth journey. After a deviation to the Yang-tse-kiang, he continued on

through Tsaidam, thence over the Altyn-tagh to Lop-nor and Khotan, at the

northern foot of the Kwenlun Mountains, and finally down the Khotan-daria and

over the Tian-shan Mountains. 




The extensive journeys in 1878-82

of the intrepid Indian pundit Krishna, commonly called A — K, were of the

greatest importance for the geography of Northern Tibet. In the spring of 1878,

he was ordered by the Indian Government to explore the territory bordered on

the north by Przhevalsky’s journeys, on the east by the routes of the French

missionaries Desgodins and Durand and of the Englishman Gill, on the south by

the Sang-po (Brahmaputra River) and the Himalayas, and on the west by the

meridian which runs through Lhasa and Lop-nor. In more recent years this region

has only been crossed by Hue and Gabet, and by Bonvalot and Prince Henry of

Orleans. 




Disguised as a merchant, and

provided with plenty of money and instruments, A — K went, by way of Sikkim, to

Lhasa, reaching that city in September 1878. There he stopped for a whole year,

waiting to find a large and well-armed caravan with which he might travel

northwards, as the Tangut robbers make the roads in that direction very unsafe.

On September 17th, 1879, a Mongol caravan arrived. A hundred of its members,

Mongols, with a few Tibetans, were going back at once. All were mounted and all

armed with spears, swords, and firearms. A — K seized the opportunity. Great

caution was observed during the march; patrols were sent on ahead, and a watch

kept at night. The route which was followed at first coincided with that of

Nain Singh in 1875, when he journeyed from Tengri-nor to Lhasa. South of Tan-la

A — K touched the route taken by Przhevalsky on his third journey. The highest

pass in the Tan -la, 16,400 feet, marked the watershed between the upper Mekong

and the Yangtse-kiang. After five months on the plateau, he reached the

Anghirtakshia Mountains over a pass 15,750 feet in altitude. A halt was made at

Tenghelik in Tsaidam; but just as the caravan was on the point of starting

again it was attacked by two hundred robbers, who relieved A — K of all his

goods and baggage animals. He managed, however, to retain his notes and

instruments, and in spite of his reverses determined to persevere with the

solution of the problems which had been set him. He wintered on the western

shore of the Kurlyk-nor until March 1880. Thence he intended to steer his

course towards Lop-nor; but his Indian servant deserted him, carrying off most

of his possessions. He himself was obliged to take service with a Mongol, who

was going to Sa-chow. There he was well treated by a lama but was compelled by

the Chinese governor to turn back. This turning-point is of importance. It was

from that region Przhevalsky made his journey towards Tsaidam and Tan-la in

1879-80; and in the same quarter Count Széchenyi’s expedition through China

came to an end. With one faithful follower A — K started on his return journey;

but was again compelled to take service with "Chinese Tatars."

Finally, however, he reached Darchendo (Tatsien-lu) in safety, and at the

mission-station there received every help from the bishop; and thence returned

by way of Batang and Darjeeling to India. 




In 1888-89 the American Rockhill

made a journey into eastern Tibet. Starting from Peking with only one follower

and a few horses, he proceeded to the Koko-nor and Alak-nor, crossed the

Yangtzekiang, and eventually got back to Shanghai. He could speak Chinese and

Tibetan and travelled in disguise. He did some first-rate mapping, measured

heights, made notes, and says that previous European maps are incorrect and

unreliable in respect of both orography and hydrography. 




Several other travelers, induced

by the desire for research or by ambition, have of late undertaken journeys

into inner Tibet and towards Lhasa. Many have failed, while others can show

good results. The most successful expedition was that of Bonvalot and Prince

Henry of Orleans, which crossed Asia from north-west to south-east. The

expedition followed Przhevalsky’s route along the Tarim as far as the Lop-nor

and the Altyn-tagh. On November 17th, 1889, they set out from the Lop-nor, and

on the 23rd crossed the Altyn-tagh, leaving Przhevalsky’s and Carey’s routes

behind them. They then struck a direct course to the south across unknown

country and without guides. This march lasted till February 17th, 1890, and

extended to two days’ journey south of the Tengri-nor. The Tibetan plateau, on

which they were travelling for three months, nowhere falls below the altitude

of thirteen thousand feet. Some of the mountain chains of the Kwen-lun system

were crossed by passes at more than 18,000 feet in altitude, and numerous lakes

were discovered. The country was barren in the extreme, totally devoid of trees

or bushes; it did not even provide sufficient provender for the camels and

horses of the caravan, which, in consequence of the fatigue, the privations,

and the severe cold, gradually died off until very few were left. From December

4th to January 30th not a human being was encountered. Two days’ journey south

of the Tengri-nor the expedition was stopped by the Tibetans, and in spite of

negotiations lasting nearly seven weeks it failed to obtain permission to

continue its march to Lhasa. The travelers were therefore obliged to make a

considerable circuit, and reached Tongking in September. 




In May 1890 the Russian Captain

Grombtchevsky endeavoured to penetrate into western Tibet from Polu, but being

unsuccessful, he turned aside to Khotan, and spent July and August in exploring

the Tisnab valley, the upper Yarkand-daria, and the watershed between these two

rivers. After a visit to the Pamirs, he proceeded, by way of Kashgar, to

Tashkent (Tashkent), where I met him at the end of the same year. He had

covered a distance of more than 4700 miles, and his researches form a

connecting link between those of Kuropatkin (1877), Forsyth (1873-74),

Przhevalsky (1885), and Pievtsoff (1889-90). He met the last-named in Niya,

where the two travelers were able to compare notes and place-determinations. 




In 1889 and 1890 General

Pievtsoff, accompanied by Przhevalsky’s companions, Roborovsky and Kozloff, and

by the geologist Bogdanovitch, made a journey into East Turkestan, crossing the

Tian-shan Mountains, proceeding up the Yarkand-daria to Yarkand, thence to

Khotan, and wintered at Niya. From the northern foot of the Kwen-lun Mountains

they made several expeditions on to the Tibetan plateau, and explored, in

particular, that part of it which lies to the north of the Arka-tagh. The

return journey was by way of the Lop-nor, Karashahr, and Dzungaria. Pievtsoff’s

journey is one of the most important that has been undertaken in these parts,

and no traveler has made such reliable place-determinations as he. 




In the Altyn-tagh and the tracts

south of them Przhevalsky’s route in his fourth journey was crossed at several

points by that of the Englishman Carey. Accompanied by Dalgleish, who was

afterwards murdered, Carey crossed the Altyn-tagh, the Chamen-tagh, and the uninhabited

plateau between these two ranges of mountains, before he was able to reach the

Kwen-lun proper and the Tibetan highlands. He passed over these chains at a

point rather more to the west than that chosen by Przhevalsky, and afterwards

intersected Przhevalsky’s route on the plateau between the Chamentagh and the

Kwen-lun Mountains. Carey afterwards proceeded to the east along the foot of

the Kwen-lun, went a short distance between this range and the Koko-shili, and

crossed the pilgrim road from Mongolia to Lhasa immediately south of the point

where it climbs over a pass in the Kwen-lun Mountains. At the river Ma-chu he

turned northwards and traversed a portion of A — K’s route. This journey took

place in 1885-87. 




Captain Younghusband, whose name

is well known from his travels in the Pamirs, travelled in 1888 from Peking,

via Barkul, Ak-su, and Kashgar, to India; and Captain Bower, between June 1891

and March 1892, crossed Tibet and China from Leh to Shanghai. 




The expeditions which I have here

summarized are the most important within the regions which I propose to visit. 




It would lead me too far were I

to endeavour to render an account of the great problems that still await

solution in the interior of Asia. The discovery of new chains of mountains, lakes,

and rivers, of the traces of an ancient civilization, of antiquities which

might possibly throw light on the great migrations of the races through Asia,

the identification of old disused caravan roads, and finally the mapping of an

entirely unknown region — all this possesses an irresistible attraction for the

explorer; but I can only touch upon one or two questions of peculiar interest. 




In the Asiatic highlands the geologist

has unique opportunities of studying phenomena of the greatest possible

interest, interesting not only on account of the processes of evolution which

the mountain chains are actually undergoing there, but also for the reason that

those mountain chains themselves are so little known. The tableland of Tibet

rises like an enormous platform up to a mean height of thirteen thousand feet

above the lowlands of Hindustan on the one side, and the desert of the Tarim

basin on the other, the latter being one of the lowest depressions in the

interior of any continent. Lake Lop-nor has an absolute altitude of not more

than two thousand five hundred fejpt, and at Luktchin, south of Turfan, a

depression has been found which actually lies a considerable distance below the

level of the sea. On the side next the Tarim basin the Tibetan highlands are

bounded by the Himalayas and the Kwen-lun, whose western extremities meet in

the Pamirs and the regions south of it. While the older geographers and

discoverers bestowed their attention upon little else save the topographical

appearance, or at most the surface elevations, of a country, modern

geographical discovery claims from its surveyors reliable knowledge of the

original causes of the present condition of the surface of the earth, and the

genetic connection, origin, age, and relation of the mountain chains to each

other. There are important questions still to be solved in High Asia on these

points, and a long period of time must necessarily elapse before these problems

can be brought within measurable distance of solution. During the last

twenty-five years only jour geologists of standing have devoted any attention

to the region of the Kwen-lun system, namely, Stoliczka, Von Richthofen, Loczy,

and Bogdanovitch. 




But vast gaps still divide the

regions which they have severally investigated. It is my intention during this

projected journey to contribute as far as lies in my power to the filling in of

these gaps, where every observation, every contour line, is of the utmost value.






Another problem intense interest

is the Lop-nor question, which was raised by Baron von Richthofen. 




I will mention here some of the points set forth

in his article entitled "Bemerkungen zu den Ergebnissen von Oberstleutnant

Prjewalski’s Reise nach dem Lop-noor und Altyn-tagh " (Verhandlungen der

Ges. für Erdkunde, V., 1878, pp. 121 et seqq.). 




Marco Polo was the first to make

the Lop desert known to Europeans, and on D’Anville’s map of Asia Lop-nor with

its rivers is found for the first time, though in latitude 42° 20' N. Shortly

before Przhevalsky’s journey the lake was supposed to be situated in an

enormous basin, and at a greater distance to the south than to the north of the

mountains which bounded it. Przhevalsky, however, found that the lake lay much

farther south than was supposed from the maps and Chinese accounts, and the

result of this and his other expeditions was, that the maps of the interior of

Asia came to present quite a different appearance from what they had

heretofore. The territory between Korla and Altyn-tagh was quite unknown; as

was also the fact, that the lower Tarim ran for such a long distance in a

south-easterly direction. The discovery of the Altyn-tagh possessed equal

importance as a contribution to the knowledge of the physical geography of Asia

as for the comprehension of the position and direction of the ancient

trading-routes. It now became clear why the ancient silk caravans from China to

the West kept so near the south of Lop-nor, necessitating their passing through

the much-dreaded desert between Sa chow and the lake.




Basing his deductions partly on

certain geological laws and partly on a large map of China and Central Asia

published in Wu-chang-fu in 1862, Von Richthofen says:




"The most remarkable thing

about Przhevalsky ' s Lop nor is that he discovered a freshwater lake, where we

are constrained to assume the presence of salt water. It is an absolute

impossibility that a lake-basin, which for a series of geological periods has

acted as a reservoir for the deposition of salt from a great river, should

contain fresh water and be the resort of fish. This would be inconceivable even

though the whole course of the Tarim lay through regions which in the general

estimation were quite free from salt. But as a matter of fact all the regions

whence the lake gathers its drainage are so saline that freshwater springs are

quite an exception and occur only close to the foot of the mountains. Now the

water of the Tarim must contain a greater quantity of salt than almost any

other large river in the world. The concentration of these saline ingredients

by evaporation must take place to a very great extent in the last reservoir of

the Tarim, and the continuation of the process from time immemorial must

therefore have caused an unusually large deposit of every kind of steppe salt.

From the remotest ages the Chinese have called Lop-nor 'the Salt Lake.' . . .

Contrary to all theoretical conclusions and historical accounts, we now have

from the first European eye-witness, who is furthermore gifted with uncommon

powers of observation, the distinct assurance that the last basin of the Tarim

is a freshwater lake. There must therefore exist peculiar circumstances to

account for this apparent contradiction."




It might perhaps be supposed that

during the winter, when the evaporation is slight, the fresh water rises and

spreads above the salt water; but the inconsiderable depth of the lake

sufficiently nullifies this supposition. Another explanation is that the Tarim,

which often changes its channel, has abandoned its former reservoir in favour

ofanother, the present one, which is supposed to be of comparatively recent

formation.




The most probable explanation is

that, besides the two reservoirs visited by Przhevalsky ( the Kara-buran and

Kara-kurchin, i. e., Kara-koshun), there is yet a third, into which an arm of

the Tarim debouches. No Chinese map shows a southern branch of the Tarim; but a

large lake is indicated on latitude 41° N. , i. e., in the direct line of any

continuation of the Tarim and is called on the maps Lop-nor . The circumstance,

among other things, that Przhevalsky did not find the name of Lop-nor in use

also points to the same conclusion. On the other hand, he did hear the name in

use for that part of the Tarim which lies east of where the real Lop-nor should

be.




Another important argument is

implicit in the fact that the Tarim, at its confluence with the Ughen-daria,

has a breadth of three hundred to three hundred and sixty feet and a strong

current; but below the junction of all its various tributaries a breadth of

only one hundred and eighty to two hundred and ten feet and a slow current. It

is possible that, when Przhevalsky journeyed amongst these tributaries, or

rather anastomosing arms, the most easterly branch discharged a part of its

water eastwards through another and separate channel into the inaccessible salt

desert, and that the traveler overlooked this channel. Von Richthofen concludes

his investigation with the words, "However highly we may value what

Przhevalsky has done towards the exploration of the Lop-nor, we cannot consider

that the problem, for the sake of which he underwent such great hardships, is

as yet definitively solved."




The three expeditions of Carey

and Dalgleish, Bonvalot and Prince Henry of Orleans, and Pievtsoff, each of

which has visited Lop-nor since Przhevalsky, have not added to our knowledge of

this remarkable lake, for the reason that they all followed the same route that

he took.




The solution of the Lop-nor

question is still a desideratum for all who are interested in the geography of

Asia.




The future traveler to Lop-nor

must not content himself with proving the existence of the basins discovered by

Przhevalsky; he must make a systematic and accurate investigation of the

districts north of them, in order to try and find the lake into which the

Tarim, according to Von Richthofen, empties a portion of its waters. This lake,

too, is marked on the Chinese maps, which as a rule are remarkable for their

great topographical accuracy. 


















 




 




CHAPTER II. THE PLAN AND OBJECTS OF MY JOURNEY




 




For several years I have been

occupied in studying the geography of Central Asia, partly at home and partly

at the University of Berlin, under Baron von Richthofen, the celebrated

authority on Chinese geography. I have also prepared myself by two journeys to

Persia and Central Asia, in the years 1885-86 and 1890-91 respectively, the

latter after the conclusion of Your Majesty’s mission to Shah Nasreddin of

Persia. During these journeys I had the opportunity of becoming accustomed to

Asiatic travel, to association with the natives, and of learning one or two of

the most important languages. In the hope of being able to make these

preparatory studies of use in the cause of science, I have ventured to seek

Your Majesty’s protection and support for the execution of a scheme which, if

all goes well, will reflect honour on our country, and contribute to disperse

the clouds which still rest over a great part of Central Asia. An expedition

into that part of the world, which was the cradle of the Aryan race, and from

whose dim interior the Mongols streamed out over the whole of Asia and part of

Europe, and where there is such a host of geographical questions still awaiting

solution, is one of the most important undertakings within the domain of

geographical discovery. The object of my prospective journey is to traverse

Asia from west to east, from the Caspian Sea to Peking, and in particular to

explore the intermediate regions which are least known. 




The Swedish expedition should, if

possible, leave Stockholm in the month of May of the present year (1893). Its

equipment should be completed in Turkestan and Ladakh, and nothing need be

taken from Stockholm except instruments and firearms. Accompanied by one

assistant, whose duty it would be to take astronomical observations, I propose

to travel through Russia to Baku, across the Caspian Sea to Usun-ada, and

thence by rail to Samarkand. It is my intention to drive through West Turkestan

in a tarantass by way of Tashkent, Kokand, Margelan, and Osh, and thence over

the pass of Terek-davan — all places well known to me — to Kashgar in East

Turkestan, the termination of my former journey in 1890-91. In Kashgar I shall

hire a horse caravan to take us, by way of Yarkand and the Karakorum pass, to

Leh, where there are an English agent and English merchants. The journey to

Kashgar will take two months to accomplish, thence to Leh one month, so that,

if all goes well, the beginning of August should see us in Leh. 




It was also my intention

originally, from the region around Lop-nor, to try and penetrate over the

Kwen-lun Mountains into Northern Tibet. But in December of last year, whilst on

a visit to St. Petersburg, I met General Pievtsoff, who in 1889-90 made the

expedition previously mentioned into East Turkestan. General Pievtsoff advised

me against attempting to carry out my plan along the lines which I then

unfolded to him. He had had unfortunate experience of the difficulties which

travelers encounter in those regions, having endeavoured unsuccessfully to

penetrate into the country with horses and camels. Train animals perish in

great numbers owing to the difficulties of the country, the inclement weather,

the rarefied air, and the almost entire absence of pasturage. General Pievtsoff

advised me to make Leh, in Ladak, the starting-point for my proposed expedition

into Tibet. There one can procure not only the necessary provisions and

articles essential to an adequate equipment, such as tents, saddles, furs, felt

carpets, household utensils, boxes for collections, etc., but also reliable

men, natives of the adjacent provinces of Tibet. Above all, he told me, that

tame yaks were also procurable at Leh, animals to which the rarefied atmosphere

is natural, and which find their way with inconceivable sureness of foot in

places which seem quite impassable. In regions which to all appearance are

absolutely barren, they are further able to find mosses and lichens, which they

lick from the rocks. The expedition will require a caravan of fifteen yaks, and

an escort of six well-armed natives. 




According to Pievtsoff, the

autumn is the best time of year for travelling in Northern Tibet. The

expedition ought therefore to leave Leh in the middle of August and strike an

east -south -easterly line towards the lake Tengri-nor, about the same

direction as that taken by the pundit Nain Singh in 1874. Somewhere north of

Tengri-nor, in an uninhabited tract, I propose to encamp, and disguised, and

accompanied by one or two followers, endeavour to penetrate to Lhasa, returning

thence to the chief encampment at Tengri-nor. This somewhat adventurous method

of trying to enter the capital of Tibet I shall naturally not resort to unless

circumstances are favourable, and the reaching of Lhasa seems likely to prove

of undoubted value in the interests of geography. From Tengri-nor we shall

strike through Tibet and endeavour to reach East Turkestan over the Kwen-lun

Mountains; the town of Cherchen would then be our nearest goal. And there we

ought to arrive in February of next year. 




After exchanging the yaks for

camels, we shall proceed northwards through an entirely unknown part of the

Desert of Gobi, until we reach the course of the river Tarim. In the desert

there are no roads and no springs, nothing but barren, moving sand-hills. The

inhabitants of the Niya oasis on its southern confines, however, told

Przhevalsky, that in the winter it is possible to traverse the desert, for

there are in that season occasional falls of snow, which render it possible to

procure water. It is my intention to study the aspect of this desert and the

movements of its sand-hills. 




We shall then follow the east

bank of the Tarim, in order to discover whether the river does or does not send

off a branch to the east, so as to form a lake in 41° N. lat., to the north of

Przhevalsky’s Lop-nor. The investigation of the Lop-nor problem should be

completed by June 1894, and our expedition will then have accomplished its most

important as well as its most difficult objects. 




From Lop-nor we shall steer a

direct course to the east, and proceed through the unknown portion of the

desert known as Kum tagh; then .go on by way of Su-chow (Su-chau) to Ala-shan,

where we ought to discover inscriptions and memorials of the earliest times of

the Uigurs; then across the Yellow River, through Ordos, where we shall keep

north of the Great Wall; and finally through the two northern provinces of

China, Shan-si and Pe-chi-li, to Peking, where we ought to arrive in November

1894. 




It is easier to devise a scheme

of this character at one’s writing-table than it is to carry it out. My

programme must therefore be regarded as the ideal which I shall endeavour to

attain. If the whole plan cannot be realized, still I will hope that at least I

may have strength and energy to execute a considerable portion of it. It is

evident, especially in a land so little known as Tibet, that it is impossible

to determine on a particular route beforehand, as unforeseen circumstances must

inevitably arise, and perhaps necessitate a radical change in any predetermined

scheme. 




In Peking the expedition may be

regarded as at an end. From that city I shall send my Swedish companion home

with the collections, notes, and general results. Should my funds hold out, I

shall probably seize the opportunity to make acquaintance with southern

Mongolia and the Desert of Gobi proper. I propose therefore to return home by

way of Khami and Turfan, as in any case I should be responsible for the safe

return of my followers to their own country. 




The expedition, starting from Osh

in Fergana, where Russian means of communication cease, and caravans have to be

resorted to, will, I reckon, cover a distance of about 5300 miles. The cost of

the whole expedition I estimate at about 30,000 kronor (£1670). 




The scientific work which should

be done may be comprised under the following heads: — 




1. The construction of a

topographical map of the entire route traversed. The determination of geographical

latitudes and longitudes wherever possible. The determination of fixed

altitudes with the hypsometer or boiling point thermometer and three aneroids,

and the indication of them on the map. 




2. Geological investigations, the

sketching of profiles and contours, and the collection of petrological

specimens. 




3. Anthropological researches and

measurements among the peoples we come in contact with. The photographing of

various racial types. Study of the religious beliefs of the semi-savage tribes,

and their mode of living, etc. Linguistic studies. 




4. Archaeological researches. The

description, measurement, and sketching of the ruins of noteworthy towns,

burial-places, etc. 




5. The photographing of towns,

places of geological interest, etc. 




6. Meteorological observations.

Periodical determinations of the temperature of the atmosphere, of the earth,

and of river and lake water; ascertaining the amount of moisture in the

atmosphere, the direction of the winds, etc. 




7. Hydrographical investigations.

The depth of lakes, the volume of water in the rivers, together with their

variations at the different seasons of the year, the velocity of currents,

their direction, etc. 




8. The collection of plants,

particularly algae, 




9. The keeping of a diary during

the entire period of the expedition. 




This was the scheme which I laid

before the King, and which was stamped with his approval. Now that my work is

at an end, and I am able to compare the journey I planned with the real journey

I carried through, I congratulate myself, that on the whole the two routes

coincided fairly well across East Turkestan, Tibet, and Mongolia, although

there were noteworthy deviations, caused by the course of events. In the first

place, the route I actually followed was much longer than the one projected and

included regions which I at first considered altogether inaccessible.

Furthermore, I altered my plans at the very outset, and instead of crossing

over the Caspian Sea, which I already knew well, I went from Orenburg through

the Kirghiz steppe. The Pamirs, which were not included in my original

programme, became the object of three extended excursions, during which the

eastern or Chinese Pamirs, in particular, were explored in many directions. The

Takla-makan, the great western extension of the Desert of Gobi, was crossed in

two directions; and there I had the great satisfaction of making important

archaeological discoveries. Finally, I made several expeditions into the

country between Kashgar, Ak-su, and Khotan. 




After the expedition through the

desert to the Tarim and Lop-nor, and back again to Khotan, there only remained

one of the chief objects of the programme, namely Tibet, unaccomplished. Then I

heard of Dutreuil de Rhins’s and Littledale’s expeditions to pretty nearly the

same parts as those I intended to visit, and that both had tried to reach

Lhasa, and failed. I therefore thought it would be better to work those parts

of Northern Tibet which were still a complete terra incognita. Everywhere

there, with the exception of the point where I should intersect Bonvalot and

Prince Henry of Orleans’ route, I should be the first European pioneer, and

every step would be an accession of geographical territory, every mountain,

lake, and river a discovery. 




After I had successfully accomplished

this undertaking, although not without great difficulty, instead of following

the route I had mapped through Mongolia to Urga, I preferred to strike a more

southerly line, namely through Tsaidam, the country of the Tanguts, the

territory of Koko-nor, and the province of Kan-su, where on several occasions I

could not help following or crossing the routes of other travelers. In Ala-shan

I chose a route which had not hitherto been travelled over, and it was not

until I reached Ordos, Shan-si, and Pe-chi-li that I entered regions which have

long been well known. Between Peking and Kiakhta I travelled through Mongolia

proper, and afterwards hastened homewards through Siberia. 




Of other discrepancies between my

original plan and my journey as actually carried out, I will only mention that

at the last moment I decided to go alone. This was partly for the sake of

economy, and partly because I did not like the idea of being involved in

dangers and hardships which I could endure myself, but in which a companion might

not have cared to risk his life. 




Moreover, instead of making one

continuous journey, as I had originally intended, I found it advisable to break

it up into several expeditions. This was rendered possible through the

boundless hospitality shown me by the Russian consul-general in Kashgar, M.

Petrovsky. He has since been specially honoured by the King of Sweden and

Norway for his invaluable services to my undertaking. 




After crossing the Pamirs in the

winter and spring of 1894, I employed the summer and autumn for a new

expedition into the east and middle Pamirs, Kashgar being my point of

departure. In the spring and summer of 1895, I traversed the Takla-makan Desert

and the north of East Turkestan; and finally, in the summer and autumn of the

same year I made a third excursion into the southern Pamirs. In the same way I

subsequently made Khotan a new base of operations, leaving there in the

beginning of 1896 for my long journey round East Turkestan to Lop-nor. It was

only when I left Khotan in the end of June 1896 that I really burned my boats

behind me, cutting off every connection with the West until I reached the

extreme East — Peking. This arrangement made the journey longer both as regards

distance and time; but, on the other hand, the results were much greater, and

after each expedition, thanks to the Russian post, I was able to send home my

collections. I do not think I am wanting in modesty, if I say that I now look

back with satisfaction on the many important geographical discoveries made

during this journey, and on the solution of problems which had long been the

subject of controversy among geographers. 




The breaking up of my journey

into several shorter expeditions was a happy thought. After each such

expedition I was able to rest and recover strength necessary for a new

campaign. I also worked out the results of my journey provisionally and

prepared for the work awaiting me during my next expedition; and each time I

started off with new interests and new points of view. 




In this account of my travels, I

have aimed to depict the reminiscences and impressions which I gathered during

my long and lonely wanderings in the heart of Asia. It is clear that the

results of a journey which occupied three and a half years are too voluminous

to be comprised in a single book: and I have thought it wiser to separate the

scientific data from matter which is of more general interest. I propose,

therefore, to give a description of the journey, the countries I passed

through, the peoples with which I came into contact, and the adventures I and

my men experienced in unknown and uninhabited regions. The scientific results,

which require a longer time for their working out, and which are of more

special interest, will be published separately at some future date. 




Thanks to King Oscar’s protection

and generous aid, I had no difficulty in raising the 30,000 kronor or £1670 I

required. More than half that sum was given by the king, the Nobel family, and

friends of geography in Gothenburg through Mr. Westin. The other half was

contributed by Baron Akerhielm, a former minister of state, and Messrs. E.

Cederlund, Treschow, Andersson, J. Backstrom, C. von Platen, Carl Lamm, Sager,

and Davidsson, and Mrs. Emma Benedicks and Mrs. Clara Scharp. 




Five of these are no longer

living; but to the others I desire to take this opportunity of expressing my

sincerest thanks. 




On my arrival at Peking I was,

however, obliged to borrow 4000 kronor or about £220, so that the cost of the

entire journey, instruments and equipment included, amounted to 34,000 kronor

or rather less than £1900. 




Amongst other contributions I

must mention a Husqvarna double-barrelled rifle from Mr. W. Tamm, an express

carbine from Consul-General J. W. Smitt, an aluminium craniometer from

Professor G. Retzius, and an artificial horizon from Baron Nordenskiold. 




My luggage from Stockholm was not

very great, as the bulkier part of my outfit was to be obtained in Asia. 




I had the following instruments:

a prismatic circle (Wegener) with two horizons, two chronometers (one Frodsham

from the Royal Academy of Science in Stockholm, and one Wirén from the

observatory in Tashkent), three French aneroids, a number of thermometers and

other meteorological instruments from Fuess in Berlin, among them black-bulb

insolation thermometers, psychrometers, spring thermometers, maximum and

minimum thermometers. I also took with me a plane-table with stand, together

with compasses, a camera by Watson, and a kodak by Eastman, with a complete

supply of films and plates, chemicals, and other necessaries. Furthermore I

took two ordinary watches, a field-glass, and a small aluminum telescope; about

forty pairs of glasses and snow -spectacles; finally, geologists’ hammers,

meter measures, a water-colour box, drawing materials, and a number of sketch-books

and note-books, etc. 




My weapons consisted throughout

the entire journey of the two above-mentioned rifles, a Russian Berdan rifle, a

Swedish officer’s revolver, and half-a-dozen other revolvers, and two cases of

ammunition. 




The library was naturally reduced

to the smallest possible compass and consisted only of a few important

scientific books and the Bible. On the other hand, I took with me a very

complete collection of itineraries laid down during the last ten years in the

interior of Asia; and also Russian and English survey maps of the Pamirs, maps

of the Desert of Gobi and of Tibet. 




Thus equipped and provided with a

Chinese passport, I left my dear old home in Stockholm on October 16th 1893;

and on board the "Von Döbeln " steamed eastwards towards my unknown

fate. 




It was a cold, dark, autumn

evening such as I shall never forget; heavy rainclouds hung over the city of

Stockholm, and her lights soon vanished from sight. More than a thousand and

one nights of loneliness and longing were before me; everything I held dear was

behind me. Yet that first night was the bitterest of all; I never suffered so

much from homesickness again. 




Only those who have left their

country for a lengthened period, and with the clouds of uncertainty before

them, can conceive the feelings which such a break occasions. But, on the other

hand, the whole wide world was before me, and I determined to do all that lay

in my power to solve the problems which I had set myself.


















 




 




CHAPTER III. ACROSS RUSSIA TO ORENBURG




 




A n unbroken railway journey of

1400 miles, the distance which separates Orenburg from St. Petersburg, is

hardly an unmixed pleasure. Still less is it so at a period of the year when

rain, snow, and wind take away all desire on the part of the traveler to while

away the time of waiting by promenading the platform; while smoky or overheated

stoves make it unpleasant to remain in the carriage. 




The four days and nights which it

takes to cross European Russia in this manner are, however, neither long nor

dull. After leaving Moscow, there is always plenty of room in the train. You

can arrange your corner of the carriage as comfortably as circumstances will

allow, and let your gaze wander away over the endless fields and steppes of

Russia. You may smoke your pipe in perfect peace, drink a glass of hot tea now

and then, trace the progress of your journey on a map, watch how one government

succeeds another, and while away the time generally in conversation. In the

dominions of the Tsar it is considered the most natural thing in the world for

everyone to address his fellow-passengers. If no other pretext presents Itself,

you may always begin a conversation by asking your neighbour’s destination. My

fellow-travelers, in most cases, were going to places in the governments of

Ryazan, Penza, and Samara. When they asked me in return, where I was going, and

were told in answer " Peking," they were not a little surprised, and

often were not quite clear where the place was. 




Endless steppes, arable land,

bearded peasants with fur caps and long coats, white churches with green

onion-shaped domes and surrounded by rustic houses, windmills which now, at any

rate, had no need to complain of want of wind — these were the chief objects to

be seen from the carriage windows. Hour after hour, day after day, the same

picture was unrolled before our eyes. The only tract of forest we passed

through was in the east of Tambov, but the trees were all low, except an

occasional pine which lifted its head above the rest. 




On we hastened eastwards through

the governments of Ryazan, Tambov, Penza, Saratov, and Simbirsk, until at last

we reached the greatest river in Europe. We crossed it at Syzran by one of the

longest bridges in the world, 1625 yards in length. The Volga resembled a large

lake rather than a river. The opposite bank was lost in the mist; the muddy

brownish-grey masses of water rolled sluggishly on under the vast span of the

railway bridge, every whit as lifeless as the landscape through which they

flowed. Two or three rowing-boats, and a paddle steamer moored to the bank,

were the only signs of life we saw. Then on again we were whirled across the

never-ending steppe. On the boundary between the governments of Samara and

Orenburg we began to detect signs of the proximity of the south-western

extension of the Urals. The country became more broken, and the railway often

curved in and out between the hills. For considerable distances the line was

bordered by wooden palings, intended to protect it from the snow. The farther

east we travelled the more desolate became the landscape. We never saw human

beings except at the stations. The steppe was occasionally dotted with herds of

cattle, sheep, and goats. The sky was grey and dull; and the fields had the

yellow tint of faded grass. Such were the borderlands between Europe and Asia. 




At the end of four days of

railway travelling I arrived, considerably shaken and jolted, at the important

town of Orenburg, situated near the point where the Sakmar joins the river

Ural. The town was not very interesting. Its low stone houses are arranged in

broad streets, unpaved and full of choking dust, and overtopped by the neat

churches, of which the still unfinished Kazansky sobor (Kazan cathedral)

is the largest. 




The outskirts of the town,

however, were not destitute of artistic sights; for there the Tatars and

Kirghiz held their mart, partly in the open air, partly in low wooden sheds. In

one place were sold all kinds of carts and conveyances, telegas and tarantasses,

brought the most part from Ufa; in another vast quantities of hay, piled up on

carts, drawn by teams of four Bactrian camels; in another horses, cattle,

sheep, fowls, geese, turkeys, and various other livestock. Of the 56,000

inhabitants of Orenburg, 8000 were Mohammedans, the greater number being

Tatars, the rest Bashkirs and Kirghiz. The principal mesjid (mosque) of

the Tatars was particularly beautiful, having been built at the expense of a

rich merchant. Among the Mohammedans there were a number of merchants from

Khiva and Bokhara, who sold cotton imported from Central Asia. 




In time of war Orenburg furnishes

eighteen, and in time of peace six, Cossack regiments of a thousand men each.

The regiments take it in turn to serve, so that in time of peace each six

regiments serve for three years. Sometimes the men of the other twelve till the

land which the Crown grants them in exchange for their services. As a rule, the

Government provides them with nothing more than a rifle; horse and uniform they

have to furnish themselves. The six regiments on service are usually quartered

at Tashkent, Margelan, Petro-Aleksandrovsk, Kiev, Warsaw, and Charkiw. The

Cossacks of Orenburg always amount to a considerable force and are only

exceeded in numbers by the Cossacks of the Don and by the Kuban Cossacks. The

Ural Cossacks, at the time of my visit, had only three regiments on duty, one

in Samarkand and two on the Austrian frontier. The men are well-to-do, as they

own the exclusive right of fishing in the lower Ural River, while above their

chief town, Uralsk, they have built dams to prevent the sturgeon from going up

to Orenburg. The Cossacks’ chief bears the title of "Ataman." The

Ataman of the Orenburg Cossacks was at that time General Yershoff, the governor

of Orenburg. 




In conclusion, if I add, that

Orenburg is situated on the threshold of Asia, at the extreme east of Russia;

that it can boast of barracks, a hospital, a poor-house, schools, and hotels,

of which the best was significantly called " Europe "; that it has a

theatre, in which the plays of Turgenev and Ibsen have the best

"runs"; that it is the seat of the governor and vice-governor of the

government of Orenburg, and that the military governor of the province of

Turgai (between the Ural river and Lake Aral) also resides there, — I think I

have mentioned all that is of importance with regard' to this town. 




Its climate is essentially

continental. In summer the heat is dry, close, and oppressive, and the

atmosphere is filled with dust. In winter the thermometer often falls forty

degrees (Fahr.) below zero; the cold, however, is not particularly noticeable,

as the atmosphere is usually still. From time to time snowstorms choke the

streets, and as the snow, which falls in vast quantities, is not cleared away

with any great expedition, it is often impossible to go out for a whole day at

a time. But the bulk of the snow removed, the sledging is perfect; the handsome

black horses trot briskly along the streets, their bells jingling, and the

sledge gliding easily over the surface. During spring and autumn, the climate

is very variable; and when the thaw sets in the streets become veritable

swamps. 




The distance between St.

Petersburg and Orenburg is 1400 miles, and between Orenburg and Tashkent 1300

miles, so that I now had before me a drive nearly as long as the four days’

railway journey. Thirteen hundred miles in a tarantass, in the month of

November, across steppes and wastes, over roads probably as hard as

paving-stones, or else a slough of mud, or impassable from snow! 




I did not look forward to the

prospect of driving a distance farther than from Stockholm to Rome, or than

from Berlin to Algiers; but I had already (1890-91) made the railway journey to

Samarkand, and wished to take this opportunity of seeing the boundless Kirghiz

steppes and the Kirghiz Kara-kum Desert (the Black Sand), in order to compare

it with the desert of the same name in the Transcaspian Region. 




It is possible, for those who

prefer it, to travel by the post. But this means a change of conveyance at

every station; and as there are ninety-six stations, the inconvenience and

waste of time caused by the repeated unstrapping and re-arranging of one’s

luggage may easily be imagined. It is better to buy your own tarantass at the

beginning of the journey, stow away your baggage once for all, stuff the bottom

of the conveyance with hay, and make it as comfortable and soft as possible

with cushions and furs — a tarantass has neither springs nor seats — and only

change horses at the stations. 




Before starting, a stock of

necessary articles, notably provisions, has to be laid in, for as a rule

nothing eatable is to be obtained at the stations. On payment of fifteen kopeks

(kopek = 1/4 d.) the traveler may demand the use of a samovar, and sometimes a

piece of black bread may be bought. In addition to provisions, you should

always be provided with rope, twine, nails, screws, etc., so that you may be

able to repair any damage that may happen to the equipage, and last but not

least cart grease, for at every third station the process of greasing the

wheels has to be gone through. Upon quitting Orenburg you leave behind every

trace of civilization; you plunge into tracts of absolute desolation, and are

entirely dependent upon yourself. 




For the first 180 miles we were still

on European soil, through the government of Orenburg; the next 330 lay through

the province of Turgai, and the remainder of the distance through the province

of Syr-daria, alongside Lake Aral and the Jaxartes or Syr-daria (river). The

road passed through six small towns, namely Orsk, Irghiz, Kazalinsk, Perovsk,

Turkestan, and Chimkent, and many villages; but as a rule, the white-painted

station-houses, with their square courtyards for horses and vehicles, stood

quite isolated in the desert, their nearest neighbour being probably a Kirghiz

winter aul (tent -village). In the heart of the steppe some of the stations

were primitive in the extreme, the stationhouse being merely a Kirghiz yurt

(tent), surrounded by a hedge of rushes laced through branches of trees. But

even these, like the rooms in the better stations, were embellished by a

portrait of the Tsar, as well as provided with a leather sofa, chairs, and a

table. In one corner hung an ikon (sacred image), with its censer, and there

was a Testament on the table for the edification of the traveler. Every station

between Orenburg and Orsk possessed a copy of the Bible, presented by the great

traveler Przhevalsky.




The master of the

posting-station, staresta or starshina, also called piser or

clerk, is always a Russian, and spends his life with his family in a state of

terrible loneliness and isolation. The only break in their solitary existence

is the advent of the post-courier, or when some traveler comes rolling along in

his tarantass. But this touch with the Outer world is short-lived. The

traveler’s one thought is to get away from the lonely house as quickly as

possible. He orders fresh horses, drinks his glass of tea while they are being

put to, and hastens away as fast as he can drive. The staresta receives

from one hundred and fifty (£15) to two hundred and eighty (28) roubles a year

in salary, and has under him four yamshtchiks or drivers, nearly always

Tatars or Kirghiz. Neither is their lot to be envied; for they have to be ready

to climb into their seat in all weathers and at all times and drive their

troika (team of three horses) over the same road which in rain or darkness, in

scorching heat or wind, in cold and snow, they have traversed a thousand times

before. They undoubtedly have a habit of dropping asleep as soon as they get

well started; but in so doing they only follow the example of their passengers,

and it is easy to forgive them. Each yamshtchik receives from sixty (£6) to

sixty-five (£6 10s.) rubles a year, and a monthly allowance of fifty-four lbs.

avoir, of bread and half a sheep. Provisions, and everything else that may be

wanted at the station, are brought at intervals by a special messenger, whose

chief occupation it is to travel up and down the whole long line of posting

stations. 




The whole of the posting-road

between Orenburg and Tashkent is private property. No gosudarstvenny sbor,

or "fee to the crown," is paid at any of the stations between

Orenburg and Orsk, for the station masters own their own horses and vehicles.

For a part of the road between Tokan and Terekli, which is owned by a merchant

of Orenburg, Miakinoff by name, a fee to the crown of ten kopeks (2 ½ d.) per

horse is demanded for each stage. Payment of the entire distance to Terekli is

made in Tokan. From Terekli to Tashkent a merchant named Ivanoff, belonging to

the latter place, is the owner of the post-road. He pays the stationmasters and

yamshtchiks, and provides horses and vehicles, receiving payment for the entire

distance at either of the terminal stations. 




Everywhere I went people talked

of the good old times, when this road was the only road leading to Russian

Turkestan; when numbers of travelers were continually going backwards and

forwards; and when every station had its nine or ten troikas (some thirty horses).

General Skobeleff’s campaign against the Turkomans and Annenkoff’s railway to

Samarkand introduced a new order of things. The mail -post to Tashkent and the

large majority of travelers prefer the new route, because it is shorter,

cheaper, and more convenient; and the days of the old posting -road through the

Kirghiz steppe are numbered. Travelers are now a rarity. The towns have lost

both in importance and size. The once flourishing vehicular traffic between

Turkestan and Russia has been diverted to other routes. The caravans which

carried cotton and wool to Orenburg have grown fewer and fewer. The local post,

combined with political and strategical interests, alone prevents this road

from becoming entirely disused. 




During my short stay in Orenburg the

vice-governor, General Lomachevsky, placed at my disposal an honest old ckinovnik,

Solovioff by name, who had seen forty-five years’ service in the town. With his

help, I was able to procure everything I required both well and cheaply. I

bought a perfectly new tarantass, roomy and strong, and provided with thick

iron rims round the wheels, for seventy-five rubles (£5 10s.); I subsequently

sold it in Margelan for fifty (£5). It was an easy matter to stow myself and my

luggage (about six cwt.) away in it; and for nineteen days and nights without a

break it was my only habitation. 


















 




 




CHAPTER IV. ACROSS THE KIRGHIZ STEPPES




 




ON November 14th a buran

(snowstorm), the first of the winter, raged in Orenburg, and the thermometer at

mid-day sank to 21°2 Fahr. (-6°C.). As everything was ready, however, I did not

postpone my departure. My trunks and ammunition-cases were all sewn up in

matting and lashed with strong rope on the back of the tarantass and in front

of the driver’s seat. Bags which were likely to be in constant use, cameras and

boxes of provisions, together with carpets, cushions, and furs, were all

crammed inside. The wheels were well greased, and the first troika of horses

harnessed. It was, however, evening before everything was quite ready for a start.

General Lomachevsky and the inmates of the hotel kindly bade me God-speed. The

heavy carriage rolled through the gates of the courtyard, and its jingling

bells began to echo merrily through the streets of Orenburg. Before dark we

reached the edge of the barren steppe. The wind howled and whistled round the

hood of the carriage and drove clouds of powdery snow in our faces. By degrees,

however, the wind went down, and the stars came out and lighted up the thin

mantle of snow with which the whole country was covered. 




In Neshinka I was overtaken by

the post, which goes to Tashkent twice a week. As it only conveys the local

mails, there were but two troikas; the mailbags, however, weighed in the

aggregate between 16 and 17 cwt. The first postilion only goes as far as Orsk.

From that place another courier conveys the post to Irghiz, a third takes it

Kazalinsk, a fourth to Perovsk, a fifth to Turkestan, and the last to Tashkent.

We joined company as far as Orsk, and shortly afterwards our three heavily-laden

troikas set off from the station-house. The road to Kanienaya Osernaya was

hilly and heavy, but later on the country became leveller, the snowstorm

abated, and the road was often bare. On the way to Gherial we met the first

wayfarers we had fallen in with; namely a caravan of a hundred camels or so,

conveying bales of cotton from Orsk to Orenburg. The train with its Kirghiz

attendants made a very picturesque appearance in the desolate landscape. About

this time the axle of one of the post-telegas came to grief, and the vehicle

had to be left behind. My luggage, too, owing to the incessant chafing and

shaking, got loose and had to be re-fastened. The sky was cloudy;, it was

blowing, but not snowing. The temperature was 27°5 Fahr. (-2.5° C). The river

Ural was not yet visible, but we crossed several of its tributaries by means of

small wooden bridges. There were numerous small stanitsas (forts) in the

neighbourhood, garrisoned by Orenburg Cossacks. 




At Krasnogornaya, which we

reached at daybreak, we stopped for breakfast. The postilion, a stalwart,

shaggy old Russian, bemoaned that it was a fast day, when all flesh, with the

exception of fish, is forbidden. Great therefore was his surprise and delight

when I offered him a tin of preserved sturgeon. He made alarmingly short work

of i, and consumed eleven glasses of tea in a quarter of an hour. He told me,

that during the past twenty years he had made the journey to and fro between

Orenburg and Orsk (175 miles) thirty-five times a year — that is to say, a

distance which exceeds the space between the earth and the moon by more than

six thousand miles. 




In Verkhne Osernaya, a large village,

with a church in the middle, prettily situated near a ravine, the women were

offering for sale shawls woven of goats-wool. They resembled Kashmir shawls and

could be pulled through a ring. 




Steppes! Nothing but steppes,

though there were mountains in the distance. The road followed the frozen,

snow-sheeted river Ural. Except for an occasional Kirghiz yurt (tent), the

landscape was desolate in the extreme, and the distances between the stations

long. But the incessant jolting over the hard-frozen ground and the monotonous

jingling of the horses’ bells had a somnolent effect, and time after time I

dropped off to sleep. 




At Podgornaya the country became

more broken. Our next stopping-place was in the Guberla Mountains. There I took

a four-in-hand (chetvorka) and drove up hill and down dale, twice

crossing the broad river Guberla. Along this stage an accident once happened to

a Russian officer, his driver being killed; since then railings have been put

up at all the more dangerous places. 




At some of the better stations we

met great droves of cattle, chiefly oxen, being driven to Orenburg, and thence

farther on into Russia. After forty-eight hours’ travelling we eventually

reached Orsk, a place of 20,000 inhabitants, situated on the left bank of the

river Ural and on the right bank of the Or. It stands therefore on Asiatic

ground and is entered by a narrow wooden bridge thrown across the majestic

stream of the river Ural. The houses cluster round an isolated and commanding

hill, crowned by a clock-tower, from which a watch is kept at night in case of

fire. The view is very extensive. Low mountains are visible in the vicinity.

The country is only flat towards the south-west, where runs the road towards

Tashkent. The sobor (governor’s house), institutions and schools, post,

telegraph, and bazaars are situated between the river Ural and the hill; there

too the merchants and burghers have their houses. On the south side of the hill

dwell the poorer classes, the peasantry, Tatars, and Kirghiz. 




It was intended to erect the

chief church of the town on the top of the hill, and the foundations are even

partially laid; but the necessary funds were not forthcoming, and the work was

discontinued. The church would have been visible for many a mile in both Europe

and Asia. 




During the spring the Ural rises

to a great height, and sometimes inundates the lower parts of Orsk, as well as

forms vast lakes in the vicinity. The inhabitants then climb their hill to

admire the transformation of the steppe into a sea. When the ice begins to melt

in the spring, it destroys the bridge, which is simply built on poles, so that

it has to be rebuilt every year. At such times the post is carried across the

river in boats. 




Between the river Ural, the

Caspian Sea, Lake Aral, the Syr-daria, and the Irtysh stretches the vast level

plain of the Kirghiz steppe. Thinly inhabited by Kirghiz nomads, the steppe is

also the home of a few species of animals, such as wolves, foxes, antelopes,

hares, etc., and there too certain prickly steppe plants struggle against the

inclement conditions of the region. Where there is sufficient moisture, kamish

or reeds grow in great quantities; and even the driest sandy wastes are

diversified by the tufted bushes of the saksaul (Anabasis Ammodendron), often

attaining six or seven feet in height. The roots, which are excessively hard,

provide the chief fuel of the Kirghiz, and are collected during the autumn for

winter use. At nearly every aul (tent-village) you see big stacks of them, and

we frequently met large caravans conveying nothing else. 




Every now and then the steppe was

traversed by watercourses, although at this season of the year they were

generally dry. They ran into small salt lakes, on whose shores innumerable

birds of passage congregate in spring and autumn. It is by the side of these

streams that the Kirghiz pitch their auls, consisting of black tents (uy)

and sheds made of kamish. Their winter auls, on the other hand, are huts built

of clay or earth. In the summer they move northwards, with their herds of

cattle, to escape the oppressive heat, and to find pasturage which is not

scorched up by the sun. Many Kirghiz own as many as 3000 head of sheep and 500

horses and are then considered to be in very good circumstances. The winters in

northern Turgai are bitterly cold. During the months of January and February

snowstorms rage with unmitigated violence; the Kirghiz then seek their old

winter settlements, and protect the sheep in pens hedged round with reeds. In a

word, the climate is typically continental. 




The Kirghiz are a half-savage

people, but capable, healthy, and good-natured. They love to call themselves

Kaisak, i.e. brave fighting men, are content with their lonely life on the

steppes, worship freedom, recognize no authority, and despise those who live in

towns or labour at agriculture. In the struggle for existence their lot is a

hard one. Their herds are their chief means of subsistence, providing them with

food and clothing. The scanty vegetation and the soil itself furnish materials

for their dwellings. The long, glowing roots of the saksaul protect them

against the cold of winter. Their language is not very rich; when they talk

together, they eke out mutual comprehension by very vivacious gestures. They

cherish a devoted love for their desolate steppe, where their forefathers lived

the life of freedom, and find it beautiful and varied, although the stranger

seeks in vain for an object on which to rest his eye. It is true that, like the

sea, the steppe is grand and impressive; but it is utterly monotonous and

melancholy. I drove across it day in, day out at a giddy speed; but the

landscape always remained the same. The tarantass was always the centre of a

vast expanse without boundary or horizon, so vast indeed that it seemed almost

possible to discern the globular shape of the earth. Spring is the only season

in which it can afford the stranger any pleasure to visit these regions. The

air is then perfumed with the delicious scent of flowers; for vegetation

develops with incredible rapidity, in order to make the most of the short space

of time before the burning sun of summer comes to scorch everything up. 




As might be supposed from the

physical conditions of the region in which they live, the sense of locality and

power of vision displayed by the Kirghiz are developed to a high degree of

keenness and exactitude. In a country across which the stranger may travel for

days and days, without, so far as he can perceive, anything to vary its uniform

flatness, and across which there is not the slightest indication of a road, the

Kirghiz finds his way, even at night, with unerring certainty. Nor do the

heavenly bodies serve him as a guide. He recognizes every plant, every stone;

he notices the places where the tufts of grass grow mere thinly or more closely

together than usual. He observes irregularities in the surface which a European

could not discover without an instrument. He can discriminate the colour of a

horse on the horizon long before the stranger, with the best will in the world,

is even able to discover its presence; and he can tell whether a cart, which

when seen through a field-glass appears to be a mere dot in the distance, is

advancing or receding. 




At Orsk my vehicle was well

greased, the baggage re-stowed, and I again crept into my moving domicile. The

driver whistled to his horses; the troika set off with lightning speed

southwards, and — farewell to Europe! At the first station, Tokan, I paid

forty-four rubles (£4 8s.) to defray the cost of the entire journey of 320

miles to Juluz; after that I had only to show the receipt. Between Orenburg and

Orsk (175 miles; thirty-four rubles, or £3 8s.) each stage was paid for

separately. 




From Orsk the posting-road

followed the right bank of the river Or, through an almost imperceptibly diversified

country to the station of Buguti-sai, near which there was a Kirghiz village.

The inhabitants did not seem to be particularly charmed by my visit, as I had

my two cameras with me. They kept asking me if the bigger one was a gun; and

nothing would induce them to group themselves in front of it. I did however

succeed in getting some of them to sit to the smaller one. 




After a long rest at Buguti-sai,

we finally left the valley of the Or. The moon threw a silvery glamour over the

lonely steppe, sheeted here and there with snow; but there were neither people

nor settlements to be seen. The silence was unbroken except by the sound of the

horses’ bells, the shouts of the driver, and the crunching of the snow as the

wheels of my heavy tarantass pounded over it. 




The stationhouses were all

exactly alike — plain wooden houses, generally painted red, with a flight of

steps in the middle of the front wall, leading up to, the principal door. On

one side of the steps was a pole for a lantern, and on the other a signpost

giving the distances to the two nearest stations. From the entrance-passage you

passed into the station-masters room on the right, and on the left into the

parlour for travelers. The latter was furnished with two sofas, two tables, a

mirror, a good many chairs, and a large stove, in which the dried roots of the

steppe plants were always burning. The fuel was kept piled up by the side of

enormous haystacks, a short distance from the house. In the large square yard

at the back were a number of carts and sledges; and there also were the stables

and a room for the drivers. 




At the station of Tamdi I rested

for some hours during the night, and in the morning saw on the ice of the Tamdi

stream the tracks of a number of wolves, which had been bold enough to enter

the yard and steal three of the staresta’s geese. The thermometer showed 4°1

Fahr. (-15°5 C.), and the thin snow crackled under the wheels of the tarantass

when we drove off in the early morning. Every blade of grass was feathered with

hoar frost, and it was bitterly cold. 




The first Russian " town

" we passed on Asiatic soil was Kara-butak, which, like Rome, is built on

seven hills, though it is somewhat smaller than the latter, as it only consists

of thirty-three houses, inhabited by thirty odd Russians, about a hundred

Tatars, and a few Kirghiz, the only claim which Kara-butak possesses to notice

lies in the fact that it is a small fort, erected twenty-five years ago by

General Obrutcheff, to keep in check the Kirghiz, who were then harrying the Russian

frontier. 




The vayenny natyalnik, or

commandant, in command of eighty-four men, told me that his life there was no

better than transportation, and that he could not endure it for longer than one

year. His only distractions were reading, shooting-matches with the soldiers,

and sport. It had been very different in the days when there was a daily post.

There were several large Kirghiz settlements in the vicinity; and several

others all the way to Irghiz; but south of that place they became rarer and rarer,

until they ceased altogether on the border of the Desert of Kara-kum. 




The road to Irghiz ran for the

most part close beside the Irghiz river, at that time of the year almost dried

up. We crossed it between the stations of Kum-sai and Kara-sai. On we went day

and night across the monotonous steppe, drawn by the swift post-horses. By this

time, I had become so used to travelling in a tarantass, that I found no

difficulty in sleeping at night, rolled up in my rugs and furs at the bottom of

the vehicle, and only awoke when we suddenly pulled up before a new

station-house. Having shown my receipt to the staresta, and put to fresh

horses, we were soon on the road again. An awakening of this kind in the middle

of the night, with the thermometer only five degrees Fahr. above zero (-15°

C.), is anything but exhilarating; you are stiff and bruised and sleepy, and

long for a glass of tea. At last, the sun rises above the horizon, floods the

steppe with its golden rays, melting the rime frost which during the night has

decked the grass with its delicate white down, and driving the wolves from the

posting-road. 




A few more stations and we

reached Irghiz, standing on an eminence overlooking the river of the same name,

west of the point where it runs into the salt lake Chalkartenis. Irghiz is a ukreplenye

(fort) and its commandant a uyäsdny natyalnik, or chief administrative

officer of the district. The place has a small church, and about a thousand

inhabitants, including the garrison of a hundred and fifty men, of whom seventy

were Orenburg Cossacks. The greater number of the inhabitants were Sart

merchants, who come there periodically to barter with the Kirghiz. They bring

their wares from Orenburg, Moscow, and Nizhni-Novgorod. Irghiz was founded in

1848 by the Russians, and, like Kara-butak and Turgai, is entirely Russian. It

was one of the forts erected immediately after the occupation of the steppe, in

1845, for the pacification of the Kirghiz. Before the Russian occupation Irghiz

was called Yar-mollah (the Holy Grave on the Terrace) and was merely an

unimportant Kirghiz burial-place and resort for pilgrims. After the Russian

conquest of Turkestan this place, like others in the same region, increased in

importance, and the larger caravans began to make it a halting-place. Fewer

caravans visit it now; still there were some lying outside the village. The

reason why we never met with them on the posting-road was that they take

shorter and quicker routes. The traffic with the Kirghiz flourishes more

particularly at Troitsk and Uralsk, for it is in the neighbourhood of those

towns that the richest nomad auls exist. 




Off we went again with our

four-in-hand. The sun set about five o’clock; and as he lingered for a moment,

like a fiery cannonball, on the distant horizon, a subdued purple radiance was

diffused across the steppe. At that hour the light produced very extraordinary

effects. Having nothing with which to make comparisons, you are liable to fall

into the strangest blunders with regard to size and distance. A couple of inoffensive

crows hobnobbing together a short distance from the road appeared as large as

camels, and a tuft of steppe grass, not more than a foot in height, looked as

big as a vigorous tree. After the sun disappeared, the purple tints changed to

violet and light blue; and in a few minutes these gave place to still darker

shades, which finally merged into the darkness of the night. The night,

however, did not get very black; for the air was pure and clear, the stars

shone out like electric lamps, and the moon poured her silver glamour over the

scene. 




At Ak-sai at 1 a.m. on November

21st I noted the lowest temperature -3°1 Fahr. (-19°5 C.) we had during the

journey. The countless facets of the hoar frost shimmered in the moonlight, and

the windows of the stationhouse were transfigured with the lace-like trees and

flowers of frost.




The stage to Terekli was the

longest of the whole journey, amounting to 22 ½ miles; in the course of it we

crossed the boundary between the provinces of Turgai and Syr-daria. At Juluz,

the first station belonging to the merchant Ivanoff, which had a comfortable

room for travelers, I paid twenty-five rubles (£2 10s.) for the 150 miles to

Kazalinsk. 


















 




 




CHAPTER V. FROM LAKE ARAL TO TASHKENT




 




F our miles north of Terekli we

plunged into the Desert of Kara-kum (the Black Sand). Vegetation grew scantier

and scantier, and in a short time we were immersed in an ocean of sand. This

region was at one time covered by the waters of the Aralo-Caspian Sea, a fact

evidenced by the prevalence of shells of Cardium and Mytilus, which are said to

have been found far in the desert. 




It was a moonlight night when I

arrived at the little station of Konstantinovskaya, where the travelers’ "

room" was merely a Kirghiz kibitka (tent), not very inviting at that

period of the year. From this place to Kamishli-bash, a distance of eighty

miles, Bactrian camels are generally used, as horses are not strong enough to

drag the conveyances through the barkhaus or sand-hills, which occur

along that portion of the route. 




I had not been waiting many

minutes at Konstantinovskaya when I heard a well-known gurgling sound, and the fantastic

silhouettes of three majestic camels became visible in the moonlight. They were

harnessed all three abreast to the tarantass, and when the driver whistled set

off at a steady trot. Their pace was swift and even, and they often broke into

a gallop. 




Ere long I noticed that the

surface gradually sloped towards the south-west. A thick bank of vapour hung

over Lake Aral in the same direction; while in the north and east the sky was

clear. Between the stations of Altikuduk and Ak-julpaz the road ran close by

the side of the lake, often not more than half-a-dozen paces from it. The fine

yellow sand was so hard and compact that the camels' hoofs left scarcely a

perceptible trace; but farther up it rose into sand-hills, and there the

tarantass sank in up to the axles. 
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