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List of Illustrations


FIRST STAGE


China


1.Brand new past: Kashgar’s famous Old Town is in fact a recently constructed set, where everything that appears to be old is new and built for the future.


2.Smooth as silk to Pakistan: the Karakoram Highway is part of the New Silk Road – the future lifeline for China’s trade with the rest of the world.


Pakistan


1.North Pakistan: author as novelty.


2.Colourful freight transport: decorative Pakistani trucks waiting for freight from China.


3.One of the countless landslides on my travels: stop, get out of the vehicle and watch the clear-up operation with crossed arms.


4.Viewpoint in Karimabad: some viewpoints have better views than others.


5.The Fairy Meadows: wild polo match at dusk. The British colonial rulers liked the sport so much that they took it home with them.


6.Juglot: two important rivers and the world’s three largest mountain ranges meet here. The Karakoram Mountains can be seen on the left side of the Gilgit River, and the Himalayas are on the right side of the Indus River. The Hindu Kush can be seen to the far left.


7.The Kalash women are not required to cover up. I got a warm welcome from Zaina.


8.The two local pop stars, Amrina and Ariana (in the centre), surrounded by loyal fans and friends.


9.New outfit for the harvest festival.


10.Recently restored calm: thanks to the work of Italian archaeologists, the Buddha of Swat, one of the largest in the world, is once again whole and well after it was blown up by the Taliban in 2007.


11.Peshawar: this old man still missed his real home in Kashmir, which he had not seen since the border was drawn in 1947. On the right: street picture with traces of former glory.


India


1.Kashmir: the floating vegetable market in Srinagar


2.Kashmir: “If there is a paradise on earth, it is this, it is this, it is this.”


3.The Golden Temple in Amritsar.


4.Haji Hassan has stayed in the same place, despite the wars that have come and gone and the borders that have moved back and forth.


5.Regimented in death: the Indian military cemetery in Drass, a memorial to the first war between two nuclear powers in the history of the world.


6.The Spiti Valley in India, “Little Tibet”: the road into the valley is, if possible, even more dramatic than the scenery.


7.Altitude with attitude: all the roads were closed and the valley was cut off by unexpected extreme weather in the region.


8.A young boy on the threshold of monastery life.


9.The author chose not to share this photograph with her family until she had returned from the Spiti Valley.


10.Mini nuns reading diligently during morning prayers.


11.The Fab Four: spiritual tourism in Rishikesh. The maharishi was not there when the mural was painted.


12.The young Ganges flows down to the lowlands: sunset ceremony in Hardiwar.


13.A pilgrim washes himself in the clean, ice-cold water.


14.Royal hospitality: Semla, the former princess of Sikkim.


Bhutan


1.During the day, the dances are performed by monks – in clothes. At night, things get wilder.


2.Universal characters: the Clown . . .


3.. . . and Death.


4.Loneliness in ambient lighting: young men in Mongar sing karaoke for absent women.


5.Darts as an action sport: archery is Bhutan’s national sport, but darts is not far behind, at number two.


6.Double hospitality: Two happy sisters in Merak.


7.The enormous Buddha outside Thimpu welcomes visitors to the city with huge serenity.


8.The phallus is a remarkably common symbol in Bhutan.


9.On the edge between beauty and destruction: the Tiger’s Nest, one of the most sacred temples in the Himalayas, clings to the mountainside.


10.The peculiar takin, Bhutan’s national animal, is a goat antelope, or gnu goat. The outside world thought for a long time that it was a mythical beast, like the yeti.


India


1.King for a new era: Towei Phawang, angh of the Konyak people, in his house that straddles the India–Myanmar border.


2.Apatani women from the Ziro Valley, Arunachal Pradesh.


SECOND STAGE


Nepal


1.Kathmandu Valley: the goddess inhabits them. Matina (above left), royal kumari 2008–2017; Chanira (below), kumari 2000–2010, and Dhana (above right), who never stopped being a living goddess.


2.Death machine: Everest Base Camp, 5,364 MSL. The treacherous Khumbu Icefall, which all the climbers have to navigate on their way up to the Holy Mother, can be seen behind the enormous camp on a black glacier.


3.Necessary companions: everything has to be carried up on tired backs.


4.Living military legends: the Brigade of Gurkhas. Hopeful aspirants.


5.More than seven hundred temples and historical monuments were damaged by the earthquake in 2015. The extensive restoration work will take many years yet.


6.Angel Lama – proud winner of Nepal’s first trans beauty contest.


7.This goat kid will have a short life.


8.In another world: possessed by the gods, shamans dance for the people of Turmakhad.


9.Local reformer: Shoudana, the shaman in Simikot, has reduced the number of days that women have to sleep in a menstruation hut from nine to five.


China


1.The border: Upper Mustang to the left and Tibet to the right of the barbed-wire fence.


2.Tibet: high-altitude and barren, with one of the driest climates in Asia. The photograph is from the area that was once the Guge kingdom.


3.Reverent prayer at the journey’s end: two Indian pilgrims arrive at Lake Manasarovar, which is so holy that its water can wash away the sins of a hundred lives.


4.Thousands of pilgrims from all over Tibet meet at the holy Mount Kailash to see the flag pole being raised during Saga Dawa, in the holiest of all months. These women have with them prayer flags and prayer wheels.


5.Thousands of pilgrims walk around the holy mountain. Every Tibetan should make a pilgrimage to Kailash at least twice in their lives. Bad weather is no obstacle.


6.Above the tree line: a few blades of grass among the stones. Mount Everest can be seen in the background.


7.Lhasa today: a modern, Chinese provincial city on Tibetan soil.


8.The mighty Potala Palace, which no longer houses the Dalai Lama.


9.There are prayer flags and butter lamps everywhere, as countless as the prayers and hopes of the devout Tibetans.


10.Tiger Leaping Gorge: China’s mass tourism at home.


11.In the Kingdom of Women, the maternal grandmother is boss. Kumu welcomes me to her grandmother room. She loves having visitors.









A Bad Omen


4750 MSL


It was early in the morning and the mountain plain was already teeming with joyful Tibetans. Delicate snowflakes pirouetted in the thin air. In the middle of the plain, a long pole, wrapped in yak hide and colourful prayer flags, lay propped at a gentle angle on a structure of staves. At twenty-five metres, it is the tallest flagpole in Tibet. Long, thick ropes had been tethered to the solid wooden pole and laid out neatly along the ground, ready for the pole setters. Two trucks, which looked absurdly out of place among all the festivities, were there to help.


Several thousand people had gathered, many having travelled for days, crossing the mountain range to reach this holiest of holy mountains in the middle of this holy month, Saga Dawa. Buddhists believe that the effects of everything they do in this month, both good and bad, will be amplified tenfold. And on this day, the fifteenth day of Saga Dawa, the most sacred day of all, the day when the Buddha was born and also the day he entered Nirvana, their actions are multiplied a hundred times over.


The women wore handwoven woollen dresses and silk shirts, with heavy silver jewellery, and the men wore knee-length fur or silk coats, and big hats. Their painstaking hairstyles and colourful costumes indicated where they were from in Tibet – how far they had travelled. But even more impressive than the lengths of their journeys was the fact that they had managed to collect all the papers, stamps and signatures necessary to cross the many invisible district boundaries and get through all the checks in order to be here, now, this very morning, as the delicate snowflakes danced in the air. The Chinese authorities fear the Tibetans’ deep, religious faith because they cannot control it, and they are particularly afraid of events like this, when thousands of believers from even the most isolated villages gather.


The authorities were present in force. Groups of riot police, in heavy knee pads, helmets and bullet-proof vests, equipped with batons and shields, marched back and forth past the children and prayer flags. Grim-faced policemen watched over the pilgrims queuing to be blessed by the monks at the small temple that stood on a slope above the plateau. They were there to make sure that everything was orderly, that no-one jumped the queue, or stood talking to a monk for too long; that things kept moving and progressed at a satisfactory pace. The monks sat in a long line, dressed in their red and saffron robes and large hats, beating their drums, blowing their horns or bowed over handwritten manuscripts as they chanted quietly.


Down on the plain, the crowd moved slowly around the flagpole, with prayer wheels and beads in their hands as they mumbled the sacred mantra: Om mani padme hum, om mani padme hum. The young and old prostrated themselves, arms above their heads in prayer, then stood up and walked a few steps before prostrating themselves again. Om mani padme hum. I let myself be pulled along by the current, by the flow, and circled the pole with the pilgrims, enveloped in colour and prayer. Om mani padme hum. Time ceased, time drifted, time was the snowflakes that swirled in the air.


The pole setters took up their positions, each by their given rope. The crowd stood still and watched the men in anticipation, as they pulled and tested the ropes.


Ki-ki-so-so! the onlookers murmured in encouragement, softly at first, then louder and louder. Ki-ki-so-so! Ki-ki-so-so-lha-Gyalo! Victory to the gods! Slowly the pole rose up to the sky, helped by the pole setters and two trucks. So-so-so! When, a few minutes later, the flagpole had been raised upright, the pilgrims exploded with ecstatic cries: Ki-ki-so-so! Paper prayer flags were thrown up into the air together with the toasted barley flour known as tsampa. Soon I was covered in flour; we were all covered in flour. The crowd started to move again in a wide circle round the pole, thousands of open, beaming faces. They started to move faster and faster. Ki-ki-so-so! The atmosphere was electric. Once again, I allowed myself to be pulled along by the throng, round the pole, enveloped in joy and finely ground tsampa.


I stopped to take one last picture before I went back to Jinpa, my guide, who was waiting up by the prayer flags at the temple. Technically, I wasn’t allowed to be more than five metres from him, as the police had told me at an information meeting the day before; foreigners had to be controlled. But Jinpa was quite relaxed and generally let me do as I pleased.


I got out my camera, pressed the shutter button and managed to capture the flagpole in free fall for ever.


There was complete silence. Everyone stopped, and stood staring at the fallen flagpole, which lay at an awkward angle on the ground, presumably broken. No-one called ki-ki-so-so, no-one threw tsampa or prayer flags into the air. Some were weeping. Others merely stared, paralysed by shock.


I found Jinpa, who had fallen to his knees.


“This has never happened before,” he said gravely. “Never, in three hundred years. The flagpole has occasionally been crooked, not entirely upright, and that was always interpreted as a bad omen for the coming year. But this . . . This is a very bad omen. Very bad. For those of us who are here, for the whole of Tibet.”


The monks by the temple continued to recite mantras in deep, penetrating voices, but now with knitted brows. The men who only minutes before had raised the flagpole and been lauded as heroes now wandered around in a daze, glancing over at the broken wood in dismay.


Jinpa stood up and looked at me. His eyes were glassy.


“Come,” he said, his eyes wet. “We have to start walking. We have a long way to go.”
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First Stage


July–December 2018




“If there is a paradise on earth,
it is this, it is this, it is this.”


Ascribed to the poet Hazrat Amir Khusrau












The New Silk Road


Where does a mountain start and finish, or a mountain range, or a journey?


If one looks at the mountains in Asia on a physical map – a topographical map without names – one sees the surface of the earth, frozen movements and waves in the geology, geometric patterns and fractals. But no beginning and no end, no clear delimitation.


The mountains we know as the Himalayas, which in Sanskrit means “abode of the snow”, lie like an enormous, curved barrier of rock massifs, glaciers and deep valleys between the Eurasian continent to the north, where Siberia’s undulating, forested wilderness slips into the steppes and deserts of Kazakhstan, Mongolia and China, and the Indian subcontinent to the south, stretching from Pakistan in the west to Myanmar in the east. At the northern end of the Himalayas lies the Tibetan mountain plateau; at the southern end, towards India and Pakistan, the range ends more abruptly, like a shield of towering peaks. Less than a century ago, the steep mountainsides were home to a patchwork of small mountain kingdoms, most of which have now been swallowed by the large, powerful states. The only one that remains is the kingdom of Bhutan.


On the ground, as well as on the map, the mountain massif has no defined start or finish. To the west, the Himalayas are linked to the Pamir, Karakoram and Hindu Kush mountain ranges. Would it then be more correct to say that the mountain chain starts at the Shibar Pass in Afghanistan, where the Hindu Kush perhaps ends, or at Nanga Parbat in Pakistan, the highest mountain to the west before the range ceases to be called the Himalayas? In Kyrgyzstan, the Pamir Mountains meet Tian Shan, the Celestial Mountains, which to the north become the Altai Mountains and to the east seamlessly become a mountain range called Sayan that ends at the Sea of Okhotsk in the east. Could one then say that the Himalayas actually end, or perhaps start, by the Pacific Ocean?


And if one was to widen the picture even more, it could be argued that the Himalayas are part of the Alpine orogeny, which started some sixty to eighty million years ago when the African and Indo-Australian tectonic plates collided with Eurasia to the north, and initially gave rise to the Caucasus Mountains, the Taurus Mountains, the Alps, the Pyrenees and the Atlas Mountains, and later to the Pamir Mountains, the Hindu Kush, the Karakoram – and the Himalayas. If one includes the extended family of Alpine mountain ranges, the Himalayas and its relatives, close and distant, stretch from the Atlantic Ocean in the west to the Pacific Ocean in the east.


1270 MSL


Whichever definition one chooses, no-one would say that the Himalayas start in the old Silk Road city of Kashgar in China’s Xinjiang Province, in the middle of the dry Tarim Basin, about as far west in China as it is possible to go. But that is where my journey to the Himalayas began, and the prologue was rather longer than planned. I could not follow the Silk Road south to the Himalayas until I had a piece of paper that would allow me to travel freely over the pass into Pakistan. The Indians were primarily to blame for the delay, and all I could do was wait, patiently.


I had applied for an Indian visa well in advance of my departure date, but the process was never-ending, as the embassy kept asking for more and more information: where was I going to stay, where was I going to go, how was I going to travel, who was I travelling with, why was I going to India in the first place? This continued until, eventually, I no longer had plenty of time; in fact, time was running out. I gave up on the Indian embassy and concentrated on the Pakistan embassy instead, but they were slow as well. Some of the staff were on holiday, apparently. They might be able to issue a visa the following week, or the week after. Then, suddenly, it was time to go and I boarded the plane for China as planned, and was given entry with my emergency passport. My main passport was still at the Pakistan embassy in Oslo. Unlike their colleagues from south of the mountains, the Chinese bureaucrats were a brilliant example of efficiency and my visa application had been fast-tracked, as ordered. So there I was, stuck in Kashgar, waiting for the Pakistan consular section in Oslo to return from their holidays and for my real passport with the magic piece of paper to arrive so that I could start my journey to the mountains.


Such are the prosaic problems of the modern traveller. The transport part takes no time at all these days; it is the bureaucracy that is interminable. We are constantly being told that we live in a world without borders, in a globalised age, but only if you have the right passport and the right papers. What do adventurous globetrotters talk about when they meet? They talk about bureaucracy, about consulates, about visa extensions and application procedures.


While I waited to continue my journey, I walked around the quiet streets of Kashgar. At the entrance to the city’s most important landmark, the pale-yellow Id Kah Mosque, I was stopped by a stern policeman.


“Passport!” he barked. The right papers are also needed to enter God’s house these days.


“It’s back at the hotel,” I said.


“Then I can’t let you in,” he said. “And you’re not allowed to take photographs inside the mosque,” he added, gruffly. “Photography is strictly forbidden.”


I wandered back out onto the large, newly renovated square. A handful of grey-haired men were sitting in the shade of some trees, listening to the call to prayer on a mobile phone. Down by the road, three Chinese children were clinging onto the humps of a scabby camel while their parents eagerly documented the occasion. Otherwise, the place was deserted.


There was a subway to the other side of the busy road. There in the half-dark was another ID checkpoint. The Chinese tourists and I were waved on past the metal detector; only the native Uighurs were made to queue for a full check. As a matter of course, they put their bags on the conveyor belt, scanned their ID cards and looked into the camera. Back out in the daylight, by the entrance to the famous old town, there was yet another ID check. Once again, I was waved in past a queue of local women and children.


At the market inside the old town, one of the stalls sold pomegranate juice, another had round flatbreads on display, some offered noodles, skewers of meat and steamed mutton, while others again tempted with juicy honeydew melons, sun-ripened apricots and large bunches of grapes. The smell of food hung heavy over the market, and eager Chinese tourists thronged around the monumental pots of meat. Kashgar is known far and wide for its lively markets – in many ways, the entire city is one great bazaar. On every street corner was someone selling something edible from a stall. The women traders were dressed in big, flowery dresses, the older men in colourful, round hats. Flocks of Chinese tourists photographed the exotic locals with semi-professional, half-metre lenses. As Kashgar is one of China’s western outposts, and the city is closer to Baghdad than Beijing, many of them were a long way from home.


I navigated my way through all the food stalls and slipped into one of the narrow alleyways. The old town did not look big on the map, but I immediately got lost in the winding, labyrinthine streets. Everywhere I looked there were traditional, light-brown adobe buildings. Small girls in princess dresses ran up to me to touch my hair, calling ni hao; a couple were even brave enough to say a shy hello. Old women sat in the doorways drinking tea. They smiled and said salaam as I passed.


The tourist authorities had posted signs and maps everywhere, but they were of little help, as they gave no names, they simply showed the various routes that could be followed through the labyrinth. Route 1, route 2, route 3. Every now and then I came across Chinese tourists with selfie sticks and headwear to protect them from the sun, but for the most part I was alone with gaggles of laughing children and wrinkled grandmothers. The dusty streets twisted hither and thither; the quaint alleyways all looked like something from A Thousand and One Nights. This, I thought, this – minus the maps and selfie sticks, and with more camels and donkeys – must be what Kashgar was like almost two thousand years ago, when merchants had just started to transport silk, paper, spices and other lucrative goods along the caravan routes from east to west.


When, at the turn of the century, the film crew behind The Kite Runner was looking for somewhere to film that was safer than Kabul, they chose Kashgar, the best-preserved and largest Islamic old town in Central Asia. Nearly two decades later they would probably have had to look for something more authentic. Had I not known, I might not have noticed, because the work was so well done, with such apparent respect for tradition. But all the angles and corners were straight. All the adobe walls were perfect, without a single blemish, without any unevenness. Every now and then I came across steps that led nowhere, or streets that stopped dead at the city wall, as the street grid had been drastically altered. And apart from the laughing children who followed me, the streets were largely empty.


Kashgar’s famous old town is nothing more than a decorative stage set now. Beautiful and atmospheric, but in reality brand new.


The evacuation and demolition of the old town started in 2009. According to the Chinese authorities, the buildings were not safe in the event of an earthquake, and they were in desperate need of an upgrade and modernisation. But instead of renovating the old buildings that had stood for centuries, the Chinese, true to style, set to with bulldozers. And they were thorough. More than sixty-five thousand houses were pulled down and more than two hundred thousand people lost their homes. Many of them now live in small, modern flats in characterless tower blocks on the outskirts of the city.


When I had been wandering around for a bit more than an hour, I found myself back at the massive entrance to the old town, which was also brand new. A sign in Uighur, Chinese and English said that it was the gateway to Kashgar Old City. The five As to the left of the gateway meant this was a five-star attraction, an honour bestowed in 2014 when the brand-new old town was finished.


On the other side of the street, a tiny part of the original old town had been left untouched. There was no sense of orderliness here. Most of the buildings were built higgledy-piggledy on top of each other and were in a state of ruin. The remains of the city wall looked more like a dried mudslide than a wall, and any space between the buildings was full of rubbish. I was prevented from entering by four policemen. They were sitting smoking in the shade of a parasol and it was obvious that their only task was to stop tourists from going into the old old town. I tried to tease out of them why there was no access, but to no avail: the policemen spoke only Chinese. A large sign by the table said in three languages, one of which was a kind of English, that entry was forbidden: REMINDER: DEAR VISITOR, DUE TO THE HATHPACE FOLK HOUSE IS DRESSING UP, CAN NOT ENTER INSIDE, PLEASE FORGIVE ME. The Chinese have complete confidence in automatic computer translations. Chinese tourists were also stopped, but Uighur women with young children at their heels were allowed to pass.


However, no-one stopped me from walking around the remains of Kashgar’s crumbling old town. To begin with, I harboured a hope that I might find another, less official way in, but there was a policeman at every entrance, no matter how narrow and wretched. Occasionally I caught a glimpse in through the windows of the crooked, tumbledown buildings. The people inside were drinking tea or watching television. State television, I presume. Only recently, not watching the state television channel had been identified as a sign of extremism, as had fasting during Ramadan and giving a newborn baby an Islamic name. In terms of statistics, there was a considerable chance that some of the TV viewers lounging on the sofas in these slums were Han Chinese, parachuted in from more central parts of China to teach the Muslim population of the Wild West how to live modern lives that followed the party line.


George Orwell’s dystopia from 1948 pales in comparison with Xinjiang Province in 2018.


*


It was Donald Duck who first introduced me to the Himalayas. Just as my travels to Central Asia and all the countries ending in “stan” were perhaps inspired by Donald’s many escapades in Farawaystan, the seeds for my current expedition had been sown by Carl Barks. As a child, I fell asleep with Donald Duck and I woke up with Donald Duck – in fact, I actually learned to read with Donald Duck. My father only ever read Donald Duck magazines to me in bed, and when he fell asleep, which he often did, I would have to carry on reading by myself.


When I got older, I of course read other things, and I was fascinated by the home atlas. We did not have a globe, but we had several thick atlases. In my imagination, I travelled all over these maps, and nowhere were the names more magical than in the brown and white mountain range between India and China: Hindu Kush. Thimpu. Lhasa. Hunza. Kathmandu. Sikkim. Karakoram. Annapurna. And the most beautiful name of all: Himalaya. I never tired of repeating the sounds to myself: Hi-ma-la-ya.


In one of my favourite stories from Duckburg, Carl Barks allows Uncle Scrooge to have a breakdown. His condition is serious: he can no longer bear to look at or hear about money. In the end, Donald and his nephews take Scrooge to the hidden valley of Tralla La high up in the Himalayas, where apparently money does not exist. The valley is so isolated that they can only parachute in, but all their efforts pay off: they find an earthly paradise, where the people are joyful, happy and harmonious.


There are not many places in the world that are as shrouded in myth as the Himalayas. The mountains were a final frontier for many explorers. Even at the start of the twentieth century, Western adventurers continued to dress up as local merchants and pilgrims in the hope of getting to Lhasa, Tibet’s legendary capital, and for several decades after flags had been staked in both the South and the North Pole, the highest peaks of the Himalayas remained unconquered. Then there were all the stories and mysticism. Books about hidden valleys where no-one got old and no-one died, where everyone lived in enlightened harmony and possessed deep insight and great wisdom, flew off the shelves of bookshops in Paris, London and New York.


Uncle Scrooge did not stay long in Tralla La. He had taken with him some bottles of medication in case he had a relapse, and the locals became obsessed with the bottle tops, which they considered to be rare treasures, so they started to barter with them. In order to solve this problem, Uncle Scrooge had planes drop a billion bottle tops in the valley. The fields were covered in bottle tops, and this proved to be too much of a good thing. The inhabitants were furious, and the ducks had no choice but to flee from the valley.


When I started travelling at nineteen, my first choice was obvious: I had to see the Himalayas. My meeting with the chaotic streets of Kathmandu, where the tourist shops jostle for space, and the Tibetan villages in Annapurna, where pizza and spaghetti are on the menu, left me disgusted but wanting more. Many years later, I went to Bhutan, and discovered a very different Himalayan reality, but this too had been modified and cushioned to suit the modern, Western explorer.


I sensed and had read that the Himalayas were so much more than this, much more than the dream of paradise for spiritual tourists or mountaineers. The cultural and linguistic diversity is enormous, as large and small ethnic groups have sought refuge over the centuries in the remote, inaccessible valleys, where many of them have remained more or less undisturbed to the present day. Mountaineers write about the mountains they climb and their own exertions; explorers more often than not write more about themselves than the societies they “discover”. The Himalayas are not only high, they are also long; the range crosses five countries, from China and India in the north, through Bhutan and Nepal, to Pakistan in the north-west. I wanted to discover what life stories and cultures were to be found there, beyond the well-trodden paths, high up in the valleys and villages of the mountains with the beautiful name.


Soon I would travel both far and high.


But first, I had to get the holy grail that was my visa. The people at the Pakistani embassy in Oslo were still on holiday, and the week rolled into the weekend and on to Sunday, the day of the legendary livestock market in Kashgar. I took a taxi from the centre and followed the pungent smell of cattle past the melon sellers and butchers, until I came to the livestock. At the entrance to this part of the market, I was stopped by three policemen, who all pointed sternly at my camera.


“No photos!” they shouted in unison.


“Why?” I asked, but got no answer other than being told again, “No photos!” It made no sense. The livestock market in Kashgar is famous for being one of the best and most interesting in the world. People travelled from afar with suitcases full of expensive camera equipment to experience it for themselves.


The market area itself reeked of fur, faeces and fear. The place was heaving with sheep and fine oxen and the odd obstreperous donkey. The animals stood cheek by jowl, tied to the temporary fences or squashed together on truck beds. People were shouting and bartering everywhere, fistfuls of banknotes were counted and exchanged. The men had calloused hands and were dressed in dirty work clothes. The women wore long dresses covered in shit. Here and there I came across Chinese tourists wearing face masks. None of them paid any heed to the fact that photography was not allowed, and the farmers did not seem to mind being photographed – they were too busy for that. The police tended to stay in their guardhouse by the entrance, at a safe distance from the cowpats, sheep droppings – and tourists.


Kashgar and trade are more or less synonymous. The city’s strategic location at the base of the Pamir Mountains meant that whoever controlled Kashgar also controlled the trade routes west to Persia and south to Kashmir. There were caravan routes from Kashgar to Xian in the north-east and Kazakhstan in the north. Marco Polo, who passed through the city on his expedition to China in the thirteenth century, described Kashgar as “the finest and largest”1 city in the region.


Kashgar’s history is long and turbulent. Over the centuries, the city has been ruled by the Greco-Bactrian Kushan dynasty, Tibetan kings, Chinese emperors, Arabic caliphates, Mongolian khanates and Turkish dynasties. The Chinese did not dominate until the eighteenth century: Xinjiang Province, and therefore also the city of Kashgar, was not permanently incorporated into the Chinese empire until 1757. Xinjiang means “new frontier”.


Xinjiang is the most westerly province in China, and the biggest by far: it covers an area that is larger than Spain, France, Germany and the UK combined. The province has borders with eight countries – Russia, Mongolia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Afghanistan, Pakistan and India – and is crucial to the development of the New Silk Road, or the Belt and Road Initiative (the BRI), as the Chinese authorities’ new pet project is officially called. The plan is to connect China with the other countries in Asia, as well as with Europe and Africa, via an enormous network of new roads, railway systems and shipping routes – a modern Silk Road, with China as the world’s main supplier of labour, big loans, cheap electronics and mass-produced clothes. China has cracked the code: in the age of hyper capitalism, when anything can be sold and free competition is god, empire building takes on a different form. Why occupy when you can buy? Why subjugate a country with force when you can be the cheapest supplier to their markets?


Even though Xinjiang is half the size of India in terms of area, the population is the same as that of Beijing – around twenty million. The central Asian terrain is inhospitable, and enormous areas, such as the Tian Shan Mountains and Taklamakan Desert, are uninhabitable. In the past few decades, the number of Han Chinese in Xinjiang has increased dramatically, but still is no more than half the population of Uighurs. More than ninety per cent of the population in the rest of China is Han Chinese; Xinjiang and Tibet are the only provinces where they are not yet the majority.


The Uighurs are a Turkic people with roots in Mongolia and the area south of Lake Baikal in Russia. When they were driven out of Mongolia by the Yensei Kyrgyz in the ninth century, they settled in the area that now includes Xinjiang. Here they established the kingdom of Qocho, also known as Uighuristan. In the thirteenth century, the Uighurs surrendered to Genghis Khan’s cruel army and for centuries were ruled by various Mongolian khanates. The Uighurs were originally Buddhists and Manichaeists, but converted to Islam under the Mongols.


The Chinese have had to work hard to maintain their rule over the new territory. Towards the end of the 1860s, Yaqub Beg, a brutal warlord from what is now Uzbekistan, took control of large parts of Xinjiang. Beg tyrannised the region for almost a decade before the Chinese eventually managed to force him out. In the meantime, the Russians had taken the opportunity to occupy the Ili Valley in the north, but gave it back to the Chinese ten years later – for a handsome sum of money. When the Qing dynasty collapsed in 1912, and the first Chinese republic was announced, Xinjiang was more or less left to itself. Once again, Russia seized their chance, and by the 1930s Xinjiang was a Soviet colony in all but name. The Russians controlled everything from the oil wells to the tin mines, Russian was the most popular foreign language, and in good communist style, many of the mosques were converted into community centres and theatres. The old Soviet consulate in the centre of Kashgar still stands as a monument to this Russian influence. It is now a cheap hotel, but the extravagant gardens, complete with Greek-inspired statues, pavilions and fountains, bear witness to past grandeur.


At the same time that the Soviet Russians dominated the region, the local population had a national awakening. The Turkic-speaking Muslims once again started to call themselves Uighurs, heirs to the kingdom of Uighuristan, a name that had lain dormant for centuries. There were those who dreamed of creating Turkestan, an independent republic for the Turkic peoples of Central Asia, and at the start of the 1930s, East Turkestan emerged. With the support of the Chinese nationalist party, the Kuomintang, a Muslim army attacked Kashgar in 1934. Several thousand Uighurs were killed in the ensuing battles, and the East Turkestan republic died with them. It was resurrected again for a short period ten years later, in the Ili Valley, in the north of Xinjiang, with considerable support from the Soviet Union. The second East Turkestan Republic, which had its own monetary system and army, relinquished its independence for good when Mao came to power in 1949.


More recently, there have again been rumblings in China’s Wild West, which have resulted in numerous terrorist attacks. In March 2014, for example, a group of Uighur terrorists attacked random passengers with knives at the train station in Kunming in Yunnan Province, more than two thousand kilometres from Xinjiang. Thirteen people were killed and more than a hundred and forty wounded. Some weeks later, forty-three people were killed by a car bomb in the vegetable market in Urumqi, the largest city in Xinjiang. In September the following year, more than fifty people were killed in a knife attack at a coal mine in Aksu, in western Xinjiang, and again Uighurs were responsible for the attack.


The Chinese authorities have now implemented draconian measures to crush the Uighur separatist movement. Since 2017, more than one million Uighurs have been held in state internment camps. The Chinese authorities prefer to call them “re-education camps”, but in reality, they are like modern-day concentration camps, with watch towers and surrounded by high walls and barbed wire. Former prisoners have told how they were forced to sing songs in praise of the Communist Party, and that difficult prisoners were beaten, raped, denied food and held in isolation. In many cases, Han Chinese have moved in with the families of prisoners in order to supervise the relatives and teach them about Chinese values.


The detention camps have been hailed as a great success: there have been no terrorist attacks in Xinjiang since 2016.


*


On my way back from the livestock market, I tried to visit the Id Kah Mosque again. I had come prepared, with my emergency passport in my bag, but the door was locked. There was a sign that said the mosque closed at seven in the evening, which in practice meant five. As Xinjiang lies so far west, the people here operate according to their own time, Xinjiang time, which is about two hours behind Beijing time. Officially, however, the whole of China is run on Beijing time, so the mosque was now closed.


There was still no news from the Pakistani embassy the next day. My visa would possibly be ready by the end of the week, or the following week. It began to dawn on me that my stay in Kashgar might be longer than expected, so I changed tactic. I remembered that someone I knew was an acquaintance of the former Pakistani ambassador. I contacted her and she immediately sent an email to the embassy. It worked like magic: within a few hours, the visa was on its way to Kashgar by express post. Soon, very soon, my journey to the many kingdoms and communities of the Himalayas could begin.


In the meantime, I visited the Afaq Khoja Mausoleum, the most sacred place in Xinjiang. The mausoleum lies a few kilometres from the centre of Kashgar, and with its large dome and majestic arched entrance, covered in green and white ceramic tiles, it is reminiscent of so many other buildings in other cities along the Silk Road, such as Samarkand and Bukhara. The mausoleum was built in 1640 as the tomb of the Sufi master Muhammad Yusef by his son, Afaq Khoja, after whom the mausoleum is named. He is also buried there. However, the mausoleum is now best known as the tomb of the Fragrant Concubine.


According to myth, Afaq Khoja’s granddaughter Iparhan, or Xiang Fei, as she was called in Chinese, was so beautiful and fragrant that when Emperor Qianlong heard about her, he asked for her to be sent to him as a concubine. If Chinese legend is to be believed, the beauty from the west was given a delightful room with her own garden, but the luxury of the imperial palace was not enough to dull her longing for home. The emperor was desperate and did whatever he could to make her happy; he built a mosque for her and recreated a Uighur village and a Muslim bazaar outside her window. In the end he sent his servants to Kashgar to bring back a Chinese jujube tree that bore golden fruit. Xiang Fei finally understood how much he loved her and in return was loyal to him until she died. After her death, her body was brought back to Kashgar as a symbol of national unity and the emperor’s love. It is said that Xiang Fei’s final journey took three years.


The Uighur version, on the other hand, ends in tragedy. Xiang Fei’s heart was bursting with hate and thoughts of revenge, and she defended herself against the emperor’s advances with small knives that she kept hidden in her sleeves. The emperor’s mother was concerned for her son’s security, and one day when she was alone with Xiang Fei she gave her an ultimatum: behave like a proper concubine or commit suicide. In one version, Xiang Fei is then poisoned; in another, she does as her mother-in-law advises and hangs herself with a silk scarf.


These days, however, it is the romantic Chinese version that dominates. Xiang Fei has had restaurants and perfumes named after her, TV series, films and ballets have been made about her, and one can also take a guided tour of her tomb. It is likely that the myth is based on a concubine who did actually exist, namely Concubine Rong, who came to the imperial palace in Beijing from west China in the 1760s. Concubine Rong died from an illness at the age of fifty-three, but is buried in Beijing, more than four thousand kilometres from the Fragrant Concubine’s famous grave in Kashgar. No-one knows who actually lies in the grave.


To the right of the mausoleum were rows of rough, dry clay graves. In the past, there were graves in front of the mausoleum as well, as Muslims believe it is auspicious to be buried close to shrines. When the mausoleum became a popular tourist attraction, the Chinese authorities removed these graves and planted a rose garden instead. In one corner of the rose garden is a sign that says: BEST SPOT FOR TAKING PHOTOS. They want tourists travelling to Xinjiang to return home with photographs of roses, not of old graves or mistreated livestock.


And certainly not of mosque interiors.


I did eventually manage to get past the yellow walls of the Id Kah Mosque. An attendant scanned my pass, while another took my forty-five yuan entrance fee.


“You’re not allowed to take pictures,” the attendant said, as she handed me my ticket and change.


“Photography is not permitted,” the other attendant said, before giving me my passport.


“Photography is forbidden,” a third attendant said, then checked my bag before allowing me through into the mosque courtyard.


There is room for more than twenty thousand people inside the walls, which makes Id Kah not only the biggest mosque in Kashgar, but also in China. The mosque building itself is, however, small and wooden, and more than six hundred years old. I normally cover my head when I visit mosques, as one should, but in Xinjiang headscarves are forbidden. As are long beards and Muslim clothes. Any outward sign of being a Muslim is an open invitation to “re-education”.


“Thousands of Muslims come here to pray every day,” it said on the website of the Chinese travel bureau, Travel China Guide, but apart from a dozen or so Chinese tourists, the mosque was empty. There were several big surveillance cameras in the trees outside, and a guard stood by every street light keeping watch.


“No pictures,” one of them barked as I passed him on my way out of the mosque. On the benches outside, in the shade of some leafy trees, a handful of old men sat with their hands shaped like a bowl in front of their faces, whispering under their breath. Perhaps they were praying for better times.


*


I could track the progress of my passport as it travelled from Oslo to Kashgar. The day after it was sent, it reached Hong Kong, and I started to get ready to travel south, to the mountains. From Hong Kong, it travelled to Guangzhou, but there it stopped. My passport was stranded in Guangzhou. I contacted the shipping agent’s customer services, and was told that the passport was in Guangzhou, which I already knew. The days passed, and nothing happened. I googled Guangzhou and discovered that fifteen million people live there, nearly three times more than the entire population of Norway. Why had I never heard of Guangzhou before? I carried on reading and learned that Guangzhou was the Chinese name for Canton, and that it had not only played a key role in the Opium Wars, but had also been an important stopping point on the Silk Road. While Kashgar had been a hub for camel caravans, Guangzhou was the terminal for maritime trade.


And I was about as far from the sea as it was possible to be.


On one of the days that I spent waiting for my passport to leave Guangzhou, I headed north from Kashgar, towards the border with Kyrgyzstan. The flat, barren landscape ended abruptly in dramatic limestone formations, up to several metres high, with the odd cactus or patch of scrub adding a splash of green to the brown. Deep gorges ran through the terrain, carved by water and rivers that had once run down from the Tibetan Plateau to the lowlands.


The last British consul-general, Eric Shipton, undertook several strenuous explorations of the area in 1947. Shipton was an excellent mountaineer and had already taken part in several relatively successful Mount Everest expeditions, although no-one had yet managed to reach the peak. He was looking for an enormous archway in the desert mountains he had once seen from a distance outside Kashgar. He finally found it on the third attempt. The Uighur name for the arch is Tushuk Tash, the mountain with a hole in it, but it is now better known internationally as Shipton’s Arch. Until relatively recently, an island, a sea or a continent was not properly discovered until a European man had written about it and left his mark there.


Shipton’s Arch was recorded in the Guinness Book of Records as the largest natural arch in the world, but was then taken out again, as no-one could find the way back to it. Only half a century later, in the year 2000, did an expedition party sent by National Geographic manage to find the hidden but never forgotten rock formation.


Once it had been rediscovered, a road was built almost all the way to the arch. This was then joined by a car park and visitors’ centre with toilets and a shop. The police are also there to check every visitor’s papers. It takes about an hour to walk from here to the arch, and benches and tables have been set up along the way so people can rest.


The path ran along the bottom of the gorges where once rivers had flowed, flanked by limestone cliffs so full of holes, circles and lines that they almost resembled art. I had to imagine the overwhelming, majestic silence, however, since I was surrounded by chattering masses, as is the case almost everywhere in China. Some tourists were equipped for a strenuous hike in the mountains, others tottered along the gravel path in short, tight dresses and high heels, with atmospheric music blasting from their mobile phones.


Some broad wooden steps led up to the viewing platform. It was only once I was standing there that I could appreciate the full size of the arch: it reached down into the valley and was so geometric, so perfect in form, it could have been carved by a master. Some black birds were gliding on the air streams inside the actual arch – they flew up and down in playful spirals, as though they were doing gymnastics.


*


Suddenly, one day, the blessed visa was waiting for me at the reception desk. I had almost given up; the mountains felt like a distant, unrealistic dream. I had got used to being settled in one place and had started to feel at home in Kashgar.


I walked through the newly renovated, organised chaos of the old town for the last time. Once again I got lost and ended up by the gigantic statue of Mao in the People’s Square. It had been erected during the Cultural Revolution and at more than twenty-four metres was one of the four largest Mao statues in China. Obviously, it was not cheap to install such an enormous statue, but the city council knew how to solve the issue and had encouraged the inhabitants to donate money voluntarily. Those who didn’t have money could donate their ration cards. And people opened their purses, of course, whether they could afford it or not. Once the finances were in place, another problem arose: how on earth were they going to find enough building materials in the desert? In the end, the statue had to be transported in pieces, on sixteen lorries, from central China to Kashgar. Craftsmen then spent months putting the pieces together and raising the statue, which was unveiled in 1969.


There was not a soul to be seen in the concrete square around the statue. A lone guard sat in a tiny security hut and watched over the founding father of the People’s Republic.


How many people are employed by the police and security services in China? It must be millions. In recent times, the country has spent more money on domestic security than on the military – and China’s defence budget is the second largest in the world. It is estimated that in 2020 the Chinese state spent USD 252.3 billion on defence annually.* That is still outstripped by the budget for domestic security.


That evening, my last in Kashgar, I went for a walk around the hotel, which was a few kilometres from the old town and surrounded by low blocks of flats. The neighbourhood was well organised and well looked after, with wide six-lane highways, and a separate road for motorbikes and scooters, of which there are so many. Bicycles, which only a few years ago were the very symbol of Chinese urban life, were now conspicuous by their absence, as were the Uighurs. There were only Han Chinese as far as the eye could see, and most of them had moved here recently, it was safe to assume. Trees and colourful flowers had been planted in straight, orderly lines by the edge of the road. The broad pavements were full of families out for an evening stroll. Some girls had taken up position outside one of the blocks of flats and were doing aerobics; they followed the instructions of a happy voice coming from a portable loudspeaker. Unlike in the old town, which was full of children, each couple here only had one child.


No-one knows exactly how many Uighurs are being held in the state re-education camps, but estimates vary from one to one and a half million. If the estimates are right, this means that at least one in every ten Uighurs is currently being held against their will in a detention camp. In other words, all the Uighurs I saw on the street, in the livestock market, in the old town, all the Uighurs who worked in the hotel where I was staying, and in the restaurants where I ate, absolutely all the Uighurs I came into contact with, in one way or another, knew someone who was imprisoned.


But I could not ask. The surveillance was absolute. If someone talked to a foreigner, it would not go unnoticed.


How do you recognise suppression? What would I have picked up if I had not known what I knew? And what did I actually pick up?


An avenue of green trees had been planted alongside a narrow, dirty river that reeked of sewage, and small footbridges had been built across the river. The restaurants and shops were still open, even though it was getting on for midnight, Beijing time, and there were small families, couples and groups of friends sitting everywhere, eating, chatting and enjoying themselves. If one ignored all the Uighurs who were selling meat skewers and round flatbreads, and the strong police presence, the atmosphere was much like that in any other provincial Chinese town.


But one also has to include in the equation all that one does not see or hear. The last time that I had been in Xinjiang, three years before, many of the women wore colourful headscarves; now all the women had bare heads. None of the men I saw had long beards, the muezzin’s insistent call to prayer no longer boomed across the city from loudspeakers five times a day, and the only people in the mosque were Chinese tourists.


And then there are all the things one does not want to see or dare see. When I got back to the hotel that evening, four policemen stood bent over the reception desk studying a list of names. It was clear that they were looking for someone; judging by the receptionist’s distressed face, they would soon find whoever it was they were looking for.


I scurried past and locked the door to my room.


*


No-one leaves Kashgar unnoticed. On the way out of the city, I was stopped at three checkpoints, and each time I had to send my luggage through an X-ray machine, have my passport scanned and give my fingerprints. The other passengers in the car, a family from Beijing, were generally allowed to stay in the car, while I and busloads of Uighurs filed in long queues through the security check.


The road itself was in perfect condition and frequent radar checks meant that the driver stuck rigorously to the strict speed limit. Finally, finally I was on my way out towards Pakistan, to the Himalayas. My fellow Chinese passengers were fast asleep, and I also nodded off. When I woke up, there were rusty-coloured mountains all around, and the Chinese family asked for a stop to stretch their legs. The wife’s hair was as red as the mountains, and her husband took photographs of her from every angle. When he refused to take any more pictures, she asked me to step in.


The mountains got higher and steeper with every bend in the road, and soon we could see snowy peaks. The woman with the red hair wanted another photo stop. The landscape was wilder, the air was thinner. I thought about Wilfred Skrede, a young Norwegian who travelled the same route a little under eighty years earlier, in 1941. Norway was occupied by the Nazis and at war, and Skrede was on his way to Canada to the Norwegian air force training camp, Little Norway. As crossing the North Sea was dangerous, to get to Canada he went through Sweden, Finland, the Soviet Union and Xinjiang, over the mountains to what is now Pakistan and Kashmir, and then on to the port in Singapore. The journey took over a year, and Skrede was arrested several times along the way. He broke his back in a car accident in Xinjiang, and convalesced in Kashgar, thanks to the generous hospitality of the British consul-general Shipton, him of the arch. The young Norwegian stayed with the mountaineering consul for a month, “and I look back on those days as some of the happiest in my life,” Skrede writes in his memoirs. When his back was more or less healed, he carried on south towards the mountains. The journey from Kashgar to Tashkurgan took eleven days on horseback and he was accompanied by armed guards, as the local warlord feared that the Norwegian might be a spy. When the horses were too tired to go any further, due to the thin mountain air, they were stabbed in the muzzle so they bled, and could then manage to go a little further. Bleached bones on the mountainside bore witness to all the others that had given up for good.


“For centuries, caravans have travelled between Kashmir and Kashgar,” Skrede writes. “Many think it sounds so romantic and beautiful, but anyone who has crossed the Chichiklik Pass has seen for himself the hell that this trade route has been for thousands of tortured nags, driven to exhaustion and a painful death, with no Allah to call on.”2


3645 MSL


Providing that all your papers are in order, the journey from Kashgar to Tashkurgan now takes no more than a day, with time for lunch and photo stops. The Karakoram Highway, an important part of the New Silk Road, undulates like a black asphalt snake along the mountainside all the way from Kashgar to Gilgit in Pakistan. We were given a new photo opportunity by Karakul Lake, where the snow-capped blue mountains were reflected in the water. Hundreds of Chinese tourists were already there, eternalising the stunning scenery. Kyrgyz with broad faces and narrow eyes offered horse rides, meat skewers, ethnic jewellery, and opportunities to be photographed in typical nomad clothes, but we had to press on. We still had a long way to go. Until only a few years ago, it was possible to spend the night in traditional Kyrgyz yurts by the lake, as Skrede had done in the 1940s, but the authorities have put a stop to that kind of freedom, and now it is only possible to stay in regulated conditions, in approved hotels. Exceptions can be made, of course, but will cost you in excess of about six hundred pounds.


We ate our lunch, which consisted of noodles with big chunks of meat, in a small parking space in a huge car park. None of the other passengers could speak English, but the driver downloaded a translation app on his telephone so he could give me practical information. The woman with the red hair borrowed his phone and asked in quick succession where I came from, how old I was, if I was married, if I had children, if I did not want children, and, finally, the question she was clearly dying to ask. She looked at me in anticipation as the mechanical app-voice translated into English: “Does your skin not get sunburnt?”


I shook my head. The woman looked at me in disbelief. She never left the car without a hat, scarf and thin jacket to protect herself from the sun. I took the suncream out of my bag and showed it to her. She smiled, and produced exactly the same cream from her own bag, also factor fifty.


*


3094 MSL


Tashkurgan means “stone fort”, which is a suitable name for the only tourist attraction in the town, a 2,200-year-old stone fort. Once upon a time there had been a whole town here, but all that remained of the ancient inhabitants were some messy piles of stones. There was not much left of the old fort either. Some brand-new wooden steps, with accompanying warning signs, led up to the top of the ruins. From here there was a view to the river and grassy plain, where a herd of small cows was grazing peacefully. A couple of white yurts stood out from all the green. Whereas the Uighurs dominate in Kashgar, and the Kyrgyz around Karakul Lake, the ethnic Tajiks are the majority in Tashkurgan. Most of the women wore the traditional flat hats covered by a veil that was loosely tied under the chin, or on the chest.


It was thirty degrees centigrade in the shade, and I regretted not following the receptionist’s advice to take a parasol for protection. The town was quiet and sleepy. Small shops opened out onto the street and children ran around, while old men and stooped women passed the time together. If it was like this now in the middle of the high season, what on earth was it like in winter, when the snow fell thick and heavy and the road was shut for months at a time?


The town’s extreme location, more than three thousand metres above sea level, surrounded by mountains that are almost twice as high, is also the reason for its existence. For more than two thousand years, the fort was an important stop on the southern Silk Road from China over the Karakoram Mountains to Srinagar and Leh in India.


And now, Tashkurgan is about to become an important hub once again.


My initial impression of Tashkurgan was of a typical Asian border town, square and windswept. But the roads were remarkably well maintained and wide, with impressive roundabouts and excellent lighting, and many of the administration buildings were showy and brand new. The new, bright-pink fire station, for example, was bigger than any of the hotels. There are plans for an international airport, and soon the road may no longer be closed for months on end in winter. A future ambition is to keep the border with Pakistan open all year round, and the future is closer than ever.


The stated goal of the ambitious and expensive China–Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), a joint project, is to have high-standard road connections from Kashgar all the way to the Pakistani port of Karachi, and, in time, a rail connection too. Work is already well under way and nowhere has China invested more in infrastructure than in its neighbour, Pakistan. When the road is finished, trailers will be able to take this short cut from western China, through Pakistan, to waiting ships on the Arabian Sea, instead of driving through central China to reach the Chinese ports. Tashkurgan will then be the single most important border town in the Himalayas. The possibilities and opportunities are incredible, and in the past few years businessmen from all over China have flocked to this tiny outpost in the hope of making a good deal, and an imminently brighter future.


*


“Are you not going to watch the dancing?” the astonished receptionist asked me when I got back to the hotel, hot and sweaty after a long day in the sun. “The other tourists have all gone to the ethno village to watch the dancing. I thought you were there too.”


“What dancing?” I asked.


“The cultural dance show. Did no-one tell you about it? There’s one every evening and it’s very popular with our guests.”


I did not want to be known as the one who missed the cultural dance show, so I trudged over to the ethno village, which was just outside the centre of town. On my way, I met a woman who was obviously going the same way, as she was all dressed up in a long, red dress and heavy necklace. I started to chat to her and asked if she had ever been in Tajikistan. The answer was no.


“I am a Chinese Tajik,” she explained.


Half a dozen policemen and four heavily armed soldiers were in charge of the dance show security. The woman in the red dress invited me into a typical Tajik house that stood nearby. As in every Tajik home, there were benches along the wall and an intricately carved wooden pillar in the middle of the room. I admired the beautiful, embroidered cushions.


“They’re for sale,” the woman said. “Would you like to buy one? You can get a discount if you buy two.”


The Chinese Tajiks, like their brothers and sisters in Pamir, are Ismailis, so I had expected to see a framed picture of the Aga Khan, their religious leader. But the walls were full of China’s communist leaders instead, from Mao to Xi. Suddenly we heard drums and cheers from outside. The show had started, and the “bride” and “groom” were led into the square. There were around a hundred Chinese tourists there, who all tried to capture the show as best they could with their advanced camera lenses. Someone lit the fire that had been prepared to represent the Tajiks’ Zoroastrian roots, and then they started to dance in a circle round the flickering flames, further illuminated by an explosion of flashbulbs.


Many of the locals also came to see the show. There was precious little else to do in the evenings in Tashkurgan. I left the cultural party and wandered back to the hotel long before the fraternisation started. The receptionist had warned that the show always ended with the Chinese and the Tajiks dancing together.


That is what the authorities want the ethnic groups to be, I mused as I walked along the dark, empty streets. Dance, colourful folk costumes, a fun tourist attraction, pure folklore.


The hotel was also quiet and empty. I found my way out to the veranda, and sat down under a clear, star-filled border-town sky. I ordered a beer.


My last for a long time.









High Stakes


Outside the Customs and Immigration Office in the centre of Tashkurgan, a handful of men were waiting in the shade. A man in his late twenties came towards me and introduced himself as Umair. His pale skin was acned and his jet-black hair was slick with wax.


“Do you believe everything you read in the news?” he asked, once we were done with the usual courtesies.


“Well—” I said.


“What about 9/11?” he interrupted. “Do you really think the son of a Saudi billionaire was behind it? I’m an engineer, and I have to tell you – and you can check it yourself, by all means, American engineers say the same, in fact engineers all over the world say the same as me: the towers could not have collapsed in the way they did because of an airplane! The crash could never have generated enough heat to melt the iron and steel structures. Do you realise how much heat is needed to make constructions like that melt?”


“No idea,” I said. “But the Taliban have also been behind a number of terrorist attacks in Pakistan as well and—”


“Yes, we’ve had terrorist attacks in Pakistan as well,” Umair interrupted again. “And yes, we’ve got problems with the Taliban, but tell me, where do the Taliban come from?” He did not wait for an answer, as he already had one: “You see, the Taliban were created by the Russians and the Americans.” His look was intense. “Almost none of the terrorists who’ve been caught have been circumcised, and their weapons don’t come from here. I mean, I don’t know if it’s true or not,” his voice was less certain now, “I’m just telling you the plain facts so you can make up your own mind.”


More and more men came over. One of the newer arrivals heard that I was from Norway.


“I’m engaged to a Norwegian-Pakistani girl,” he said. “We met when she was studying in Islamabad.”


“Do you plan to live in Norway or Pakistan?”


“Norway, of course.”


“Whereabouts in Norway?”


“I don’t know yet, because I’ve never been to Norway,” he said. “But I’ll find a good place for us, somewhere that’s good for Pakistanis to live, where there are other Pakistanis.”


“I don’t understand that,” Umair said. “Why move abroad if you only want to be with Pakistanis?”


We had to wait outside for more than an hour before we were allowed through the sluices by the security guards who were there to make sure everything was done in an orderly manner. We had to stand upright in a straight line, and talking was forbidden. Our luggage was passed through an enormous scanner, and then we were given our exit stamps from China.


About forty people were travelling to Pakistan that day: Pakistani men weighed down with luggage, a dozen Chinese tourists on a group tour, dressed in Gore-tex from top to toe – and me. We were escorted onto the waiting minibuses. I found an empty seat by the window, and ended up sitting next to Abdul, a medical student from Lahore. His thick beard and glasses made it difficult to guess how old he was, but I soon found out he was twenty-four, and unmarried. He had just finished a five-year medical course somewhere in central China and was now on his way home to do a year’s clinical work in a hospital where he understood the language.


“Why do you want to be a doctor?” I asked. After more than two weeks in China it felt almost exhilarating to be able to have an easy conversation in English, and I could not stop asking questions.


“My parents wanted me to be a doctor,” Abdul said. “I respect them and trust that they know what’s best for me.”


“Do you trust them to find you a wife as well?” I probed.


“Yes, I trust them, but naturally they will have to take my own wishes into consideration as well.” He looked down. “There was a girl I wanted to marry, a few years ago. I told my parents, and they gave their permission. But we didn’t live happily ever after.”


“You didn’t get married?”


“No.” Abdul let out an almost inaudible sigh, and changed the subject. “It’s not always easy to know what’s true when it comes to history,” he said. “There are always so many interpretations, opinions and theories. Take the Jews, for example. Everyone says that Hitler killed masses of people, I mean, a lot . . .”


“Six million,” I said.


“Yes, like I said, a lot. But perhaps he didn’t kill as many as that, just quite a lot, and it was a deal that the Jews made with the USA so they could settle in Palestine? In the Ottoman empire, no Jews were allowed to live in Palestine. I’m not saying that that’s what actually happened, just that it’s a possibility.”


“Have you ever visited the concentration camps in Poland?” I asked.


“No, I’ve only read about them on the internet. Anyway, my point is that there are always multiple versions of history. And it’s not always easy to know which one is right.”


“Exactly!” a tall man in his thirties shouted from a window seat on the other side of the aisle. I found out later that his name was Muhammed and he was in the final stages of a PhD in pharmacology in China.


“These days, there’s only two narratives about what’s going on in Pakistan,” Muhammed said. “The Americans did everything right, or the Americans did everything wrong. But what will people think in a hundred years’ time? What is in fact right and what is wrong?”


I didn’t manage to eat the little snack that I’d bought for the journey, as Abdul and Muhammed were constantly sharing their generous food packs while they philosophised about the inherent relativity of truth.


“I don’t like Chinese food,” Abdul said.


“No, Chinese food is disgusting,” the pharmacologist said in agreement.


“Don’t you even like noodles?” I asked.


“Noodles? They’re for children!” Muhammed mimed how they slurp up the long strings, then laughed scornfully.


“I make pretty good Pakistani food now, after all the years in China,” Abdul said and handed me a pile of home-made chapattis, a flat, round bread made from flour, water and salt.


“Did you know that the Chinese eat snakes?” Muhammed asked. “And dogs and frogs and insects? They eat everything!”


Fortunately, the two young Chinese men sitting in front of us did not understand a word of English. And even if they did, they had dropped off as soon as the driver started the engine, and were still sound asleep.


“I’d like to give this one here a piece of my mind!” Muhammed said, and gave the thin Pakistani boy beside him a gentle shake. “He’s left school so he can travel back and forth between Pakistan and China to sell precious stones. But he’s young, he should be at school.”


As the boy understood no English, Muhammed translated his tirade. The boy gave a shy smile and pulled up a photograph on his phone of a beautiful girl wrapped in a large, brightly coloured shawl.


“I’m in love with her, and my parents have now arranged our engagement,” he said proudly. “We’re soon to be married.”


Muhammed shook his head in despair.


“He’s throwing away his life and is too stupid to realise it himself!”


The road stretched out in a straight line ahead of us over the grey plateau, ringed by gently sloping, snowy peaks. I could tell from the gentle but increasing pressure on my temples that we were climbing. Every so often we passed small flocks of goats, the odd donkey, a herd of yaks, two or three yurts out on the plain, a lonely herdsman – but for the most part, we had the road and the landscape to ourselves. The signs advised a maximum speed of forty kilometres per hour, but it was obvious there were no speed cameras here. At the final Chinese border post, two young soldiers dressed in thick fur-lined coats checked that we all had the day’s date stamped in our passports, then waved us on.


4693 MSL


The final ascent was steep. The pressure on my temples was intense and my ears were full of air bubbles. A few minutes later we reached the highest border crossing in the world. The Pakistanis burst into wild applause as we drove out of China and through the grandiose concrete gateway into Pakistan.


The driver graciously allowed us a two-minute photo stop. As soon as I stepped out of the minibus, I was surrounded by stout men with bushy beards wearing long, white tunics and sandals, who all wanted a selfie with the pale foreigner. In contrast to the Chinese side, people can go right up to the border in Pakistan, and it has become a popular tourist attraction. The bearded men waved their mobile phones around like excited children and I smiled in every direction with new faces popping up beside me all the time until the driver grew impatient and tooted the horn. I broke away from the camera flashes with a feeling of relief.


“Are you not happy?” Abdul asked. He beamed as we drove towards the Pakistani border checkpoint, which was about a hundred kilometres down in the valley.


“Yes, of course I’m happy,” I said, politely.


“We are extremely happy to be in our own country again,” Muhammed said. “At last we can breathe freely. You’re constantly being watched in China. Now we’re free.”


The road wound sharply down the Khunjerab Pass, following a fast-flowing river, flanked by rugged, brown mountains that were so high I couldn’t see the peaks from the minibus window. Khunjerab means “blood valley” in Wakhi, the Persian language spoken by the Wakhi people who live in Upper Hunza, in Tashkurgan and on the Tajik and Afghan sides of the border. Political borders seldom follow linguistic borders in these mountains. The name was apparently inspired by the frequent bloody ambushes on passing caravans in the heyday of the Silk Road.


The valley has also lived up to its name in modern times: more than a thousand labourers died in landslides and other accidents while building the road we were driving on. It was constructed in the 1960s, after Pakistan and China had agreed on the border. The negotiations ended with China ceding grazing grounds to Pakistan in exchange for an area measuring some five thousand square kilometres to the north-east. The area that was ceded to China is part of the disputed Kashmir region. India has never recognised either the agreement or the border, and the border between China and India has not been ratified. In more remote corners of the Himalayas, the borders dissolve into disputed dotted lines that are guarded by heavily armed soldiers and nuclear warheads. There have been many conflicts and the potential for more is ever present, but all is peace and harmony between Pakistan and China, which both see India as the enemy. The fact that the two countries were able to agree on the border at such an early stage of Pakistan’s existence provided fertile ground for a bilateral friendship, which is regularly nourished by generous loans from China.


“Pakistan gave away its territory to China because the authorities were scared that the Soviet Union would attack us,” Abdul said. “The war in Afghanistan was actually about the Pakistani ports in the south.”


“Oh, right,” I said.


“Everyone knows that,” Abdul said, with a shrug.
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Down and down we went; the pressure on my temples eased, then disappeared altogether. The mountains appeared to be empty and barren, but according to my guidebook they are home to several threatened species such as the Marco Polo sheep, the Siberian musk deer and the snow leopard. I was by now used to sitting in the minibus and driving on and on and on, so I was caught by surprise when Muhammed told me that we had reached the Pakistani border check in Sost.


“Promise that you’ll come and visit me and my family in Swat!” he called, before he disappeared out of the small, tired border building.


As I stood waiting in the short but chaotic queue to have my passport stamped, a lean, energetic man came over to me. He was dressed from head to toe in denim, his hair was dark blond and his skin golden brown; he looked more like a spaghetti western hero than a typical Pakistani.


“I’m Akhtar, your guide,” he said. “I’ve been waiting for you for five hours already. You never know when the bus from China is going to arrive.”
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Outside, there was a large queue of colourful trucks decorated with dragons, film stars and quotes from the Koran. They were waiting for goods from China that they would then transport to the ports. Fortunately, we were not going that far, and after only thirty minutes or so arrived in Akhtar’s village, Passu.


“All the guides I worked with in the 1990s now have foreign wives,” he said. “One lives in Australia, another in Canada, and another in France.”


“And no-one wanted to marry you?” I asked.


“Yes, sure, but I was already married,” he said, with a grin. “And in any case, I can’t imagine living anywhere other than Passu. It’s my paradise.”


About four hundred people live in Passu, but in the summer this number more than doubles. The village spreads over a plain close to the river. It is remarkably lush, thanks to an intricate watering system. People grow potatoes and vegetables in their small gardens. The apple trees and plum trees were in full bloom, and the flat roofs of the houses were covered in apricots that had been laid out to dry.


Akhtar knew everyone in the little village and greeted everyone we met with joy. Most of the women here choose to be bare-headed unlike the women in Kashgar, who have no choice. Many of them were fair-skinned and some even had blue eyes, and most had dark-blonde, sun-bleached hair like Akhtar. They reminded me of the people I had met in Pamir a few years before, which is perhaps not so strange, as we were not far from the border with Tajikistan. The Wakhi people of Hunza are closely related to the people who live in Pamir in Tajikistan, in Tashkurgan in China and the Wakhan Corridor in Afghanistan. Once upon a time they could visit each other freely and lived as one people, but now they are separated by red lines on the map and strict visa regulations.


Towering mountains that were six to seven thousand metres high surrounded the village like a film set. In terms of geology, I could argue that I was already in the Himalayas – many experts see the Karakoram Mountains as part of the Himalayas – but in terms of language and semantics, I was in Karakoram, the mountain range that stretches about five hundred kilometres from the borders of India, Pakistan and China a little way into Afghanistan and Tajikistan. Karakoram means “black gravel” in Turkic, but the name does not do the mountains justice: no range in the world can boast a greater number of peaks over seven thousand metres.


“We don’t normally give names to mountains under seven thousand metres,” Akhtar told me with a shrug. “There are too many of them.”


The Karakoram Mountains are known for being steep and impassable. K2, for example, the second highest mountain in the world, is far harder to climb than Mount Everest. For the longest time, Hunza was one of the most inaccessible parts of Karakoram, and myths about the place and its people abound. The paths that led here were legendary. “Soon we could see glimpses of the Hunza River, white against the black gorge below us,” wrote the young Wilfred Skrede about his journey through the Hunza Valley in 1941. “It was a thousand feet down and the mountainside was nearly vertical. On both sides of the valley, the mountains rose up several thousand feet. Shrukker and the boy had to heave and haul to get the horses to move. Riding them was out of the question. The steep mountainsides were full of loose stone and poor rock. Bursting with pride, Shrukker told us about all the fatal accidents that had happened here.”


These hazardous paths have been the tiny principality’s greatest defence through the centuries. Hunza lies tucked between Tibet to the north, Kashmir to the east and Afghanistan to the west, but as it was so difficult to get there, the local emir was generally left to rule in peace. The few Western explorers who managed to reach Hunza in one piece, before the road was completed in the 1970s, described Hunza as a Garden of Eden, an earthly paradise (presumably as a result of the adrenaline and endorphins released by their efforts), a Shangri-La, a secret mountain kingdom peopled by descendants of Alexander the Great; a place where people were so healthy, harmonious and democratic that they lived to an exceptional age, sometimes even to one hundred and fifty.


“The oldest ever person in the village lived to be one hundred and twelve,” Akhtar said. “He died last year. My grandmother will soon be a hundred and is healthy and well. People here live to a ripe old age, but our generation are not likely to live as long,” he said with a sigh, and lit a cigarette. “We’re not as healthy. I managed to stop smoking for six months, but then I put on so much weight that I started again.”


There was no electricity or internet in the simple hotel where I was staying. But the place was lively enough, thanks to a large, jolly family from Lahore.


“What brings a foreigner to these parts?” the matriarch in the family asked. “And what is your impression of the Pakistanis? Be honest! What do you think of Pakistan? Be even more honest!”


The entire family looked at me in anticipation.


“I’ve just arrived, so it’s a little early to say, really,” I said. They seemed so disappointed by my answer that I promptly added that it was very, very beautiful here, and that Pakistanis were very, very friendly people and that Pakistan was a very, very interesting country.


I fell asleep early, despite the heated discussions between family members in the room next door, and I was woken early by an equally heated discussion among a herd of small mountain cattle in the garden outside my window.


During breakfast, Akhtar kept glancing furtively over at the tourists from Lahore.


“I can’t understand why Pakistanis come here,” he said, bitterly. Strictly speaking, he was a Pakistani himself, but he consistently called himself a Wakhi from Hunza. For Akhtar, the term “Pakistani” was derogatory, and reserved for people from the densely populated Punjab Province in the south.


“City folk just sit in cars all day long,” he said. “Passu has to be experienced on foot.”


So as not to be pigeon-holed as a city person, I suggested that we walk to the Passu Glacier after breakfast. The path was rocky and partially overgrown, but Akhtar, who was the son of a mountaineer, raced up the valley, so light on his feet that you might think he had springs in his shoes. We had to scramble and climb over scree for the final stretch; I made sure to look down as a little as possible.


“Is there much further to go?” I asked, out of breath.


“No, we’re there now,” Akhtar said.


“But where is the glacier?” I asked, bewildered.


“Right in front of your nose,” Akhtar said and pointed at an enormous pile of black gravel about a hundred metres in front of us. I had been looking for ice and snow, but Passu Glacier was completely black, covered in tiny stones and sand. Karakoram lived up to its name after all.


“There,” Akhtar said, and pointed at the lake that had formed at the mouth of the glacier. “The glacier was there when I was a boy. There wasn’t a lake. And that’s how far it came ten years ago,” he said, indicating a point about halfway up the mountainside. “Only three years ago, we used to take tourists to where we are now. We could walk out onto the glacier from here.”


Torrents of meltwater ran off the glacier and into the new lake. Passu Glacier is shrinking by about four metres a month, and is melting with ever increasing speed. The glaciers of Karakoram, the Himalayas and the Hindu Kush are often called “the world’s third pole”. There are, in all, fifty-four thousand glaciers in this mountain region and nowhere does the ice lie as packed as Karakoram; with the exception of the poles, Karakoram has the highest density of glaciers in the world. In Pakistan alone, there are more than seven thousand glaciers, and about three-quarters of the country’s water reserves are stored in the ice. The Himalayas, “abode of the snow”, are also the home of ice.


Or rather, once were. Most of the glaciers are now melting at record speed. An average of eight billion tons of ice melts every year, and that does not include all the tons that are replaced by new snow. The process is self-reinforcing and therefore speeds up each year. It is highly likely that two-thirds of the glaciers will have melted by the end of the century. These glaciers supply the biggest and most important rivers in Asia with water, including the Indus, Ganges and Mekong, so the consequences of this will be catastrophic. Not only will anyone who lives in the mountain region – about a quarter of a billion people – run out of water, but anyone who relies on water from these rivers will suffer as a result: in other words, more than one and a half billion people. But the water shortage will not be the only consequence of these drastic changes to the eco system; there will also be an increased risk of landslides and flooding. Even though the volume of water may remain constant, the water supply will be more erratic: drought followed by flooding, which is then followed by drought again.


In short, it will be even more dangerous than it already is to live in the mountains and on the banks of these great waterways.


*


2559 MSL


Attabad Lake is given 4.8 out of five stars on Google, and is one of the most popular tourist attractions in the region. Many of the reviews extol its beauty and describe the lake as “one of the most beautiful in Pakistan”. Others rhapsodise about the waterskiing opportunities, the boats and fish. The turquoise lake is known for its astonishing beauty, surrounded as it is by photogenic mountains, and indeed, thanks to canny businessmen, there are boat trips and jet ski rentals to suit everyone. A panoramic restaurant is also under construction.


But beneath this idyllic surface lie roads, schools, mosques, shops and restaurants, entire villages. Because Attabad Lake is, in fact, brand new.


On January 4, 2010, the village of Attabad was hit by an enormous landslide. The entire village was swallowed up and about twenty people were reported dead. The landslide was so substantial that it completely blocked the Hunza River, and the lake grew as a result. The authorities were not able to start the clean-up before June, by which time the lake was twenty-two kilometres long and up to a hundred metres deep. More than four hundred houses were submerged by the rising water and six thousand people had to be evacuated. All the villages north of this natural dam were without road access for years; all the bridges and roads were under water, and more or less all trade with China ground to a halt.


“A lot of the houses in Passu were also under water,” Akhtar told me. “For five years, it took three hours by boat to reach the road.”


Akhtar was full of stories about villages that had been swallowed by landslides or flooded. Once upon a time, Passu had actually been on the other side of the river, but in 1964 the whole village was buried by a landslide. No-one died, but the inhabitants were forced to move to the other side of the river.


The Attabad catastrophe had been predicted. In August 2009, the Geological Survey of Pakistan had done some studies in the area, and the scientists concluded that Attabad lay in a high-risk zone. A number of recent earthquakes had destabilised the rock mass and it was only a matter of time before it started to break up. The geologists recommended that the local authorities evacuate people living in the most dangerous areas, but nothing was done, and only months later, the predicted landslide occurred.
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As the original road had been submerged, the new road to Karimabad, our next stop, passed through four tunnels built by the Chinese, which are known as the Pakistan–China friendship tunnels. The town was once called Baltit, but in 1976, after all the principalities were dissolved by the then prime minister Ali Bhutto, the name was changed to Karimabad in honour of His Highness Karim Aga Khan, the religious leader of the Ismaili community. The majority of people in Hunza are Ismaili Muslims, a branch of Shia Islam that places great importance on education and science. The Ismailis only pray three times a day, many do not fast during Ramadan, and only a small number of women cover their heads.


“The Aga Khan says that if you have two children, a son and a daughter, and you can only afford to give one of them schooling, then you should prioritise the girl,” Akhtar said.


More than forty per cent of the adult population in Pakistan is illiterate, but in Hunza this figure is lower than twenty per cent. More or less all young people can read and write, including the girls. And, as if to underline this, there was a girls’ high school close to the hotel where I stayed. The school was financed by the Aga Khan Foundation, and was attractive and well maintained, with green spaces, modern buildings, table tennis tables and badminton courts. Three girls were sitting on the steps up to the dormitory building, doing their homework. They were all in their final year and only had one and a half semesters to go.


“What are you going to do when you finish?” I asked.


“I’m going to be an engineer,” one said.


“I’m going to study business and finance,” said another.


“And I’m going to do medicine in Lahore,” said the third.


On the other side of town was Pakistan’s only carpentry workshop run by women. The head of the workshop, Bibi Amina, a forceful lady with short brown hair and keen eyes, showed me around. She was thirty-three and had worked there for ten years. The workshop was established with support from foreign embassies and charities, but had now been operating as a profitable business for many years.


“Why did you want to become a carpenter?” I asked.


“To get out of the poverty trap,” she said, pragmatically. “And to do something different.”


The workshop was spacious, and we picked our way around large saws, work benches, thick planks and angle grinders.


“Is it difficult?” I asked.


“Not for me, no,” Bibi said. “I can make anything: furniture, doors, entire houses – I can do it all.”


“Do you have a family?”


“I’m married and have a three-year-old son. My husband works as a chef in Abu Dhabi and comes home in the holidays.”


“It can’t be easy having a husband who’s away so much,” I said, with sympathy. “Do you miss him?”


“Not at all,” Bibi said, “it’s fine. There’s nothing but problems whenever he’s home!”


“Have there been any negative reactions to your choice of such an untraditional profession for women?” I asked. Even though Hunza is one of the most liberal places in Pakistan, I had noticed that only men worked in the hotels, restaurants and shops.


“It wasn’t easy to begin with, and lots of men told us it was men’s work and women shouldn’t be doing it, it was against our religion and our culture,” Bibi said. “But now that we’re successful, it’s fine.”


“Would you like your son to follow you and become a carpenter?” I asked, in parting.


“Oh no, I’ve got greater plans for him than that! He’s going to be an architect. Now that’s a good profession. It’s better to design houses than to build them!”


*


The mir’s old summer palace towered over the houses and hotels in Karimabad. Though perhaps towered is not the right word, as the palace was neither particularly big nor impressive, and was made from simple materials such as wood and stone. The thick, solid walls were covered in clay, and in the small, primitively decorated rooms, the seats were on the floor along the walls. Before the principalities were dissolved, north Pakistan had been divided between seven absolute monarchs, of which the mir of Hunza was one. The oldest parts of the palace were more than seven hundred years old, whereas the most recent additions, including some colourful glass windows and a dial telephone, were from the time of the British Raj. A dusty Russian pistol hung on the wall, a reminder of the international tensions that played out in the region towards the end of the nineteenth century, when the British and Russian empires wrangled for influence in Central Asia. This power struggle has gone down in history as the Great Game, an expression that was immortalised in Rudyard Kipling’s famous novel, Kim.


Hunza only became an important pawn towards the end of the game, after Russia had conquered the greater part of Central Asia, including what is now Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan. In the summer of 1889, there were rumours that the Russian captain Bronislav Grombchevsky had paid the mir of Hunza a visit and been well received, and so was planning further visits. The British deemed Hunza to be within their sphere of interest – though that had never stopped the Russians before – and decided to take the matter in hand. The British had long feared a Russian attack: if they got hold of Hunza, it was not far to India, the jewel in the crown. In August the same year, the British agent Francis Younghusband was sent to Hunza to have a serious talk with the mir. Not only was the mir in the process of allying himself with the enemy, he had also been behind the systematic plundering of caravans travelling along the trade route from Leh in North India to Yarkand in China.


Younghusband was only twenty-six, but already a weathered explorer. Some years before he had travelled alone from Beijing to Kashmir, crossing Manchuria, the Gobi Desert and the more or less impassable Mustagh Pass in the Karakoram Mountains. The pass has only been crossed twice since. As a reward for this feat, Younghusband was invited to join the Royal Geographical Society, and became the youngest member ever. By the time he set off for Hunza, he had risen through the military ranks to captain. Younghusband was an old-school explorer, fearless and dedicated. He maintained British etiquette at all times and took a cold bath every day if possible, even if this meant his servants had to make a hole in the ice.


Some days after Younghusband and his party had arrived in Hunza, a messenger appeared with a rather unexpected invitation: would he join Captain Grombchevsky for dinner! The two gentlemen met the next day for soup, stew and substantial amounts of vodka in the Russian camp in the Karakoram Mountains. The meeting was historic: it was the first time that two of the players had met in the field while both on a mission on behalf of their empires. The tone was surprisingly open and Grombchevsky was more than happy to confirm the nagging fear of the British: there was nothing Russia desired more than to invade India, he all but bragged. Younghusband could not fail to notice that Pamir, one of the few areas in Central Asia that was not yet occupied by Russia, was marked in red on Grombchevsky’s map.


When they had drunk together and exchanged stories of wild adventures for two days, the two men went their separate ways.


“We and the Russians are rivals, but I am sure that individual Russian and English officers like each other a great deal better than they do the individuals of nations with which they are not in rivalry,” Younghusband wrote in his bestselling book The Heart of a Continent. He continued: “We are both playing at a big game, and we should not be one jot better off for trying to conceal the fact.”3


However, Younghusband fails to mention that he nearly sent Grombchevsky and his men to their deaths, shortly after this pleasant interlude. The Russians wished to carry on to Ladakh, which was under British control. Younghusband persuaded the local Kyrgyz to direct them to a treacherous and impossible route which led to nowhere other than the high plateaux and mountains without pastures. The horses died on the way, and all the Cossacks suffered from frostbite as a result, but managed to find their way to safety in the nick of time. Captain Grombchevsky was still hobbling around on crutches almost twelve months later. He never found out that it was his dinner guest who had led them astray. Several decades later, as he lay on his deathbed, he sent his old rival a letter and a book that he had written about his adventures in Central Asia. Younghusband was then at the peak of his career – he was president of the Royal Geographical Society and laden with medals and orders. Grombchevsky had also risen through the ranks to become a lieutenant general. In the revolution that started in 1917, he sided with the Whites and was sent to the Far East, where he fought against the Bolsheviks for three years. When defeat became fact, he miraculously managed to make his way back to Poland via Japan. He died in Warsaw in 1926 at the age of seventy-one.


Younghusband’s meetings with Safdar Ali, the mir of Hunza, were not quite so pleasant. Younghusband was struck by how fair-skinned the mir was, with reddish hair, but had little else favourable to say of him. The more often they met, the more he was irritated by the mir’s uncouthness. Safdar Ali immediately confessed that he was behind the ambushes on the caravans, and said he would be willing to put a stop to them on condition that the British gave him financial recompense – after all, the plundered riches were his main source of income. It gradually dawned on Younghusband that the mir’s bluntness in making this demand was neither down to courage nor strength of character, but, rather, a complete ignorance of the world. “He was under the impression that the Empress of India, the Czar of Russia and the Emperor of China were chiefs of neighbouring tribes. [. . .] He and Alexander the Great were on a par. When I asked him if he had ever been to India, he said that ‘great kings’ like himself and Alexander never left their own country!” 4


The mir was so boorish that in the end Younghusband refused to meet him. This did not stop the mir from sending a steady stream of messengers to the British queen’s envoy to ask for more presents, such as nose bags and soap; he even asked for the tent where Younghusband was quartered. The fact that Safdar Ali had murdered his own father a couple of years earlier and thrown two of his brothers over a cliff in order to gain power did nothing to enhance Younghusband’s impression of him.


He was not in the best of humour when he left Hunza just before Christmas, having failed to secure any firm promises from the mir.


Two years later, in 1891, the Russians occupied Pamir. Younghusband, who was in the area on a reconnaissance mission that summer, was woken one morning by twenty Cossacks and Russian officers riding up to his tent. Only three days before, he had had dinner with them and toasted Queen Victoria and Tsar Alexander, but the mood was very different now. The Russians informed him that he was on Russian territory and asked him to leave the area. The situation was not improved by the fact that Safdar Ali had continued to ambush caravans travelling to and from India. So the British decided to “close the door” to India once and for all. They gathered an army of more than a thousand men, conquered the neighbouring princely state of Nagar and from there marched into Hunza. Safdar Ali realised that the Russians would not come to his aid, as he had hoped for so long, and fled to Kashgar with his wives and children, and all the treasures he had stolen.


The British then installed his half-brother, Muhammad Nazim Khan, on the throne and maintained their supremacy in Hunza until India was lost to them in 1947.


“The guide at the summer palace said that political prisoners were never held for more than a week, but that’s not true,” Akhtar said, as we walked back down to the centre of Karimabad. “In 1974, the year before all kingdoms in Pakistan were disbanded, a man from Passu was held in the mir’s dungeon for six months. And by the way, did you notice how big the corn silos were?”


I nodded.


“The people of Upper Hunza had to pay high taxes to the mir,” Akhtar said. “If we came with a small goat, we’d be told to come back with a bigger one. He was never satisfied. But not only did we have to pay taxes to the mir, we also had to pay his bodyguards and other people in the south. No-one could leave the mir’s territory without permission, especially not those of us from the north.”


We stopped by the first café for a coffee. Akhtar was a good friend of the owner, Didar Ali, a good-natured man in his sixties.


“Wow, an Italian coffee machine!” I exclaimed, pointing at the impressive machine that took up half the bar area.


“Yes, but we don’t have enough electricity to use it!” Didar Ali said, laughing. “We’ve got a hydro-power station here that was built by the Norwegians in the nineties.”


“Is it still operating?” I asked.


“Oh yes,” Didar said, shaking with laughter. “Well, ten per cent of it, at least!”


“What was the last mir like?” I asked, once I had my cappuccino, made with an espresso pot and hand-frothed milk.


“When I was young, I used to go around shouting anti-mir slogans,” Didar said. “I would shout: ‘We want freedom!’ But the elders wanted to keep the system as it was, they thought democracy wasn’t real. The Great Game hasn’t finished, you see, it’s still going on, only the players have changed. We now have the Americans instead of the British, and the Chinese have taken over from the Russians.”


“In Passu, we’re talking about moving the whole village away from the road,” Akhtar interrupted. “The traffic and Pakistanis are bad enough as it is, and it will only get worse.”


“Personally, I’m grateful for China’s investment in the region,” Didar said. “When I was in Kashgar in the 1990s, there were more camels than cars. The place is unrecognisable now. It’s incredible what the Chinese have done! After 9/11, tourists stopped coming here and lots of the hotels went bust. Now at least there are Pakistani tourists, thanks to the road that the Chinese built.”


“Far too many, if you ask me,” Akhtar said, resentfully. “I ran a hotel in Passu for a while, and our guests were almost exclusively Pakistani. They were always complaining about the food, there was always something wrong. We had to stop giving them towels as well, because they always took them when they left, or polished their shoes with them. Sometimes they used the sheets as well. I don’t understand why they come here, they just sit in their cars and complain that there are mountains everywhere.”


“I admire the EU!” Didar said, unperturbed. “Imagine what we could achieve here in this region if only we worked together! Pakistan, India, Iran, Afghanistan – just think of the potential!”


“Perhaps you should agree on your borders first of all?” I said.


“As India thinks that Hunza and Gilgit-Baltistan, in other words, the whole of north Pakistan is part of Kashmir, we’re not even properly a part of Pakistan, we just happen to fall under Pakistani rule,” Didar complained. “We can only vote in local elections, not general elections.”


“On the bright side, we don’t need to pay tax,” Akhtar said.


“But practically no-one pays tax anyway,” Didar said, with a sigh.


*


On my last evening in Hunza, we drove up to Duikar, a famous viewing point, from where you could see the whole of Karimabad. The clouds that had hidden the mountains like a curtain had just parted. Behind us there was a clear view to Hunza peak and Lady Finger, and in front of us we could see Golden Peak and Rakaposhi, which is the highest mountain in Hunza at 7788 MSL. The view was unsurpassable, so sublime, so awe-inspiring that even the thesaurus does not have words to describe it. As the sun was setting, the light and colours were constantly changing; one moment the sky was salmon pink, the next like molten gold. The Japanese lady standing beside me could not get enough either; she must have taken at least a thousand photographs. Every so often, she let out an almost feral Oooooh!


There are two things I still regret from my travels in the Himalayas. And one is that I did not stay longer in Hunza.









Family Planning in Fairyland


3300 MSL


The road up to the Fairy Meadows is reckoned to be one of the most dangerous in the world, and with good reason. Local farmers carved out the road that twists and turns like a thread up the steep mountainside, which is unstable and prone to rockfalls and avalanches. The road was barely wide enough for one jeep, with only the tiniest margin, and every bend was a hairpin. If we met another jeep coming down, the driver had to reverse and balance on the edge of the road, with half the wheel hanging over the drop.


At one point, the driver got out and poured cold water on the engine, which gave my nerves some respite.


“What’s the hardest thing about this job?” I asked the driver. His name was Alfidin and he looked about fifteen, but he had been driving up and down the mountainside five or six times a day for the past ten years.


“Nothing,” Alfidin assured me, and got back in behind the wheel. I closed my eyes.


The journey up took an hour and a half, but it felt more like a week and a half. When I got out of the jeep, I was soaked in sweat, even though we had not yet started walking. The final stretch up to the Fairy Meadows had to be done on foot, not because it was not possible to build a road, but rather because the local farmers wanted to keep their livelihood. A porter took my rucksack and disappeared with a smile, and Akhtar went off to sort out our escort. In the far distance, I could make out the snow-covered peaks of Nanga Parbat, the western anchor of the Himalayas.


The first European to write about Nanga Parbat was the German botanist and explorer Adolf Schlagintweit. He travelled in the Himalayas and Karakoram in the mid-nineteenth century, in order to study the mountains and the earth’s magnetic field. He was told by the locals that the M-shaped mountain, which was actually part of a twenty-kilometre-long range, was known by two names: Nanga Parbat, which means “Naked Mountain” in Urdu, and Diamir, which means “King of the Mountains” in the local language. Schlagintweit continued north through Hunza and the Khunjerab Pass. The original plan was that he would travel back to Germany via Turkestan and Russia, but he got no further than Kashgar. Here he was accused of being a Chinese spy and was executed by the brutal emir. Schlagintweit was only twenty-eight years old.


Nanga Parbat has claimed many German lives since then. Even though no formal agreements were signed, the highest mountains in the Himalayas and Karakoram were divided more or less equally between various European countries: the British claimed Mount Everest, the Italians focused on K2, the French on Annapurna, and the Germans set their sights on Nanga Parbat, the naked mountain.


The peak is 8125 MSL, making it the ninth highest in the world. During the rise of national socialism in Germany in the 1930s, climbing Nanga Parbat became an obsession, the ultimate test of manhood, the very symbol of Arian superiority and Kameradschaft. The first six attempts to reach the top were unsuccessful and more than thirty lives were lost. It was not until 1953, some weeks after Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay had conquered Mount Everest, that a person stood on the summit of Nanga Parbat for the first time. The expedition party had decided to retreat because of the bad weather, but the 29-year-old Austrian Hermann Buhl carried on regardless and made a solo ascent without oxygen. He reached the peak at seven o’clock in the evening of July 3. As it was too late to go back down, and he had no sleeping bag or tent, he was forced to stand through the night in clothing that was unsuitable for such heights. He had the face of an old man when he returned to the camp the following morning suffering from frostbite, dehydration and exhaustion. Four years later, Buhl was caught in an avalanche at 7,300 metres, having nearly reached the top of Chogolisa in Karakoram. His body was never found.


Nanga Parbat has since been climbed many times, but is still reckoned to be one of the most dangerous mountains in the world. For every third mountaineer who succeeds in reaching the top, there is one who dies – only Annapurna in Nepal has a higher death rate in terms of the Himalayas. Nanga Parbat has therefore earned itself the nickname Killer Mountain. The local authorities have tried to curb the use of this morbid moniker, as after the terrible events in summer 2013 it was a little too apt.
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