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‘Something hidden. Go and find it.


Go and look behind the Ranges –


Something lost behind the Ranges.


Lost and waiting for you. Go.’


‘Asia is not going to be civilized after the methods of the West. There is too much Asia and she is too old.’


Rudyard Kipling (1865–1936)
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Introduction: Troublemakers
On Troubled Frontiers


‘Personally I feel happier now that we have no allies to be polite to and to pamper.’


– King George VI in 1940


Relations between Britain and Russia have seldom been easy or relaxed. But there was a brief period after the Napoleonic wars when the two countries were not only allies but visibly friends. Tsar Alexander I – who had contributed so much to the downfall of Napoleon – was received in England with the acclaim due to a heroic partner. The hetman of the Cossacks was feted in Hyde Park. An era of detente appeared to be opening. But it was not to last.


Only ten years after the battle of Waterloo, Alexander was succeeded by Tsar Nicholas I, an aggressive imperialist, known for his frightening ‘pewter gaze’, with plans for expanding Russia’s frontiers. In these plans the restless and independence-loving Islamic tribesmen of the Caucasus were to be subjugated and corralled within the tsar’s domains; the Black Sea was to be converted into a Russian-controlled lake with access to the trade of the Mediterranean. In addition there was to be a steady encroachment southwards into Central Asia, toppling one khanate and emirate after another in an inexorable advance towards the frontiers of British India. The Great Game had begun.


Throughout the nineteenth century many young British adventurers were called to confront the spread of tsarist Russia into Central Asia and the Caucasus, considered as stepping stones on the road to British India. Many of these young travellers were there on the instructions, or at least with the encouragement, of the British government in England or the British governor-general in India. Some purported to be on leave when in fact they were fulfilling reconnaissance or espionage missions for their masters. The adventures of a number of these have been recounted in my book Shooting Leave: Spying Out Central Asia in the Great Game (2009).


As I was researching material for that book, I became increasingly aware that there were others who were undertaking ventures just as daring and dashing without the approval or encouragement of the government. They were a very different and distinct collection of people: they were all acting on their own initiative, frequently ignoring or defying the injunctions of their superiors. Their motivation was varied, but they all had a deep mistrust of the expansionist intentions of Russia and a determination to risk their lives by befriending local khans, emirs, chieftains and independence fighters who were inclined to resist this expansion.


Only a few of them were regular officers in the British or Indian armies; more of them were soldiers of fortune, enterprising journalists or merchant adventurers who were prepared to lay their lives and reputations on the line in a cause they felt was as worthwhile as any approved venture – and certainly as hazardous. These characters are a maverick collection with little in common with each other except a taste for danger and a sense of purpose.


Many of these were operating in Afghanistan or other parts of Central Asia, yet they were not restricted to that region. Some were in the Caucasus; others were in Persia, or on the frontiers of the Turkish Ottoman Empire. These were regions just as dramatic as the mountains and steppes of the Hindu Kush or the Pamirs. For these British pioneers, the legacy of Lord Byron’s exotic adventures (both in life and literature) and Wordsworth’s and Walter Scott’s raptures over wild scenery, meant that regions of the world that would have appeared dauntingly grim to earlier generations seemed only enticingly romantic.


These imperial adventurers were not alone. Young Russian officers were also to be found in the same parts of the world. Just as to the British the north-west frontier of India was the natural stage for drama and adventure, so for the Russians it was more often the Caucasus that fulfilled this role. It was here that young tsarist guards and cavalry officers were sent when they were in disgrace – because of gambling debts, unsuitable love affairs or illegal duels – to retrieve their reputations and be restored to their former ranks by virtue of feats of bravery and leadership. It was here that Russian poets such as Pushkin and Lermonov, and novelists such as Tolstoy had had their earliest military experiences, and where they had fallen under the spell not only of the spectacular scenery – snow-capped mountains, raging torrents and narrow defiles giving way to sub-tropical valleys of vines, figs and lemons – but also under the spell of the Caucasian inhabitants who were and are a people of unusual beauty. Bold highlanders, bedecked in sabres, poniards and cartridge-belts under their fur hats and long silver-lace-trimmed cloaks, cut formidable figures, and their womenfolk – the Circassian maidens so sought after in the harems of Constantinople – were no less admired. This was for the Russians a backcloth as absorbing as the turbaned Pathan tribesmen and the rock-strewn Khyber Pass were for the British.


The Russians had a long-standing tradition of expansion to the south. Tsar Peter the Great was reported to have said on his death bed in 1725 that his Cossacks would soon be watering their horses on the banks of the Indus. And while many regiments of Tsar Nicholas I’s army were locked in conflict with the Moslem independence fighter Imam Shamyl in the Caucasus throughout the middle years of the nineteenth century, there was also unremitting military activity in Central Asia, as Samarkand, Bokhara, Khiva, Khokand, Geok Tepe and Merv successively were either overrun or seduced into submission by the tsarist expansionists. The Russians never doubted their own superiority; as Anton Chekhov was to say, ‘The Lord God has given us vast forests, immense fields, wide horizons; surely we ought to be giants, living in a country such as this’.


Britain was equally determined to protect the jewel in Queen Victoria’s imperial crown – India – while if possible avoiding a military confrontation with Russia. Although the two nations were at war with each other in the Crimea in the 1850s, no formal conflict took place in Central Asia. Instead, both imperial powers engaged in a ‘tournament of shadows’: their explorers and spies, arms traders and mercenaries, diplomats and dare-devils all pursued their national objectives and personal interests among the mountain passes, wind-swept deserts and corrupt courts of the rulers of the steppes. Because the action was so often left to amateurs, it seemed not inappropriate that this confrontation should be called the Great Game.


In reading the multi-volumed accounts of so many Victorian travellers’ adventures, I was also struck by the relevance to the present time of many of their exploits and of the regions where they were enacted. The border regions of Afghanistan, Iran, Chechnya and Ossetia, which were so central to the nineteenth-century dramas, are still as much in the news today: ideologies as well as nationalities confront each other in these places. My protagonists were men who felt that their own country had something to give to the rest of the world – a sense of liberty and liberal values – in the same way as Western participants in current conflicts feel they have today. Just as Lord Byron earlier had been incensed by the subjugation of the Greeks by the Ottoman Empire, so characters such as David Urquhart and Charles Christie, Arthur Conolly and Edmund O’Donovan, and many others had a sense of mission to protect the liberty and independence of isolated communities who were threatened by the rolling advance of an authoritarian, bullying tsarist regime. They were struggling not only to protect British India, but also to protect the more abstract idea of British values. The same idealism could be said to be a factor in the activities in the region today.


As I pursued these stories, I was struck by more parallels closer to home. When I was a diplomat many of the foreign correspondents and other journalists whom I had worked with and known were taking risks not just to get good stories for their newspapers, but also to expose incidents or policies that they felt were incompatible with their own standards and principles. They were exceeding their briefs as objective observers where they could rely upon the backing of their editorial bosses in London or New York, or upon the unquestioning support of local consular officers. One particular friend, having exposed what he saw as a hidden risk to peace and security, was murdered in circumstances that suggested assassination by a foreign intelligence service. Others were temporarily locked up in police stations or unceremoniously thrown out of the country. As a diplomat one could often learn much from such unconventional correspondents: they could reach out to those members of society – dissidents or troublemakers – who were usually not only off the diplomatic circuit but unreachable to those of us who had to play by the rules.


These characters were in the tradition of the protagonists in my book. Whereas 150 years ago the reason for their outrage might have been an Asian slave market or an invading army burning villages, now it might be the inadvertent bombing of an innocent wedding party on the Afghan frontier, an improper interrogation technique, or a concealed outburst of racial cleansing.


And it is not only among journalists that I have found echoes today of my nineteenth-century characters. As a sometimes-roving diplomat on the frontiers of the Soviet Union (as it then was), I encountered aspiring politicians of various nationalities who were ferreting out information that might force the hand of their own governments in directions they might otherwise have been reluctant to take. These would-be statesmen had a personal agenda. If they caused embarrassment at home, as David Urquhart did to Lord Palmerston in the 1840s, they did not greatly mind.


There were also businessmen – merchant adventurers as I saw them – who were committed to finding or establishing markets in hitherto no-go areas. Now as then, it is frequently the case that trade does not so much follow the flag, as the flag follows trade: it is the entrepreneur who, having established a business link in an officially closed market, often opens the way to more formal inter-governmental relations – whether in Cuba or Libya, China or Kyrgyzstan. James Bell, with his elicit trading of gunpowder and salt on the war-torn fringes of the Russian empire in the 1830s, has his soul-mates today.


So while Shooting Leave told the story of the good boys, the national heroes and role models of Victorian England, this book tells the murkier story of the bad boys – the ones who got out of line, who undertook missions risking embarrassment, who at best exceeded and at worst disregarded their instructions. Captain Christie – the son of the founder of the London auction house and a notable Great Game player – perhaps spoke for all of them when he tore up his orders and stayed to engage in combat with the Russians who were confronting the Persian troops he was training: ‘If I am to be court-marshalled’ [he is reputed to have said] ‘it should be for fighting and not for running away.’ He was not court-marshalled, but he was killed. I can think of officers I have known who would not only have said the same, but who would also have followed that path whatever the consequences.




Chapter 1


Charles Christie: The Officer Who Put
Honour Before Duty


‘I only regret that I have but one life to lose for my country.’


– Nathan Hale, prior to his execution in 1776


On the morning of 1 November 1812, a small Russian foot patrol was carrying out a survey of the field of battle at Aslanduz on the banks of the Aras river, along the frontier between Russia and Persia in the Caucasus, and where – on the previous day and night – the tsar’s army had inflicted a disastrous defeat on the Persians under command of their crown prince. The battlefield was littered with bodies: it was reported that 10,000 Persians had fallen – many as a result of having fired on themselves in the confusion following a night attack – while Russian losses had been limited to some 150. While searching for any remaining Russian wounded, the patrol was surprised to stumble on a seriously wounded officer who was neither Russian nor Persian but – it transpired – an Englishman. He had been shot in the neck and, although weak from loss of blood and unable to raise himself from the ground, he had lashed out with his sabre at the Russian who was approaching him. He clearly had no intention of being taken prisoner alive.


When the patrol reported back to their commander – General Kotliarevsky – that a live British soldier was still lying on the field and resisting capture, the general was astonished and infuriated. His country was not at war with Britain; quite the contrary: Napoleon’s alliance with the tsar had faltered and his Grande Armée had invaded Russia earlier in the year. Britain and Russia were now allies confronting France together. What could such a British officer be doing leading Persian troops against friendly Russia? The general issued orders that, at whatever risk to his own men, the maverick Englishman was to be disarmed and brought in for questioning. The order was easier issued than carried out and a party of Cossacks set off to bring him in. But the wounded Englishman not only had his sabre, he had his pistol and he was said to have killed six Cossacks before one of them finally disregarded the general’s orders and shot him dead where he lay. He was later buried on the spot where he had fallen. His name was Charles Christie.


In a book devoted to recounting the exploits of intrepid Englishman confronting tsarist Russia in defiance of their own government’s policies and instructions, it may seem as strange to come across the name of Captain Charles Christie as it was to find his body on the battlefield. He was – by his background and previous record – the very model of an exemplary and disciplined servant of the British Raj.


He came from a family that was rapidly emerging in London as a byword for reliable and trustworthy business. For the first time, the wealthy citizens of London were entrusting their most precious possessions to a newly founded auction house which not only valued their family pictures, silver and furniture, but which attracted buyers from among the nouveau riche and even – a daring thought – from among rich foreigners. The house of Christie, Manson and Woods had been founded in 1766, only a few years before Charles Christie was born. But as a young man he rejected the possibility of a career in the family business and enlisted at the usual early age – scarcely out of school – in the army of the East India Company in Bombay.


[image: image]


His first notable adventure was a signal of his later adventurousness. Together with a fellow officer, Lieutenant Henry Pottinger, he had been assigned the challenging task of reconnoitring the terrain between the western frontier of India (now Pakistan) and the eastern frontier of Persia (now Iran). This region, known as Beluchistan, was perceived as the likely line of advance for any invading army – from Napoleon’s France or Russia – intent on seizing the rich prize of Britain’s recently acquired Indian empire. He and Pottinger disguised themselves as Indian horse-dealers and, using their military training and experience, assessed the defensive potential of the forts and settlements in Baluchistan, and the rigours of the intervening steppes.


During their travels, for tactical reasons, the two men split up and each had his own adventures.1 Christie’s prime destination was the citadel and oasis-city of Herat, on the frontier between Afghanistan and Persia. There was only one Englishman still alive who had dared to visit this remote but strategically important junction. It was here that caravan routes from such exotic destinations as Samarkand and Bokhara, Kashgar and Khiva, Meshed and Isfahan converged and Herat was known as the gateway to India, its rich valley providing both pastures and provisions for an invading army, and also access to the vital Khyber and Bolan Passes.


Having parted from his companion, Christie faced not only the physical hazards of a desert and mountain journey, but also the human hazards of the bandit-infested region. Armed gangs of Afghans roamed the desert tracks in the hope of robbing travellers rash enough to venture into their terrain. The disguise of a Hindu horse-dealer, effective as it might be in allaying the suspicions of local elders and communities in Baluchistan, who would have dealt roughly and probably lethally with any detected spy, was no protection against predatory brigands. Indeed, it was a positive invitation to their attentions, as any merchant was assumed to be rich and vulnerable.


So Christie abandoned his horse-dealer pose and adopted that of a Moslem holy man returning from a pilgrimage; such a traveller would appear less of an inviting target. But the new disguise had a different set of problems: everywhere he went, people would accost him and engage him in religious conversation. This was a Moslem world where everyone was interested in the niceties of Islamic lore and behaviour, and a holy man was expected to pronounce on doctrine. Christie only evaded embarrassing and dangerous penetration of his fake role by purporting to be a Sunni Moslem to Shiites, and a Shiite to Sunnis; while the subterfuge did not endear him to his interlocutors, it provided an excuse for retreating into silence on theological matters. Thus he survived the twin risks of ambush and exposure.


When he approached the massive walls, moats and outer defences of Herat, however, Christie found it more convenient to revert to his Hindu horse-dealer guise. This gave him readier access to those who could inform him about the local resources necessary to sustain an army. He spent a month wandering around, covertly measuring walls and towers, and estimating how long such a desert stronghold could be expected to resist a modern, artillery-supported army. His conclusions were not reassuring, but were extremely valuable to his political and military masters in London and Calcutta. So far Christie’s career had followed a commendably dashing and useful course: he might be seen as a model for future Great Game players.


But the very success of his mission was to lead him into uncharted waters as the European and Asian political scene was developing in unexpected ways. Soon after Christie’s journey across Baluchistan, Napoleon and Tsar Alexander I changed from being fast allies to deadly enemies as an unsurprising consequence of Napoleon’s invasion of Russia. Russia thus became a valued ally of Britain in the concluding years of the Napoleonic wars. But it was still felt in London and Calcutta that the tsar and his imperial army remained the principal threat to the British Raj in India. The tsar’s boasts of his Cossacks one day watering their horses on the banks of the Indus resounded in the salons of Belgravia on his visit to London in 1814. To combat this threat, Britain was intent on consolidating good relations with the Shah. Persia, a friendly buffer state, was seen as a prerequisite for the security of the jewel in the crown of the British Empire.


And consolidating good relations was not enough unless Persia was strengthened and given the wherewithal to resist Russian incursions. As early as 1807, General John Malcolm – the resident representative of the East India Company in Tehran – had written that ‘the English have an obvious and great interest in maintaining and improving the strength of Persia as a barrier to India’. It was for this reason that Lord Wellesley (the elder brother of the Duke of Wellington, a former governor-general of India, and now in 1812 the British foreign secretary) decided that it was necessary to send a substantial number of British officers, NCOs and private soldiers to train and raise the morale of the Shah’s army, and stiffen their resolve to contest any further Russian advance into the Shah’s domains. The Persian army was at the same time to be modernized by the supply of arms and equipment, including muskets and horse artillery. Britain was to make it possible for Persia to defend herself against Russia, but it was no part of Lord Wellesley’s policy for Britain herself to be directly involved in any confrontation between Tsar Alexander I and Fath Ali Shah.


It was not altogether surprising that the man chosen to lead the team of British military advisers and trainers was a proven and locally experienced captain in the Bombay regiment of the East India Company – Charles Christie. While his former associate Henry Pottinger was allowed to go home and later pursue a high-flying career in the administration of the British Empire, Christie was sent to put some mettle into the Persian infantry. He was accompanied by Lieutenant Henry Lindsay of the Madras regiment, whose height (he was nearly seven foot tall) and commanding presence was said to remind the Persians of their own hero of antiquity – the giant Rustum.


Under Christie’s gaze everything was done to bolster the Persians’ self-confidence. Cannons were manufactured with the Shah’s coat-of-arms emblazoned on their barrels; English-made uniforms in blue and scarlet replaced those earlier supplied by local or French sources, and almost gave the Shah’s troops the appearance of British soldiers – only with lambskin hats rather than bearskins. A drum-and-fife band was created to raise the spirit of the troops with martial music. Shaving was introduced and the formerly bewhiskered Persians began to look like European soldiers. The Persian crown prince, Abbas Mirza, saw himself (like Peter the Great of Russia a century earlier) as dragging his country out of Asia and into Europe and a new century.


At first everything went well. The Persians managed to rout a small Russian force which was intruding across the Aras river in February 1812. The British guns proved as effective as hoped and the English officers had convinced the Persians that they could stand up to the Russians for the first time. The military advisers had won the respect of their Persian recruits and, for their part, had begun to feel affection towards and pride in the troops they had trained. But there was a built-in flaw in the arrangements, and this was the line of command that was laid down: the British officers were to be responsible on a day-to-day basis to the Persian crown prince (who was head of the Shah’s army), but in the last resort they were to take their orders from the British Ambassador at Tehran.2


This was a new appointment. Sir Gore Ouseley had been sent out from England in 1810 as the first ever ambassador to Tehran; the journey had taken him and his family, staff and escort more than six months by sea, in two Royal Naval warships via Bombay, to Bushire on the Persian Gulf. (A cow from England had been part of the entourage to provide milk for the party.) A further eight-month overland journey by rough caravan routes and mountain passes to Tehran was to follow, in the course of which Ouseley’s long-suffering young wife gave birth to a daughter at Shiraz – the first all-English child ever known to have been born in Persia. Now the ambassador was installed as a figure of prestige and authority. The authority over the British officers with the Persian army was to prove a crucial point when the Russians launched a serious offensive in the autumn of 1812. Aware of the sensitivity of Anglo-Russian relations, the British ambassador promptly forbade members of the British military training mission to take part in any further action against the Russians. The men were allowed to stay on in their training capacity but were ordered explicitly to leave the units to which they were attached in the event of hostilities breaking out again.


As it turned out, the Russian attack was sudden and unexpected. The Persian crown prince wanted the British – and Christie in particular – to stay and fight with the troops they had instructed; he maintained that the newly trained Persian troops were still dependent on their British mentors, whom they saw as leaders and not merely as instructors. Christie wanted to stay too. To abandon those he had spent so long trying to inspire would let them down in their hour of need, and would destroy at a stroke the respect he had won for himself and his British compatriots. It was a fellow officer, Lieutenant William Monteith, who reported Christie as saying: ‘If he [Christie] was to face a court-martial for disobeying orders, it should be for fighting and not for running away.’


Running away was what almost everyone else seemed to be doing. Even the crown prince at one stage ordered his men to retreat and, seizing his own banner, rode with it off the field of battle. Christie rallied his trainees around him and refused to withdraw; he finally fell where he stood, wounded in the neck. His Persian recruits saw their mentor fall and, as Monteith later reported, ‘more than half the battalion he had raised and disciplined himself’ were killed or wounded while trying to drag him to safety. They doubtless knew he would have done the same for them.


The Englishman whom the Cossacks had tried to disarm and capture alive the following morning had died a hero’s death surrounded by the very soldiers in whom he had instilled a fighting spirit. But he was not a hero to his own government. He had put his sense of personal honour before his duty to comply with his orders. His death had embarrassed the Foreign Office in London and the British ambassador in Tehran, so much so that the latter – Sir Gore Ouseley – felt obliged to accept an invitation to negotiate a peace treaty between Russia and Persia the following year. The treaty was a most unfortunate one in that it formally ceded to Russia almost all the former Persian territory in the Caucasus north of the Aras river. This was the price for restoring Britain’s fragile diplomatic relations with the tsar after the disclosure of Christie’s involvement – against instructions – in the battle of Aslanduz. Russia had, as compensation for the affront, achieved a significant step further towards the frontier of her coveted destination – India. The Persians for their part were to resent the treaty to which they had been persuaded to acquiesce.


Be that as it may, in the ultimate court-martial of public opinion in his own country, Christie was to stand acquitted. Insubordinate he may have been, but in death as in life he had behaved like an officer and a gentleman.
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1. For an account of Pottinger’s adventures, see the author’s book Shooting Leave: Spying Out Central Asia in the Great Game.


2. Such complex lines of command and training duties are not unfamiliar even today, where NATO officers training the Afghan army wish to give as much status and authority as possible to the Afghan military hierarchy but are themselves ultimately under NATO (US and UK) command.




Chapter 2


William Moorcroft: The Uncontrollable
Stud Manager


‘O! For a horse with wings!’


– William Shakespeare (1564–1616)


At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the Honourable East India Company (‘John Company’ as it was widely known) not only employed a wide variety of traders and merchants (‘box wallahs’ as they were later to be dubbed) but also a large number of soldiers in its own army. Horses of good quality, with stamina, speed and manoeuvrability were much in demand, particularly for the cavalry, and in consequence the management of the company’s stud farm was an important and well-paid post. In 1808 the company took the unusual step of recruiting the most eminent horse vet in London and adviser to the royal mews to look after their stud farm at Pusa in northern India. They little knew what a problem they were landing themselves with.


Before he set off for India William Moorcroft had already made and lost a fortune in England. He had become disillusioned London life, having launched a financially disastrous horseshoe business. He was exasperated by legal complications arising from negotiations to buy horses that turned out to be unsound. In addition he had embarked on a less-than-joyous marriage. In these circumstances, the offer of the job of manager of the East India Company’s stud farm at a salary of 30,000 rupees – an enormous sum on a par only with the salary of the governor-general and the commander-in-chief in India – was irresistible.


From the beginning, however, he had his own agenda for his new job. This involved not just supervising the company’s stables, which was a difficult task in itself since horses, like men, suffered in health from the vagaries of the Indian climate on the plains, but also – Moorcroft decided – taking enterprising and unprecedented steps to improve the bloodstock line. He had heard, even before arriving, that somewhere in the hidden heart of the steppes of Central Asia was the homeland of a rare breed of spirited stallion which, if found and purchased, and brought safely to India, could transform the quality of the East India Company’s cavalry. To obtain such fresh blood was a challenge that appealed to him much more than his routine veterinarian duties.


His first expedition in 1811, to Gurkha country in Nepal and returning through the Maratha region, took an unexpected eight months and was rather disappointing: he was more impressed with the emeralds he saw displayed by the local rajas than he was by the quality of their horses. To achieve his objective of robust cavalry stallions he would have to go further: beyond the limits of the company’s sway and protection. For the first time he aspired to reach the fabled city of Bokhara, a city unvisited by any Englishman since the Elizabethan envoy and trader Anthony Jenkinson in 1557, and which lay – as far as Moorcroft was concerned – inaccessibly far beyond Afghanistan and the Oxus river. This was to dominate the rest of his life.


Moorcroft had hardly got back to Pusa from his first sojourn before he started lobbying for permission to make further trips. Of course the bloodstock question was the ostensible reason: he felt that for too long the stud had depended on unsuitable Arab horses. But there were other motives of which he was probably less consciously aware: at heart he was an adventurer and not an administrator. As a young man – he was already well over forty before he uprooted to India – he had put his life at risk by visiting France during the most turbulent times of the French Revolution. His itch to travel dangerously resulted in his setting off to Nepal again and to Tibet by the middle of 1812. He could not pretend that this was the most direct route to Bokhara and the home of the much-desired Turkoman horses, but the truth of it was that he had become almost equally obsessed by the prospect of opening a trade route between India and China, in particular the trade of goat’s-wool shawls that came from Kashmir and the surrounding territories.


This time the Gurkhas were less friendly, and he and his companions were captured and held for several weeks on suspicion of being secret scouts for some invading force – why else should they be travelling without permission, apparently in disguise and so far from British India? Moorcroft was tempted to escape before his release, but calculated that the plentiful bears and tigers in the surrounding forests and mountains might prove more lethal than his Gurkha guards. Meanwhile, he made friends with his captors as best he could, mostly by treating them for venereal and other diseases; his veterinarian skills were versatile.


After this trip, the East India Company board of directors – his masters – expressed their displeasure at the risks he had taken and at his tendency to disregard the company’s rules and follow his own interests and inclinations. He received a written reprimand from the governor-general himself along these lines, and afterwards the board took a lot of persuading that he should ever be allowed to take indefinite leave from the stud to travel in search of horses again. In fact it was eight years before Moorcroft managed to get the necessary consent to set off on his ultimate and most ambitious journey of all.


Meanwhile, Moorcroft’s alarming experience of revolutionary France had left him with a deep suspicion of Napoleon’s intentions. At first he, like those others who had sent Christie into Baluchistan, thought that Napoleon and Tsar Alexander might jointly invade British India; then (after Napoleon had broken with Alexander and invaded Russia) he thought that a French army in Russia would be ‘so much nearer Hindoostan than at any former period’ that it might tempt Napoleon to invade alone; later still (when Napoleon had been forced to retreat from Russia, and Moorcroft was back from his second expedition to Nepal) he still saw the tsar as an ongoing threat to India, despite the fact that the tsar was officially a friend and ally of England. In harbouring these fears he was ahead of his time; the Great Game had not been declared. As a result, no one in London or Calcutta was inclined to listen to his gloomy warnings.


While he was having these anxious premonitions about Russian intentions, his well-paid but routine administrative job at the Pusa stud farm was proving ever more frustrating. His disagreements with the board of directors might have led to the termination of his appointment had it not been for the outbreak of the Gurkha wars, which focused attention on the need for improved cavalry horses. The new governor-general, Lord Hastings, was himself a former soldier and more sympathetic than his predecessor towards Moorcroft’s ambitions to improve the bloodstock line.


In 1819 it was Lord Hastings who finally was ‘pleased to grant leave [to Moorcroft] to proceed towards the North Western parts of Asia, for the purpose of there procuring horses to improve the breed [. . .] for military use’. This was the message that Moorcroft had been waiting for ever since his return from Nepal in 1812, and which it had seemed might never be forthcoming. He also managed to get consent to taking goods for barter (rather than bills of exchange or gold bullion) to pay for the horses; he saw this as a means to set up the framework for future trade between India and her northern neighbours. This was part of his personal agenda, rather than his brief from the government or the company, and it was to cause serious trouble.


Moorcroft made the most of his licence to take goods for barter, taking strings of pearls for ‘everyday currency’. For one stage of the journey alone he required six elephants and forty camels to carry all his merchandise and kit, the latter including his personal tent, rugs, writing desk and brass bedstead. Now aged over fifty, well beyond the age of most European travellers on the sub-continent in that era, he had no intention of being unnecessarily uncomfortable. At times his party numbered as many as three hundred, but there was a continual and insidious dwindling of personnel as the less robust defected and sought to return to the relative comfort of life on the plains. His staunch companion throughout however was George Trebeck, the nineteen-year-old son of one of his London friends from the Westminster Volunteer Cavalry. A doctor and a Persian secretary were among the other members of the team, as well as fourteen Gurkha soldiers who made up his official escort and who were paid from public funds.


His documentation consisted of letters of introduction in Persian, Russian, Chinese and English, all impressively embossed with the East India Company’s seal and explaining his equestrian mission. What he did not have, and would never have been given, was any warrant to negotiate trade or other treaties on behalf of the government of India. Nor could his credentials from the company be expected to carry any weight beyond the confines of the company’s extensive territories; and that was where Moorcroft was heading. He would be on his own, far beyond the protective reach of the Raj.


Bokhara was Moorcroft’s ultimate aim, but he chose a circuitous route to get there. He decided to follow the traditional caravan trail, across what is now dubbed the Karakoram highway, north-eastwards into Chinese Turkistan. From there he planned to approach Bokhara from the east, across the Pamirs. Ostensibly the reason for selecting this very roundabout approach was that it avoided the dangers of hostile regions such as the Punjab, Peshawar and Afghanistan which contained extremist Moslem rulers who were notoriously unfriendly to the very rare European visitors who ventured into their domains. Privately, Moorcroft reckoned that since his preferred route lay through Ladakh there might be opportunities during his stay there to use the territory as a bridge for trade between China and India. This might open up a whole commercial dimension that would replace Russian goods with British or Indian ones throughout a great tranche of Central Asia. The factories of Birmingham and Calcutta, as well as the stables of the East India Company, would profit from his personal interpretation of the objectives of his mission.


On the first stages of his journey to Ladakh, Moorcroft describes in his journals some of the natural hazards of the route. One district was so infested with tigers that the locals had developed their own special tiger trap: ‘a small chamber of loose, heavy stones, with a sliding door at one end, and a loophole at the other [. . .] a rope passes over the roof of the hut and is tied to the neck of a goat [. . .] when the tiger attempts to carry off the goat [. . .] the door falling down secures the tiger [. . .] the animal is then shot through the loophole’. Wolves were also a local hazard, and the Persian secretary inadvertently disturbed a pack with ‘long, lank bodies and bushy tails’ that were in the process of pulling down a large deer. Even after the deer had been killed they continued to prowl around Moorcroft’s party until ‘finally dispersed with several shots’.1


There were other less natural hazards too. Moorcroft was so incensed by finding two young widows – the elder no more than fourteen years old – being burnt on their husbands’ funeral pyres, that he intervened at some risk to himself to prevent it happening ‘for a while at least’. Even before he set out on his travels he was aware of the dangers and wrote to a friend saying that he must ‘push the adventure to its end’; little did he know how much these dangers were to escalate before he reached his destination.


By December 1820, he had already revised his route. He had left it too late to cross the mountain ranges that lay between him and Leh (the capital of Ladakh), so he needed to divert westwards and enter the Punjab – the kingdom of the fearsome Raja Ranjit Singh who he worried would delay and detain him, or worse. They were now in territory where no Europeans had ventured before and where the small Gurkha escort was liable to be interpreted by the locals as the precursor of a vast invasion force. He had hoped to just cut across a corner of the Punjab and be on his way northwards, but it was not to be: Ranjit Singh’s troops stopped him and refused to allow him to proceed without the explicit permission of the raja. The only way to obtain this was for Moorcroft to divert from his route and go alone to Lahore to face the raja in person and seek his approval.


Having set off on this diversion, he was further irritated by being held up for a month in great heat and discomfort – his tent was downwind of the local sewers – while permission to proceed to Lahore (permission to seek permission) was sought. Characteristically, Moorcroft passed the time by employing his medical skills to the advantage of the local population. On another occasion he managed to visit one of the raja’s stud farms, and found that the stallions were only ever allowed out of their stables to cover mares, and consequently were so under-exercised and irritable that he was tempted to deploy his knowledge and advice in that direction too.


When he finally arrived at Lahore, Ranjit Singh extended a cordial welcome and invited him to an early audience. Seated on a golden throne, the raja motioned Moorcroft to a silver chair. The short, stout, one-eyed raja paraded his horses and his artillery for Moorcroft’s entertainment and accepted presents of pistols (always a favourite gift); soon however it became clear his main interest in Moorcroft was to obtain medical advice for his own flagging sexual energy. Moorcroft prescribed a mixture of sensible suggestions and placebos. Having trusted Moorcroft with his most intimate medical problems, the raja also trusted him to explore Lahore in his own way and his own time; Moorcroft took the opportunity to spy out the defences of the city, although he felt he was abusing his host’s hospitality by so doing and recorded that he was indulging in ‘more [. . .] espionage than is perfectly agreeable to my feelings’.


[image: image]


With all these consultations and activities, it was May before Moorcroft managed to leave Lahore and rejoin his own party, but he had succeeded in his objective. He returned with written consent to proceed towards Ladakh and, if necessary, to transit Kashmir on his way eastwards from Ladakh towards Bokhara. He accurately (and privately) forecast that when Ranjit Singh died the British would succeed in annexing the Punjab – a necessary step in his opinion to preclude a Russian advance in that direction. What he did not forecast was that, by the time he needed to take up Ranjit Singh’s agreement to his passing through Kashmir, he would have taken other actions that were likely to upset the raja.


This was all some way ahead. For the moment it was he who was furious with Ranjit Singh, who had called him back to Lahore on the pretext that his son was ill when in fact it was the raja himself who was worried once more about his health; this ploy on top of the earlier obfuscation had altogether delayed Moorcroft for four months. His journey on to Leh – the capital of Ladakh – took from June to September 1820; he thought he was the first European ever to reach this highest inhabited country in the world (although it is now believed that two Jesuit priests may have done so more than a century earlier). Certainly the inhabitants were as intrigued with Moorcroft and his party as the visitors were with these smiling hill people. But even as he processed through the narrow streets and scrutinized the crowds of curious bystanders who had turned out to see him, Moorcroft was noting that among their number were traders with Chinese features from north of the Karakoram range, and others with more Semitic features from Kashmir to the west and from points further south.


This was undoubtedly a significant crossroad of caravan routes across Central Asia, and Moorcroft was already thinking about how this traffic route could be harnessed for the transport of British and Indian goods to new markets before the Russians. He was once again allowing goat’s-wool shawls and Sheffield cutlery to interfere with his thoughts about Turkoman bloodstock and Arab stallions.


Moorcroft had hoped to press on northwards to Yarkand in Chinese Turkistan, but a number of reasons held him back: there was no invitation from the Chinese; it was too late in the year to face the ice and snow on the Karakoram passes;2 and – possibly most decisive of all – he had run out of cash and credit. It said something about his diminishing credibility in India that Sir David Ochterlony, the government resident in Delhi to whom he appealed for an advance of funds against securities, prevaricated and failed to help.


But Moorcroft certainly did not waste time during his unwelcome delay at Leh. As usual, he dispensed medical help to those in need. He also was not impervious to the charms of the local girls, and a French visitor some ten years later remarked that ‘Mr Moorcroft did not set an example of European continence here [. . .] his principle occupation was making love’. But more significant was his main self-imposed task. In this he set about doing something far beyond the reach of his brief or his powers: he set in train a commercial treaty between Ladakh and British India which was designed to implement his ambitions to establish a trade route through Leh to allow British goods to penetrate into China and Central Asia.
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