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Prologue


This book tells the story – often bizarre, sometimes tragic, frequently hair-raising – of the prising open of Tibet by an inquisitive outside world. For no country has ever challenged man’s imagination quite like this mysterious kingdom locked away in the heart of Central Asia. Inhabited by a people whose only wheel was the prayer-wheel, and ruled over by a God-king, Tibet has always been the stuff of travellers’ dreams. In a world with few secrets left, here almost anything still seemed possible.


Although both Herodotus and Ptolemy had heard tales of a shadowy land beyond the Himalayas, it was not until the fourteenth century, when a Franciscan traveller named Friar Odoric claimed to have stumbled on it, that the first description of Tibet reached the West. Whether he really set foot there, or merely heard tales of it as he passed through Asia, is still disputed by historians. But his account of Lhasa, a lurid mixture of truth and fantasy, was to bring others in search of what some believed might be the legendary Christian kingdom of Prester John. Ever since, this inaccessible land has lured men and women to face almost any peril or hardship in their efforts to get there.


At first the Tibetans made no attempt to prevent travellers from the West from crossing their frontiers and even visiting Lhasa. For only a handful, mostly Jesuits and Franciscans, had managed to penetrate Tibet’s massive natural defences or run the gauntlet of murderous tribes guarding its approaches. But then as Britain and Russia, the new great powers in Asia, began to expand their empires, edging ever closer to Tibet’s ill-guarded frontiers, the Tibetans took fright, fearing for their way of life and religion, not to say their gold-fields. From that moment this strange (to everyone but the Tibetans) mediaeval kingdom became a forbidden land – closed, that is, to all except the Chinese. For the Manchu emperors had maintained an uneasy presence there since the beginning of the eighteenth century, and had come to regard it as part of their huge but rickety empire. A Chinese amban, or resident, was stationed in Lhasa, but his influence was gradually to decline with the fortunes of the Manchus.


But the closing of Tibet’s frontiers was not to deter for a moment those foreigners who had set their hearts, and sometimes their reputations, on reaching Tibet and – if humanly possible – its holy capital. Armed with sextants and theodolites, modern rifles and gold, and often in disguise, these determined trespassers sought out the secrets of its lonely passes and played hide and seek with the Tibetan border guards. Very soon it was to become a race, with travellers from some nine different countries competing for the honour of being the first to reach Lhasa.


Drawing on a cast of remarkable men and women – secret agents and soldiers, explorers and missionaries, mystics and mountaineers – I have endeavoured to show how the world’s last stronghold of romance and mystery was slowly forced to divulge its secrets. The motives which drew these men and women inexorably towards Lhasa were as varied as their characters. Some were Government men on shadowy missions whose reports are to be found today in files labelled ‘political and secret’ in the archives of the British Foreign Office. Some came to unravel the secrets of the Tibetan mysticism, or to solve geographical conundrums like the age-old riddle of the sources of India’s sacred rivers. Others were intent on preaching the Gospel in the Buddhist holy city. All of them took their fives in their hands.


The narrative opens in the middle of the nineteenth century with the secret activities of those amazing British-trained Indian spies, the ‘pundits’. Posing as holy men, and for little reward, they mapped huge areas of Tibet for their imperial masters. For those were the high days of what Kipling and others called The Great Game, the clandestine struggle between Britain and Russia for political ascendancy in Central Asia. It is here that we encounter the great Tsarist trespasser, Colonel Nikolai Prejevalsky, hell-bent on being first into Lhasa.


The tales which some travellers told on their return from Tibet were scarcely credible. Others never came back at all. Buried in a medicine chest somewhere beneath the Chang Tang, Tibet’s desolate northern plateau, lie the remains of a little boy called Charlie. His father also perished there, only his mother surviving to tell the story. Another trespasser, the French explorer Dutreuil de Rhins, was attacked and tossed, mortally wounded, into a river. Others also had close shaves, but got back alive. The Victorian adventurer Henry Savage Landor, whose narrative sometimes stretches credulity to its limits, was seized and tortured by the Tibetans when he refused to turn back. But he got what he wanted from his misadventure – a best-selling book.


Armed as they were only with matchlocks and swords, the Tibetans could not hope to maintain their self-imposed isolation for ever. Eventually, in 1904, Lhasa capitulated before the force of British arms and the persuasive powers of Sir Francis Younghusband. But although the race for the capital was won, Tibet’s mysteries were far from exhausted. Trespassers continued to don disguise and try their luck with the border guards. Mount Everest now became the goal of some, beginning with the secret journey in 1913 of Captain John Noel, who is still alive at the time of writing. Others were less fortunate. One trespasser, Maurice Wilson, was to leave his frozen body, together with his diary, on the slopes of Everest. His bizarre plan had been to crash-land his plane on the mountainside and then scramble to the top with a Union Jack, thus claiming it for Britain.


Others found themselves in Tibet by accident, like the US Air Force crew who parachuted into the Forbidden Land during World War II when they ran out of fuel while lost in a storm over Central Asia. Their story has now passed into Tibetan folklore. Then there was Heinrich Harrer, a pre-war Austrian mountaineer, who sought refuge in Lhasa after fleeing from a British prisoner of war camp in India. But it was not until the early 1980s, when the first western tourists began to fly into Lhasa, that the last veil of mystery was finally torn away from this extraordinary land.


This book is not a catalogue of every traveller who set out for Tibet from the 1860s onwards. However, I have included all those seriously intent on reaching Lhasa, as well as every trespasser of interest or importance. To avoid monotony, itineraries have had to be greatly compressed at times, while for the same reason I have given more space to some characters than to others. But these travellers had one thing in common. All were unwelcome to the Tibetans. Even today, the package tourist is really a trespasser, for it is not the Tibetans but the Chinese who have invited him there.


It is from the narratives of all these gatecrashers that I have pieced together, for the first time, the story of the forcible opening up of a land which only ever wanted to be left in peace. But before setting out in their footsteps across the towering Himalayan passes, we have first to turn to the map of Central Asia. For it is here that all the events in this long-forgotten story took place.





1. Tibet – The Forbidden Land


In the heart of Central Asia, buttressed by the highest mountains on earth, soars the immense natural fortress of Tibet. Its extraordinary altitude – nearly three miles up in the sky – caused Victorian travellers to christen it ‘The Roof of the World’. Lhasa, its remote and mysterious capital, so long closed to foreigners, they named ‘The Forbidden City’.


One celebrated explorer, Sven Hedin, described Tibet as ‘the most stupendous upheaval to be found on the face of our planet’, and a glance at a relief map will show this to be no exaggeration. Some of its passes teeter at over 20,000 feet, while two-thirds of this vast, storm-swept tableland lies at 15,000 feet or more. Lhasa, standing at 12,000 feet, is the world’s highest capital, and those with raised blood-pressure are well advised to stay away. Travelling in Tibet presents other peculiar problems. Water boils there at a lower temperature than at normal altitudes. To plunge one’s hand into boiling water is bearable – just. Cooking thus becomes a laborious business, and Tibet has never been famous for its cuisine.


How, in geological terms, did this dizzy land, towering above all its neighbours, come to be there? Some sixty million years ago, scientists believe, a massive but incredibly slow-motion collision took place between the Indian sub-continent, then a huge island, and the rest of Asia. This caused the entire ocean bed between them to heave violently upwards, giving birth to the Tibetan massif and the mountains encircling it. The discovery of marine fossils in Tibet, so far from any sea, seems to bear this out.


But whatever the cause of this monstrous upheaval, it has given the Tibetans a stronghold possessing some of the finest natural defences anywhere. On three sides it is cut off from the rest of Asia by the highest mountains on earth. From the north it is protected by the Kun Lun, or Mountains of Darkness, and the Nan Shan which together form a forbidding bastion against invaders. Sealing off its western approaches are the mighty Karakoram and Ladakh ranges, while defending its southern flank is the great chain of the Himalayas. Occasional passes pierce these icy battlements like giant staircases, but they can easily be watched and defended against intruders, and most of them are closed by snow for much of the year.


As the Chinese showed in 1950, Tibet’s eastern frontier is less well protected by mountains. But when most of the events in this book took place, large tracts of this area were controlled by hostile tribes and bandits, making an approach from the east extremely hazardous. It was here that Lhasa’s frontiers with its powerful neighbour China were least clearly defined and often the subject of dispute. Today Tibet’s frontiers with China are no longer an issue. For better or for worse, Tibet is part of China. However, as most of what follows occurred before the Chinese invasion, it is necessary to understand what Tibet consisted of at that time.


There are really two Tibets. Sir Charles Bell, the leading authority on the country between the wars, drew a distinction between ‘political’ Tibet, where the Dalai Lamas or their regents had ruled more or less continuously, and the far wider ‘ethnographic’ Tibet. This embraced not only ‘political’ Tibet but also those surrounding regions where people of Tibetan stock predominate. These include the Chinese province of Sikang, parts of Chinghai, Kansu, Szechuan and Yunnan, as well as Ladakh, way over to the west. In fact, until the tenth century, the warlike Tibetans were one of the great imperial powers of Asia, their armies campaigning as far afield as Samarkand, Kashgar and Turfan, and well into western China.


Because Tibet’s wild and lawless eastern frontier with China had always (until the invasion of 1950) been ill-defined and often fought over, it tended to vary considerably in outline at different periods and on different maps. Here I have used those boundaries which would have been readily accepted by most, if not all, of the travellers in this book, albeit not by the Chinese. They are those used by Sir Charles Bell in the maps accompanying his four classic studies of Tibetan history, and embrace the large and desolate tract of desert and swamp around Koko Nor and Tsaidam whose actual sovereignty has always been somewhat vague. The Tibet of this narrative one might call Greater Tibet.


Within its long frontiers is to be found one of the cruellest environments on earth. Here, over thousands of years, there evolved a remarkable way of life. On this lofty tableland lived a community totally isolated from all outside influences. It was denied those amenities and everyday materials, such as wood, which most other societies take for granted. It had to survive one of the harshest climates known to man (one can suffer from frostbite and sunburn simultaneously in Tibet). Adjustment over thousands of years to high-altitude living means that Tibetans feel unwell – mountain sickness in reverse – if they descend to the plains of India or China. Conversely, Chinese aircrews flying up to Lhasa today are not allowed to stop overnight there lest it affect their health. It comes as no great surprise to learn that the Tibetans, among the most stoical people on earth, have a higher threshold of pain than more ordinary mortals.


Until the Chinese invasion, their spartan way of life had hardly changed since the Middle Ages. They had no electricity, no wireless, no clocks or watches, no sewing machines, no modern medicines, no cars or bicycles, nor even the simplest wheeled transport. Apart from a few individuals of noble family who had travelled outside Tibet, most Tibetans had no idea that such things even existed. Like Shangri La, the ‘lost’ valley of James Hilton’s Lost Horizon, Tibet was a land where time stood still and people had not yet lost their innocence. It was this, perhaps above all else, which made it so alluring to trespassers from the West. Here, surely, lived Rousseau’s Noble Savage.


Almost everything about the Tibetans was mysterious. For a start, how many of them were there living in self-imposed isolation in this vast mountain eyrie? Estimates have always differed wildly. One eighteenth-century Capuchin traveller put it (quite how is not clear) at more than thirty million. Even as recently as the 1930s estimates ranged from one to four million, the latter being the official Chinese estimate, as well as that of Bell. Counting Tibetan heads is not made easy by the fact that anything up to half of the population has always been nomadic. Until the Chinese invasion, no census had been held since 1795.


Today Tibet’s population is put officially at around 1,800,000. In a region nearly the size of Western Europe, and today part of the world’s most populous nation, this is a surprisingly small figure. It means that, on average, there are fewer than four people to the square mile. This is explained, however, by the extremely inhospitable conditions, a high infant mortality rate, polyandry, disease, and – interestingly – widespread celibacy in a society where one man in six used to live in a monastery.


The population is at its most sparse in the desolate Chang Tang, Tibet’s vast northern plateau. This treeless wilderness, corrugated by barren valleys and mountain chains, is inhabited only by nomads. Continuously moving in search of what little pasture exists there, they live in characteristic black, yak-hair tents guarded by huge mastiffs (‘as large as donkeys’, reported Marco Polo, who had never seen them). Many were forced by poverty into banditry, robbing the caravans of merchants and pilgrims crossing the Chang Tang from Mongolia and Sinkiang.


The climate of the great northern plateau is extremely severe, temperatures plunging to as low as minus forty-four degrees centigrade. Frozen for some eight months in the year, much of this trackless region turns to swamp in summer when the snow and ice melt. Rarely does the altitude fall below 15,000 feet. One of the Chang Tang’s most alarming characteristics is its explosive winds, sometimes so violent that they can knock a rider off his horse. Yet the atmosphere is so uncannily clear that a man can be seen some ten miles off. Innumerable lakes – the highest in the world – are another curiosity of this sterile moonscape. Some of them are fifty miles or more in length, but because of the sudden and violent squalls which sweep across them they are too dangerous to navigate. Most of them being brackish, moreover, they are of little use to the thirsty traveller. So forbidding is this region even to nomads that one western traveller journeyed across it for eighty-one days without seeing another soul.


Most of Tibet’s population is concentrated in the four largest towns: Lhasa, Shigatse, Gyantse and Chamdo. The first three lie in the south, in the valley of the Tsangpo – Tibet’s principal river – or its tributaries. Chamdo lies in eastern Tibet, on the ancient Tea Road between Lhasa and China. There are few other towns or villages of any size or consequence. Phari, one of the highest inhabited places on earth, lies on the main route south between Lhasa and India, as does Yatung, eight miles short of the Sikkimese frontier. Rudok and Gartok, little visited even today, are situated far away to the west, astride the old caravan trail to Ladakh.


Rising in the Tibetan uplands, and fed by its melting snows and glaciers, are some of Asia’s mightiest waterways. These include the Yellow River, the Yangtze, the Mekong, the Salween, the Brahmaputra and the Indus. Because Tibet was closed to explorers, the exact sources and routes taken by these giant waterways before flowing down into China, Burma and India remained a mystery for years, and the subject of fierce controversy among geographers. As can be seen from the map, three of these rivers – the Yangtze, Mekong and Salween – converge in a series of gorges only fifty miles apart in the south-eastern corner of Tibet. These gorges are so deep in places, as they bore their way through the Himalayan massif, that a day’s sunlight is gone within the hour. Equally eager, though for different reasons, to solve the riddle of Tibet’s rivers were Hindu and Buddhist holy men who considered them sacred. If they could discover their sources they might then acquire religious merit by making pilgrimages there. But the ultimate mystery was the question of what became of the Tsangpo, greatest of Tibet’s waterways, after it vanished into the Himalayas. Considerable ingenuity and courage were to be devoted to trying to solve this.


Such then is the harsh and inhospitable geography of Tibet, crucible of one of the world’s strangest peoples. But from where, in a region of so many migrations, did the Tibetans originally come? Anthropologists are far from certain. However, the Tibetans themselves have no such doubts. Anticipating Darwin, Tibetan tradition maintains that they are the descendants of a monkey-saint and a she-demon who lived in a cave at a place which is still pointed out today. Fed on magic grain, the six children of this union gradually lost their simian characteristics and turned into men and women – the first Tibetans.


Their earliest kings, they believe, descended to earth on ropes suspended from the sky. When they died they simply returned the way they had come. All went well, it appears, until the death of the eighth in line of these semi-mythical rulers. Somehow, whether by accident or design, his ‘sky-rope’ was severed, so preventing him from returning to heaven. His earthly tomb, Tibetans say, still exists at Kongpo in southern Tibet. However, because excavation has never been allowed, no archaeological evidence exists to throw any light on Tibet’s earliest history. Central Asian historians, therefore, have little else to go on other than Tibetan legends. Nor has the task of the anthropologist been made any easier by a shortage of human skulls, the raw material of their trade. For Tibetan funeral custom requires the corpse to be cut up, the bones – including the skull – to be crushed, and the remains to be fed to vultures and wild dogs. The reason for this was that the ground was too hard during much of the year for graves to be dug, while the scarcity of wood in this treeless land ruled out cremation.


It was not until the early 1950s, following the Chinese invasion, that an anthropologist – Prince Peter of Greece and Denmark – was able to take detailed measurements of the heads and other bodily features of five thousand Tibetan refugees from all parts of the country as they passed through Kalimpong into India. Apart from its scientific importance, his work also produced moments of hilarity, for even in adversity the Tibetans have a rich sense of humour, as many travellers have noted. One man he examined assured him lewdly that he had measured everything that was of no importance and nothing that was. When he asked them whether they had hair on their bodies – an important detail in anthropology – they merely roared with laughter, for Tibetans, like the Japanese, have little body hair. On being shown the hair on the Prince’s own chest, the Tibetans became greatly excited, saying that he must be a monkey. One man asked him quite seriously why he bothered to wear a shirt when he already had hair.


Prince Peter’s work ended abruptly when pressure was brought to bear on the Indian Government by the Chinese who claimed that he was really there to select and train agents for sending back into Tibet. In fact, his findings did no more than confirm what historians had long believed – that the Tibetans appear to belong to the Mongoloid race. He noted that in those from the south, and thus nearer to India, the Mongoloid characteristics were somewhat diluted with Europoid traits. Similarly, Tibetans from the east and north-east, showed more pronounced Mongoloid features, due to their proximity to Mongolia and China.


The name Tibet, by which the country is known to all except the Tibetans, appears to have been borrowed by the West from the Arab geographers, who called it Tubbat, or from the Chinese who in ancient times knew it as Tu-bat. The precise meaning of the name has never been satisfactorily explained, although it is possibly a corruption of the Chinese word To, meaning high, and the Tibetan word Bod, the name they themselves use for their country. Historians are equally uncertain of the origin of the word Bod, although it is very likely derived from Bon, the devil-worshipping, shamanistic religion practised by Tibetans before the arrival of Buddhism. To add to the confusion, there are two further names for Tibet in current use. Gangjong, meaning ‘Land of Snow’, is sometimes used by the Tibetans themselves, while Xizang is the modern Chinese name for Tibet. The latter is derived from two characters, one meaning ‘the West’ and the other ‘to hide’ – in other words, ‘Hidden in the West’.


Buddhism first reached Tibet in the middle of the seventh century, and was destined to bring about a remarkable change in the Tibetan people. Until their conversion to Buddhism, they had always been a warlike race with imperialist ambitions who represented a perpetual threat to their neighbours, particularly the Chinese. For a while they had even ruled Chang’an, China’s ancient capital, and occupied virtually the whole of Kansu, much of Szechuan and northern Yunnan, as well as Upper Burma and Nepal. But following their gradual conversion to Buddhism, with its gentle message of submission, the once dreaded martial reputation of the Tibetans began to decline. Finally, around the tenth century, the last of their empire collapsed. The Tibetans withdrew behind their mountain ramparts and their centuries of isolation began.


The Buddhism which reached Tibet more than a thousand years after its founder’s death was of the late and debased northern Indian school. This debasement was due to an infusion of Tantrism, an animistic creed which embraced magic, witchcraft and spells. In Tibet the new religion immediately found itself in violent conflict with the old Bon faith and its devotees. The latter practised an even more primitive kind of animism, indulging in human sacrifice, cannibalism, devil worship and sexual orgies. Although banned altogether at one time, Buddhism gradually prevailed. But the Bon faith nonetheless continued to be practised, never being completely ousted. In fact, Tibetan Buddhism was to borrow freely from the Bon pantheon as well as from other religions, including Nestorian Christianity, which by then had reached Central Asia. In its final form, the Buddhism of Tibet – or Lamaism as it is sometimes called – would scarcely have been recognised by its saintly founder. One Catholic missionary who visited Tibet in the seventeenth century even claimed that it was simply a degenerate form of Christianity.


Lamaism is so named after its priestly upholders, the lamas, or ‘superior ones’. In effect it came to mean rule by a religious hierarchy headed by the Dalai Lama. The first Tibetan Buddhist monastery is said to have been built around the year 775, the final total of such institutions eventually reaching some 2,700. One early traveller described the country as ‘a huge monastery inhabited by a nation of monks’. For every Tibetan family was expected to provide one child for the church. It was a custom which their Chinese neighbours – and at times overlords – were to encourage, for more monks meant fewer soldiers. As a result every town and village had its own monastery, often perched strategically on hill-top or mountainside, from where a disciplinary eye was kept on the local populace.


The first Dalai Lama dates back to the fifteenth century, although the actual title was introduced, retrospectively, a century later. He was the leader of a sect called the Yellow Hats (so called because of their yellow garb) of Tibetan Buddhism which, with powerful Mongol support, gradually supplanted the rival Red Hat sect as the dominant power in Tibet. Until then the country had been ruled by a dynasty of kings supported by the Red Hats. Nominally the kings continued to rule, but gradually temporal as well as religious power passed to the Dalai Lamas. By the middle of the seventeenth century this transfer of power was complete, and Tibet was firmly controlled by the formidable fifth Dalai Lama from the Potala, the now world-famous palace which he built specially for himself and his successors or, more correctly, his reincarnations. The Great Fifth, as he is still known, also created an institution which some of his successors had cause to rue. This was the office of Panchen – or Tashi – Lama which he bestowed as a gesture of veneration upon his aged and revered teacher, the Abbot of Tashilhunpo monastery, near Shigatse, Tibet’s second largest town. Both the Dalai and Panchen Lamas, Tibetans believe, are reincarnations of different aspects of the Buddha himself, the Panchen being concerned exclusively with spiritual matters while the Dalai is additionally entrusted with the nation’s sovereignty. So long as the Panchen Lamas confined themselves to spiritual affairs, leaving all temporal matters to the Dalai Lama, no problems arose, but this did not always prove to be the case.


Whenever a Dalai Lama died a search began for his reincarnation. The chosen male child had to possess certain mystic qualities which distinguished him from ordinary mortals. One was the ability to identify the possessions of his predecessor, or rather his previous self. Another requirement was that he should have large ears, upward-slanting eyes and eyebrows and that one of his hands should bear a mark like a conch-shell. The successful candidate, usually aged two or three, was then removed from his family to Lhasa to begin a long period of spiritual training for his future role. The Panchen Lamas were chosen in a similar way. Invariably the reincarnated leaders were ‘discovered’ in the households of lowly families rather than of noble ones. This, it has been said, was deliberate, to ensure that no single and powerful lay family could seize the title and make it hereditary.


Until he reached the age of eighteen, the young Dalai Lama’s temporal responsibilities were carried out by a Regent. Some of these were clearly reluctant to relinquish their powers, for a suspiciously large number of young Dalai Lamas died before attaining the age of eighteen. During one period of a hundred and twenty years, five successive Dalai Lamas ruled for a total of only seven years. Nor were all the Dalai Lamas models of saintliness. The sixth, who was enthroned in 1697, showed little interest in his spiritual and secular responsibilities, preferring to indulge in sexual adventures, drunkenness and writing erotic poetry. He was nonetheless popular with his people who resisted an attempt to have him deposed.


Religious belief and everyday life were inextricably entwined in this unique theocracy. Until the Chinese invasion, every Tibetan family worshipped daily at the household shrine. Whether rich or poor (and the rich were only modestly so by comparison with other countries), whether dwelling in palace, hovel or nomadic tent, each household set aside a corner in which were placed devotional objects. In addition to the numerous monasteries and nunneries scattered across the country, there were many thousands of chortens or stupas, erected as monuments to saints or as repositories for offerings and sacred relics. It is necesssary to use the past tense as almost all of these were destroyed by the Red Guards during the Cultural Revolution, if not before. Everywhere too there were strings of prayer flags, either hung from poles or draped over the rooftops. Each flutter of one of these flags, the Tibetans believe, sends the prayer written on it heavenwards.


Another ingenious idea, unique to Tibet, is the prayer-wheel, or mani-chuskor. This consists of a metal cylinder – ranging in height from a mere two inches to a colossal eight or nine feet – and containing a long scroll of paper bearing countless repetitions of the mystical, all-powerful Tibetan prayer: ‘Om! Mani Padme Hum!’ Translated literally, this means ‘Hail! Jewel in the Lotus!’, although its actual meaning is obscure. Every time the cylinder is rotated, Tibetans believe, a stream of prayer ascends skywards. The most common type of prayer-wheel is the small, individually-owned and hand-rotated kind. Attached to a wooden handle, the cylinders of these are usually made from copper or silver and often finely decorated. A small metal weight on a short chain attached to the cylinder enables the user to whirl it at speed. Some of the largest prayer-wheels, to be found in monasteries or temples, are said to contain as many as a million printed repetitions of the mystical formula. Because of their weight, these giant wheels are usually rotated by means of a hand-turned crank, or by wind or water power, thus enabling hundreds of millions of invocations to be released heavenwards with the minimum of effort.


Another aid to prayer is the Tibetan rosary. Usually of bone (often human), coral or wood, these always consist of one hundred and eight beads, a sacred number. A bead is slipped each time a prayer is repeated, until a complete circuit has been made of the rosary. Also attached to the rosary are two or more secondary strings, each consisting of ten much smaller beads. These are used to register each completed circuit of the rosary. Thus very large numbers of prayers can be recorded. These rosaries, as well as the innocent seeming prayer-wheels, were adapted by the Raj spymasters to less reverent use, as will be seen.


Learned tomes have been written on the religion of the Tibetans to which those wishing to pursue the subject further can turn. For it is too complex to go into here and beyond the scope of this book. But there are certain beliefs and practices of interest to us because they illustrate Tibetan attitudes to life and death and the immense power of their faith. (If they seem repugnant to us, it should be pointed out that some western customs strike Tibetans as equally bizarre.)


One of the most horrifying of these was self-immurement. The length of time a hermit might spend in solitary confinement walled up in a pitch-dark cave could vary from a few months’ retreat to a lifetime, in which case the ordeal ended only at death. Recourse to this slow form of suicide, it was believed, would enable the devotee to avoid endless cycles of rebirth, and so achieve Nirvana, or self extinction, in one lifetime. Many of those who attempted this feat understandably went mad. Their only human contact was the gloved hand which once a day, and in total silence, passed food through a tiny aperture in the wall. It needs no imagination to visualise the conditions inside a cave cell thus occupied for thirty or forty years. When the anchorite knew that death – and hopefully Nirvana – was close, he would drag himself into a corner and compose himself, Buddha-like, in cross-legged posture to await the end. When those outside noticed that he had failed to accept food for several days, death would be assumed. The wall was then knocked down and the devotee’s body reverently removed and ceremoniously burned instead of being cut up and fed to the vultures.


Another harsh ritual was that of making a pilgrimage by the slow and painful means of repeated prostrations of the body. Pilgrims sometimes covered hundreds of miles in this way, each time placing their feet on the spot where their foreheads had previously touched the ground. Usually Lhasa, with its holy places, was the pilgrim’s goal, but it could be any sacred site. Sven Hedin once came upon two young lamas engaged in such a pilgrimage around Mount Kailas, regarded by Tibetans as the centre of the universe. It had taken them nine days to reach this spot from their village, and they calculated that it would take a further twelve or so days to complete the circuit of the mountain. After that, one of the two – just twenty years old – planned to wall himself up for the rest of his life. Other pilgrims sometimes carried heavy rocks with them to demonstrate their devotion.


Tibet abounds in tales of supernaturally-endowed saints, wizards with great destructive powers, and mystics who could fly to the tops of Himalayan peaks, raise the dead and perform other miracles. Many of these stories were no doubt invented by the priestly hierarchy to impress their authority on simple villagers, whose aims and faith they depended upon. But many modern-minded Tibetans still half believe in these miracles. Tibetan refugees tell of the lung-pa, or wind men, who after years of extreme asceticism and preparation can free themselves from the normal weight of their bodies and thereafter defy gravity, flying hundreds of miles in a day. One well-known European traveller actually claimed to have observed one of these.


Magic plays a key role, too, in traditional medicine. Tibetan doctors claim to be able to tell from a patient’s pulse when another member of his or her family, however far away, is ill, and then to be able to diagnose and cure the malady. There are four hundred and forty different forms of illness, it is claimed, each of which can be cured by a special charm or spell, although herbal medicines are also used. Even more bizarre are some of the potions used by the lama doctors in the past. According to David Macdonald, a British official who perhaps came to know the Tibetans better than any other westerner, the most prized and expensive of all Tibetan medicines were the pills made from the mixed excreta of the Dalai and Panchen Lamas. Another outlandish belief was that drinking the urine of young boys would restore virility in elderly men.


Like almost everything else in this larger-than-life land, punishments, too, were extremely harsh. Mutilation – including the removal of the eyes – and amputations were widely used to punish serious crimes. Writing in 1929, Macdonald observes that eyes were rendered sightless either by thrusting red-hot irons into the sockets, or by pouring boiling oil or water over them. ‘Sightless beggars’, he recounts in The Land of the Lama, ‘their eyes put out or blinded for murder, theft from monasteries or the houses of high officials, may be seen in the bazaars soliciting alms.’


The death penalty, although rarely carried out (for Buddhism forbids the taking of life), usually involved pushing the victim over a cliff, or tossing him, stitched up in a bag, into a river. Another punishment which could be ordered, though only by the Dalai Lama, was that of denying a man’s soul the possibility of rebirth, thus condemning him to eternal limbo. This could be accompanied by a death sentence, in which case the victim’s head was dried and placed in a special building near Lhasa – ‘a sort of rogues’ gallery’, Macdonald calls it. If execution was not ordered, then the victim was shunned as an outcast for the remainder of his or her life – a fate almost more to be dreaded than death in such a society. As if all this were not enough, Tibetan sinners lived in perpetual fear of sixteen different kinds of hell, eight of them scorchingly hot and eight icy cold.


But despite the harshness and cruelty of Tibetan life – haunted not merely by demons and despotic lamas, but by earthquakes, smallpox, wolves and brigands – travellers throughout history have always found the Tibetans an exceptionally attractive people. Blessed with a robust humour, they showed themselves to be both hospitable and trustworthy. Generally speaking they were amazingly for bearing towards gatecrashers. But if they felt threatened, and were inflamed by the lamas, they could be fierce and implacable, even if their armaments and tactics were mediaeval. They could also be extraordinarily brave, even pathetically so, as British machine-gunners were to discover on the battlefield at Guru.


The tale which now follows begins in the middle of the nineteenth century, after Tibet had become a land closed to foreigners. Tsarist armies were advancing – menacingly the British believed – across Central Asia towards India. It was fears for the safety of the latter which stirred strategists in London and Calcutta to look with sudden new interest at the kingdoms and khanates lying in the path of the Russian advance. Until then, apart from Afghanistan, these had counted for little. But now they acquired a crucial significance. And none more than the Buddhist kingdom of Tibet, the largest and least known of them all.





2. The Unholy Spies of Captain Montgomerie


As the heavily laden caravan wound its way through the snow-filled valleys and passes of southern Tibet towards Lhasa, a solitary Buddhist pilgrim, rosary in hand, could be observed toiling alongside the straining yaks. As he strode his companions could hear him repeating endlessly the sacred Tibetan mantra ‘Om! Mane Padme Hum!’ Sometimes he would draw a prayer-wheel from the folds of his thick sheepskin coat and rotate it with a flick of the wrist for hour after hour, filling the thin Tibetan air with prayer. Conscious of their pious companion’s need for privacy, the Ladakhi caravan men avoided questioning or talking to him at such times.


It was the winter of 1865. The leader of the caravan, bringing goods from Ladakh to Lhasa, had agreed to allow this good-natured pilgrim to accompany them on the final, three-month stage of their journey to the Tibetan capital. What they did not know, and never did discover, was that this was no Buddhist holy man. Had they suspected this, and troubled to count the beads of his rosary, they would have found that there were only one hundred of these, instead of the sacred one hundred and eight. Had they removed the top from his prayer-wheel while he slept they would have discovered, instead of the usual scroll bearing block-printed prayers, tiny pencilled figures and mysterious jottings in Urdu.


Once their suspicions had been aroused, they might have noticed that sometimes this holy man dropped behind the slow-moving caravan. Then he would remove surreptitiously from his sleeve, a small, curious-looking device made of metal and glass, through which he would peer hastily at some distant feature, afterwards scribbling a brief note which he would then conceal inside his prayer-wheel. At other times, after making quite sure he was not being observed, he would carefully remove from the top of his pilgrim’s staff a thin glass object (which some of his companions might have recognised as a thermometer), and dip it fleetingly into a boiling kettle or cooking vessel. Again, he would note down the reading and hurriedly secrete this in his prayer-wheel.


Not merely was this traveller not a Buddhist, but neither was he a holy man. He was a Hindu – and worse, he was a British spy. Had his identity been discovered, he would undoubtedly have been killed on the spot. Not long afterwards he was to witness the public beheading of another traveller who had entered Lhasa without permission. But who was this man, and why was he prepared to take such terrible risks, and face appalling hardships, for his British masters?


At this period in the history of the Raj, ever since the Tibetans had closed their frontiers with India, knowledge of what was going on there was extremely meagre. To those British Indian officials entrusted with gathering political and other intelligence from their northern neighbour, it must have seemed at times rather like waiting for signals from outer space. What little intelligence frontier officials did manage to glean came from native traders who travelled regularly between India and Tibet. A certain amount more was passed on by the British Legation in Peking and by the handful of consuls and foreign missionaries living in western China. But for the latest movements of the advancing Tsarist armies in Central Asia, the intelligence chiefs in Calcutta and Whitehall were almost entirely dependent on the St Petersburg newspapers. To make matters worse, much of the information reaching them from these sources proved to be highly unreliable, especially that to do with Tibet, just three hundred miles north of Calcutta, then the capital of British India.


British official maps at this time show Tibet as one huge white blank, as though the whole area was obliterated by snow. At their headquarters in the hill station of Dehra Dun, the cartographers of the Survey of India preferred to ignore the positioning of towns and rivers shown on the old, Chinese-made pictorial maps of Tibet. Thus, in the 1860s, the locations of towns even as important as Lhasa and Shigatse, and – further afield in Chinese Turkestan – Yarkand and Kashgar, were known only to the nearest hundred miles or more. Much the same applied to roads and passes, mountains and rivers. But now, with the Russians advancing across the great empty spaces of Central Asia, suddenly there was a call for accurate maps of this vast political no-man’s land to the north.


There was no easy solution, if there was one at all. To send through the passes young officers trained in map-making, however brave, willing and well disguised, would have been not only personally hazardous but politically so also. Already one celebrated traveller – Thomas Moorcroft – had been murdered in the unpoliced approaches to Tibet. Others were to meet with a similar fate, including old Central Asian hands like Andrew Dalgleish, hacked to death by a giant Afghan on a lonely Karakoram pass, and George Hayward, about whose violent end Sir Henry Newbolt wrote the epic poem He Fell Among Thieves. Anyone brave – or foolish – enough to trespass in these badlands was regarded as fair game by the lawless tribes and brigands who lived there by rapine. And because there was little or no chance of those responsible ever being brought to justice, any such enterprise by adventurous Raj officials (and there was no shortage of volunteers) was expressly forbidden. Even if they had succeeded in evading the murderous tribesmen, there was very little likelihood of their being able to outwit the vigilant Tibetan border guards who waited at every pass or approach.


In a celebrated incident in 1849, the distinguished botanist Joseph Hooker and a friend had crossed briefly into Tibet from Sikkim on a plant-hunting expedition despite the tearful entreaties of the Tibetan guard commander (who, it is said, later paid for this lapse with his life) and also the protests of Sikkimese officials. The following month they attempted to bluster their way across again, but were turned back by Tibetan troops. On returning to Sikkim they were arrested and Hooker’s companion, a Raj official, mistreated by having bamboo cords twisted round his wrists and being made to march with his hands bound to the tail of a mule. The perpetrators were punished for this, but it was the very sort of incident that the British authorities wished to avoid, and Hooker and his companion, Dr Archibald Campbell, were lucky to escape a severe reprimand.


Year after year Tibet thus continued to remain a no-go area for map-makers, and therefore a blank on everyone’s charts. Then, in 1862, a young Royal Engineers officer attached to the Survey of India hit upon a brilliant solution. Why not, he asked, send native explorers, hand-picked for their intelligence and resourcefulness, and trained in clandestine surveying techniques? The officer, Captain Thomas George Montgomerie, explained his idea thus:


‘When I was in Ladakh I noticed the natives of India passed freely backwards and forwards between Ladakh and Yarkand in Chinese Turkestan, and it consequently occurred to me that it might be possible to make the exploration by that means. If a sharp enough man could be found, he would have no difficulty in carrying a few small instruments amongst his merchandise, and with their aid good service might be rendered to geography.’


Montgomerie’s chiefs agreed to let him put his idea to the test, confident perhaps that a native could always be disowned if it came to it, and that reprisals would hardly be called for in the event of his death. Nonetheless, in view of their anxiety not to upset their Asiatic neighbours, especially Manchu China, it was a surprising decision. For Yarkand, in the heart of Chinese Central Asia, was chosen as the target for this sensitive mission.


Montgomerie’s first recruit was Mohamed-i-Hameed, a young Muslim clerk already trained in simple survey work. In the summer of 1863 he set out from Ladakh, the last outpost of British influence, and headed across the Karakoram passes towards Yarkand, an oasis town on the ancient Silk Road. Both he and Captain Montgomerie knew that he was taking his life in his hands, and that detection meant almost certain death. Every effort, therefore, had been made to reduce to an absolute minimum the risk of discovery. The surveying instruments he carried were of the smallest possible size, designed and made specially in the Survey of India workshops. These were still early days, and Montgomerie and his colleagues had not yet begun to adapt Buddhist prayer-wheels and rosaries to clandestine ends. Chinese Turkestan, although only a stone’s throw from Tibet, was in any case a Muslim region.


Mohamed reached Yarkand safely, residing there for six months, all the time taking furtive observations with his secret instruments, and keeping his ears open for any news of Russian activities in the region. Then, towards the end of his stay, he was warned by a friend that Chinese officials had become suspicious of his activities and were making enquiries about him. The only thing to do was to leave discreetly but fast, and this he did, hastily returning across the Karakoram towards Ladakh, and safety. But he never got there.


At first it was surmised that he and a travelling companion had been murdered, possibly on Chinese orders, but subsequent investigations proved that both travellers had, in fact, died of illness, possibly precipitated by the hardships of their journey through the grim passes of the Karakoram. Fortunately, however, the young explorer’s carefully kept notes were recovered, and eventually delivered to Montgomerie. These proved to contain valuable topographical intelligence enabling Montgomerie, among other things, to fix the precise position and altitude of Yarkand and other nearby towns and villages. They also contained a brief report of Russian activities in this remote corner of the Chinese empire. It must have been with considerable satisfaction, albeit tinged with sadness at the fate of his agent, that Montgomerie was able to report to his superiors on the success of his first secret mission.


It was now agreed that this ingenious idea should be extended into Tibet. In anticipation of this, two Tibetan-speaking hillmen of British nationality had already been chosen for the task by Montgomerie and his immediate superior, Colonel James Walker, with the help of Major Etwall Smyth, a government education officer working in the frontier region. The two men were Nain Singh, aged thirty-three, the headmaster of a village school at Milam, lying 11,000 feet up in the Himalayas, and Mani Singh, his slightly older cousin. Both were experienced mountain travellers, having some years earlier accompanied a German expedition whose members had found them intelligent and resourceful.


The two recruits were brought to Dehra Dun, where they were given two years’ training in route survey and reconnaissance work. They were taught the use of sextant and compass, how to identify the stars and use them for fixing positions, and how to calculate altitudes by observing the boiling point of water. But that was no more than the Survey of India taught all its newly recruited native surveyors, or ‘chain men’ as they were known in the business. Nain and Mani Singh now entered what today would be called a spy-school, a world curiously familiar to readers of Kim, Kipling’s story of a small boy caught up in the Great Game and eventually recruited into the Raj intelligence service. Here they were schooled in the ingenious techniques devised by Montgomerie and Walker for conducting clandestine surveys of territories which were hostile, politically sensitive, or belonged to other governments – or, in the case of Tibet, all three.


First they were trained by endless practice to take a pace which, whether they walked uphill, downhill or on the level, always remained the same – thirty-three inches in the case of Nain Singh. Next they learned how to keep an exact count of the number of such paces they took in a day, or between any two landmarks. This was done with the aid of a Buddhist rosary, which as we have noted normally comprises one hundred and eight beads. Eight of these were removed, leaving a mathematically convenient one hundred, but not a sufficient reduction to be noticeable. At every hundredth pace a bead was slipped. Each complete circuit of the rosary, therefore, represented ten thousand paces – five miles in the case of Nain Singh, who covered a mile in two thousand paces. Because the Buddhist rosary has attached to it two short secondary strings, each of ten smaller beads, these were used for recording every completed circuit of the rosary.


Nain and Mani Singh were trained in the use of cover stories and disguise, just as Kim was at Simla by the shadowy Lurgan Sahib. Their lives were to depend on just how convincingly they could play the part of holy man, Himalayan trader, or whatever the delicacy of the situation demanded. Their disguise would have to stand the test of months of travelling, in the closest intimacy with real traders and pilgrims. Like Kim, they also learned to forget their own names, and work under a number or a cryptonym. Thus Nain Singh became simply ‘Number One’, ‘the Pundit’ or ‘the Chief Pundit’. His cousin was known in the Survey records as ‘Pundit Number Two’, ‘the Second Pundit’, or just ‘G-M’, which was arrived at by taking two of the letters of his name and reversing them. The word ‘pundit’, which suggests a man of certain learning, was to become the generic name by which they, and all subsequent recruits, were referred to. Their real names were not revealed until they were too old to make further secret journeys.
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