14. Spies Along the Silk Road

In the autumn of 1908, around the time when Pelliot was ship-
ping his treasures home from Chinese Central Asia, British
intelligence chiefs in Simla began to take an interest in the
movements of two young Japanese archaeologists who had
turned up on the Silk Road. Although unaware of it them-
selves, the men had been observed from the moment they
entered Chinese Turkestan overland from Peking. In true
Kim fashion they were shadowed for over a year by a succes-
sion of Moslem traders, native servants and others on the pay-
roll of the Indian Government. Regular reports on their
movements as they travelled from oasis to oasis, sometimes
together, more often hundreds of miles apart, were compiled
in Kashgar by Captain A. R. B. Shuttleworth, temporarily
in charge of the consulate while Macartney was on leave in
England. These were carried across the Karakoram by runner
with the official mail to Sir Francis Younghusband, then
British Resident in Kashmn‘, for onward transmission to
Simla. :
Ostensibly, the two Japanese — scholar-monks from Count
Kozui Otani’s monastery in Kyoto — were in Chinese Central
Asiain search of its Buddhist past. For Otani was the spiritual
leader of the Jodo Shinzu, or ‘Pure Land Sect’, a large and
influential Japanese Buddhist sect which traces its origins
back to that part of China. Indeed, this was not the first expedi-
tion he had sent there. As early as 1902, after learning of
Stein’s first discoveries, he had dispatched two of his monks
on a digging spree around some of the Taklamakan sites, and
they had returned home with Buddhist texts, fragments of -
wall-paintings and sculptures packed in wicker baskets. But
that visit had gone virtually unnoticed by other Central Asian
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scholars, let alone by intelligence experts in Simla. For not
only did they not publish their results or publicise their discov-
eries, but this was before the Russo-Japanese war of 1905
when overnight the Great Powers had to recognise the -
Japanese as a new force in Asia, and a potential threat to
anyone with political or commercial interests there. Thus the
first of the three archaeological missions that Count Otani was
to send to Chinese Central Asia between 1902 and 1910
had been accepted by those few who were aware of it at its
face value — a pious if eccentric search by Buddhist monks for
their spiritual ancestry. Indeed, it was they who had first dis-
covered the artistic riches of Kyzil. But they had been
driven away by an earthquake, losing all their notes and photo-
graphs, thus enabling von Le Coq and Grunwedel to be
the first to reveal its treasures to the world some two years
later. :

By 1908, when the second Otani mission arrived on the
scene, they were regarded in a very different light. Moreover,
if the British suspected that they were there for some reason
- other than archaeology (that well-known cover for espionage),
then the Russians; still smarting from their defeat at the hands
of the Japanese, were even more convinced of it. Captain
Shuttleworth was assured by his Russian opposite number in
Kashgar that one of the two Japanese, Zuicho Tachibana, was
in fact an officer in the Imperial Japanese Navy, and the other,
Eizaburo Nomura, an army officer. But besides digging up
old ruins, and removing large quantities of antiquities, what
were they really up to? The question was to cause consider-
able head-scratching in British Indian mtelhgence circles —
and, no doubt, in Russian ones too. -

The two men had reached Urumchx overland from Peking
in October 1908, halting there a fortnight before pressing on
to Turfan. After digging for more than two months at a
number of sites in the area, including Karakhoja, they con-
tinued westwards to Korla and Karashahr where they parted.
Tachibana headed for Lop-nor, excavating sites around
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Lou-lanand Charkhlik before proceeding westwards along the
southern arm of the Silk Road, digging at Niya, Keriya and
Khotan. Meanwhile Nomura spent nearly two months exca-
vating at Kucha before continuing westwards along the north-
ern arm of the ancient trade route, eventually reaching
Kashgar, where he awaited the arrival of Tachibana. Accord-
ing to a brief account of the expedition entitled Central Asian
Objects brought back by the Otani Mission, published by the
Tokyo National Museum in 1971, the two Japanese archaeo-
logists were reunited on July 7, 1909, after five months of
travelling apart. According to Captain Shuttleworth (unless
the diminutive Tachibana managed to slip into town without
him knowing), it was a whole week later.

The task of shadowing the two men for many weeks and
over hundreds of miles had been made considerably easier by
the network of aksakals (literary ‘white-beards’) which had
been established by Macartney in the main population
centres. They were usually the senior Indian — and therefore
British — trader in each of the main oases. Officially they were
responsible for the well-being and good behaviour of their
expatriate community, and with assisting any British traveller
who might pass through their territory. However, as Shuttle-
worth’s secret reports (now in the so-called ‘Political and
Secret’ files in the India Office Library) reveal, they some-
times turned their hands to the Great Game.

On June 12, 1909, for example, Shuttleworth received a let-
ter from Badruddin Khan, his man in Khotan. Dispatched
twenty-two days earlier, it contained the following intelli-
gence. ‘One Japanese traveller, accompanied by one China-
man and a Kuchari Mohammedan interpreter, has arrived in
Keriya. He lives in European fashion and can talk Chinese.
He has visited all the places visited by Dr. Stein. He has also
explored many ruined cities. The Amban of Keriya gave him
the services of Ibrahim Beg who was with Dr. Stein. The
Amban has asked me to prepare my house for his reception
if he comes here. If he comes to Khotan I will report his move-
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ments and tell you what he has done in the town.” From this
it seems clear that the Chinese had no suspicions that Tachi-
bana and Nomura were anything more than itinerant
scholars in search — like Stein and others before them — of
the past. What was it then that made the British (and the Rus-
sians) think so differently and issue orders to Shuttleworth
to have them shadowed?

The political and secret files provide the answer. It is to
be found in a report on the activities of the two men sent to
the Secretary of State for India, Lord Morley, in London.
According to this the Indian Government had been informed
by the Japanese consulate in Calcutta in September 1908 that
Tachibana and Nomura, the former described as a priest and
the latter as secretary to Count Otani’s Buddhist temple in
Kyoto, were travelling from Peking via Chinese Central Asia
to India ‘to make investigations in matters of religious inter-
est’. The report goes on: ‘We had some reason, however, to
suspect that they were secret intelligence agents.” One reason
was their connection with ‘a third so-called priest’, a Mr Ama,
who was already suspected by the British authorities of being
a Japanese spy. Ama, Lord Morley was informed, ‘was in
affluent circumstances, and though the avowed object of his
travels was to inspect Buddhist relics, his knowledge of the
subject was ascertained to be of the most superficial nature’.
While on a visit to northern India in the summer of 1908 he
had been refused permission to visit certain lakes on the Tibe-
tan border, whereupon he undertook to return from Leh to
Srinagar by the most direct route. ‘Instead of doing so,’ the
report adds, ‘he made an unusual deviation in the direction
of Tibet’ (although it was thought unlikely that he could have
reached the Tibetan border in the period that elapsed between
his leaving Leh and reaching Srinagar). The authors of the
report do not enlarge on what they believe to be the real con-
nection between the mysterious Mr Ama and the two
Japanese archaeologists beyond the fact they all three were
suspected of being spies. But if their suspicions of Tachibana
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and Nomura were initially founded on nothing more than
guilt by association, then they must have felt vindicated as
Shuttleworth’s reports began to reach them through Sir
Francis Younghusband in Srinagar.

The first hint that they might be right came on March 10,
1909, when the two Japanese had already been in Chinese
Turkestan for nearly five months. The aksakal at Kucha
reported their arrival there to Shuttleworth, adding that
although they claimed to be ‘in search of Buddhistic remains’
they were also sketching and surveying. This; in fact, was not
inconsistent with their being archaeologists, although neither
Shuttleworth nor the aksakal seem to have realised this, pre-
sumably never having seen an excavator at work. Stein not
only surveyed every one of the sites he dug, but also thousands
of square miles of Chinese Turkestan, while Russian travellers
like Prejevalsky had done likewise, not to mention Hedin.
However, Chinese Central Asia was both a British and a Rus-
sian sphere of influence, and as for Hedin, what threat was
a Swede to anyone? But for the Japanese to trespass there
and start surveying into the bargain was deﬁmte cause for
alarm.

By now, moreover, other clues had begun to emerge, adding
weight to suspicions that Tachibana and Nomura were not
merely archaeologists or, for that matter, even Buddhist
monks. For a start there was Tachibana’s behaviour towards
the natives, which appeared more consistent with the Russian
claim that he was a naval officer than his own that he was a
holy man. The tip came from the Fu of Yarkand who com-
plained that Tachibana had been beating Chinese subjects
and making himself a general nuisance. Suspicions deepened
further when Shuttleworth’s agents discovered that the two
Japanese were carrying with them a small library of English
naval and military books — hardly the devotional reading
expected from holy men, particularly when both claimed to
speak no English. Nor was that all. In Yarkand, Tachibana
had endeavoured to acquire maps and other records of the
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town, thus incurring the suspicions of the Fu, while from
Kashgar they had mailed off numerous bulky letters which
Shuttleworth suggested might contain maps and reports.
Considering that these packages were sent through him, it is
perhaps surprising that he did not discreetly open one of
them. This, after all, would have settled the matter once and
for all.

By now, the two Japanese having joined forces again in
Kashgar, Shuttleworth was able to observe them at first hand,
even inviting them to dinner at Chini-Bagh. He reported to
Younghusband: ‘Nomura was seen sketching around the
walls of the city with what looked like a plane table. Tachibana
sketched the road from Maralbashi to Yarkand ... and was
also seen examining the telegraph poles and measuring the
distances between them.” During their stay in Kashgar
the two archaeologists (if that is what they were) did not
exactly endear themselves to Shuttleworth. It had been his
task to break it to them that if they wished to return home
through India, then they must travel together via the Kara-
koram and not, as they were now requesting, by different
routes. On being informed of this ruling by Calcutta, Shuttle-
worth reported, ‘T'achibana was cheeky to me ... and I had
to sit on him severely.’

If they were indeed carrying out secret intelligence work
as Shuttleworth was by now convinced, then they were a
miserable advertisement for their spymasters. They even
managed to run out of money and were forced to approach
Shuttleworth for a consular loan of 2,000 taels (around £360)
to get them home. He refused, pointing out that they were
on Chinese territory and that the correct person to approach
was the Taotai. Furthermore, they had no security to offer
and since public money was involved he did not feel justified
in advancing such a large sum.

Had it not been for their request for a loan, then this might
well have been the end of the affair. As it turned out, it was
to give the British Government the very excuse it was looking
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for. By now the intelligence chiefs who had instructed Shutt-
leworth to have the two men shadowed were as convinced as
he was that Tachibana and Nomura, besides being archaeo-
logists, were ‘links in the general system of intelligence which
the Japanese Government has instituted’. This was their ver-
dict in the secret report on the two men sent to Lord Morley.
They were forced to admit though that it was far from clear
what Japan’s interest could be in this remote backwater of
China. :

Whatever that interest, it is clear from the correspondence
in the political and secret files that the British Government
was not going to let the Mikado’s Government get away scot-
free with espionage, however amateur, so close to India’s
frontiers. An official letter was therefore sent to Count
Komura, the Japanese Foreign Minister, by Sir Claude Mac-
Donald, the British Ambassador in Tokyo. It complained
about the overbearing behaviour of Tachibana and Nomura
and made much of the fact that they had endeavoured to
obtain a loan from the British consulate without first
approaching the Chinese. While the ways of diplomacy never
cease to amaze the layman, it is hard to believe that a complaint
so utterly trivial as this would normally be brought to the per-
sonal attention of the Foreign Minister. It seems more likely
that it was nothing other than a diplomatic device for warning
the Japanese secret service to keep away from a British sphere
of influence. MacDonald’s letter ends with the suggestion that
‘it would be of advantage to all concerned if Your Excellency
could kindly inform me whether Tachibana and Nomura pos-
sess any claim to consideration or title to official recognition’.
Count Komura’s reply was short and to the point. He made
no attempt to apologise for the behaviour of his countrymen
and washed his hands of both of them, declaring that he had
‘no concern with or cognisance of” either. To readers of spy
literature his words have a familiar ring — a government dis-
owning agents foolish enough to be caught. To those with less
imagination the letter merely reads like that of a busy Foreign
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Minister putting down an ambassador who has troubled him
with a trifling complaint.

*x * *

Tachibana and Nomura, if they were spies, were not the only
ones at work on the Silk Road during this period. Nor were
they alone in combining it with treasure-hunting. Another
was aman destined many years later to become world-famous
—Baron Carl Gustav Mannerheim, then a newly promoted
colonel in the Tsar’s army who had distinguished himself
in the Russo-Japanese War. Mannerheim was Finnish, but
at that time Finland was an autonomous state within T'sarist
Russia. In the autumn of 1906, on instructions from the Rus-
sian General Staff, he set out on horseback across Chinese
Central Asia to study the political and economic situation
there and carry out what he described in his diary as ‘tasks
of a military nature’. Not a man to waste opportunities, he
also undertook to conduct a programme of archaeological,
ethnological and anthropological work for a new museum
which the Finns were planning. The Finns, rather like the
Hungarians, trace their ancestry back to the warlike hordes
who once inhabited the Asian steppes, and their scholars were
anxious to enlarge their knowledge of the peoples and history
of this region.

As Mannerheim rode, in addition to mapping his route and
recording military intelligence, he also measured human
heads with callipers, collected everything from rustic surgical
instruments to rolling pins, and purchased antiquities and
manuscripts. Most of the latter he obtained from Khotan
where by now there was a thriving market in antiquities. He
also bought a certain amount in Turfan where he noted that
the prices were far higher than in Khotan, and was tempted
to remove three Buddhist wall-paintings from one site he
visited. But he decided not to risk ruining them and to leave
them to what he calls ‘more qualified collectors’. Turfan
marked the end of his archaeological activities and he there-
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after rides eastwards out of our narrative, though not out of
history. For in 1940, at the age of seventy-two and the veteran
of five wars, Field Marshal Baron Carl Gustav Mannerheim
led Finland’s heroic but hopeless defiance of Stalin’s invading
armies. Today the antiquities he acquired on his lone ride
across Asia thirty-three years earlier are to be seen in the
National Museum in Helsinki.

*x S *

By now rivalry between the Great Powers for the treasures
of the Silk Road was intensifying. We have seen how, one by
one, Stein, Griinwedel, von Le Coq, Pelliot and Count
Otani’s Japanese joined in the archaeological free-for-all
begun by Hedin. But apart from briefly noting the presence
of the Beresovsky brothers at Kucha (it was a shopping
expedition rather than an archaeological one) we have paid
scant attention to the Russians. There are several reasons for
this. First, no single figure stands out. Secondly, they pulled
off no great coups, despite the fact that the sites were more
accessible to them than to anyone else. Thirdly, they were
moderate in the quantities they removed. And lastly they were
slow to act, despite the fact that they had been aware for years
that the remains of a lost civilisation of some kind lay on their
doorstep. :

“The first Russian to report seeing sand-buried ruins in
China’s great deserts, as we have already noted, was the cele-
brated Colonel Nikolai Prejevalsky. In 1876 — just ten years
after Johnson had become the first European to see such ruins
— the Russian reported finding what he described as ‘a very
large city’ in the Lop desert. But Prejevalsky was first and
foremost a zoologist and was actually rather bored by archaeo-
logy. He made no attempt to explore it, and went on his way.
The next Russian to come upon traces of this lost Central
Asian civilisation (which he correctly identified as Buddhist)
was Dr Albert Regel, a botanist. In 1879, while on what
appears- to have been a spying mission in the eastern T’ien
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Shan (Tsarist Russia and Manchu China were involved at that
time in a border dispute), he had discovered the great walled
city of Karakhoja. But due to harassment by the Chinese he
had been unable to explore it further. To reach it in the first
place he had been obliged to give his guards the slip in Turfan.
When he returned there he found them already undergoing
the punishment of slow hanging in the dreaded bamboo cage
which von Le Coq was later to witness. Although he reported
his discovery on reaching home, no Russian made any attempt
to explore the region archaeologically for a further nineteen
years.

The next to do so was Dmitri Klementz who, accompanied
by his botanist wife, was sent in 1898 by the Academy of
Sciences and the Imperial Russian Geographical Society to
investigate reports by a Tsarist army officer that the entire
Turfan areawas rich in ancient ruins. Academician Klementz
had been a noted revolutionary in his youth and had spent
some time in prison (from which he had managed to escape)
and also in exile in Siberia before settling down to become
a prominent member of the scientific establishment in St
Petersburg. He explored a number of sites around Turfan,
including Karakhoja, Astana and Yarkhoto, taking many
photographs, drawing ground plans of buildings, copying in-
scriptions and acquiring samples of manuscripts and antiqui-
ties. In all, he counted one hundred and thirty cave temples,
many of which contained well-preserved wall-paintings. He
removed several small murals, the first of so many which were
to be cut from the walls of these temples and carried off to
Europe. News of his startling finds was published by the Aca-
demy shortly after his return to St Petersburg, and caused
considerable excitement there among Central Asian scholars
and art historians. But, as we have already seen, it was in Ger-
many that the news was to have the most immediate and far-
reaching results. The Russians virtually presented Turfan to
the Germans as a gift. Not only was the Klementz report
published in German but a subsequent book by him contained
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a large folding map showing the precise whereabouts of all
the sites he had discovered as well as photographs of them.
This, too, was published in German (it was not uncommon
at that time for Russian academics to publish in German or
French). Having thus drawn the attention of potential rivals
to the rich harvest to be reaped around Turfan, only just
across their own frontier with China, the Russians sat back
and did nothing.

It was not until 1905, when the Beresovskys set out on their
buying trip to Kucha and a Committee for the Exploration
of Central and East Asia was set up by the government, that
they began to make up for lost time. Even then it was some-
‘what half-hearted. Indeed, it was not until 1908 (by which
time the British, Germans, French and Japanese were already
well entrenched on the Silk Road) that the Russians made
their first — and only — discovery of major importance. This
was Karakhoto, meaning ‘Black City’, and not to be confused
with Karakhoja. Lying just inside China’s present border
with Mongolia, it is undoubtedly Marco Polo’s long-lost ‘City
of Etzina’. It was discovered, or rather rediscovered, by
Colonel Petr Koslov, a protége of Prejevalsky’s, who was lead-
ing an expedition to explore parts of the Sino-Mongolian
frontier region. At a remote spot in the Gobi he and his men
were astonished to see rising from the desert a huge fortress
town. ‘The walls of the town are covered with sand, in some
places so deeply that it is possible to walk up the slope and
enter the fortress,” Koslov reported. The awe-struck Russians
made their entry, however, through the great western gate- -
way. ‘Here we found a quadrangular space whereon were
scattered high and low, broad and narrow, ruins of buildings
with rubbish of all kinds at their feet,” Koslov added.

Local oasis-dwellers told the Russians how the city came
to be destroyed (in the fourteenth century, it is now known,
a hundred years or so after Marco Polo’s visit). The last ruler
of the city — one Kara-tsian-tsiun - putting his faith in his hith-
erto invincible army, determined to seize the throne of China
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for himself. The Emperor dispatched a considerable force
against him and, after a series of battles, finally cornered the
rebel in his capital. Finding that they could not take it by
assault, because of its high walls, the Chinese decided to sever
its only water supply, the Etsin-gol river. Filling thousands
of bags with sand to form a dam, they managed to divert this
away from the city. (As confirmation of this story, Koslov
came upon evidence of the dam.) The defenders, desperate
for water, began to dig a deep well in one corner of the fortress.
Finding no water they resolved to face the Chinese in one last
desperate battle. Kara-tsian-tsiun, anticipating defeat, had
his treasury — filling eighty carts, it was said — lowered into
the well. He next killed his two wives and his son and
daughter, fearing what might happen to them if they fell into
Chinese hands. Finally, he ordered a breach to be made in
the northern wall, and through this he charged at the head of
his troops. His once invincible army was wiped out and he
himself killed. The Chinese reduced the city to ruins, having
first tried to find the treasury which they knew must be some-
where near. But they failed, as all subsequent attempts had.
This, it was said, was because Kara-tsian-tsiun had cast a spell
over the spot before charging to his death.

Koslov may not have found the royal treasure, but durmg
the next few days he and his men brought to light enough
manuscripts, books, coins and ‘objects of the Buddhist cult’
to fill ten chests. But they had other tasks to complete further
south, for this was not primarily an archaeological expedition,
and they had to press on. Determined to return on their way
back, they dispatched their discoveries to the Academy of
Sciences in St Petersburg. ‘The ruins of Karakhoto had an
irresistible attraction for us,” wrote Koslov, ‘and we spoke of
them daily.” The following summer, on their way home, they
dug there for a further month, this time discovering a number
of beautifully preserved Buddhist paintings on silk, linen or
paper in the tomb of a princess. These — some twenty-five
in all — can be seen today in a special room in the Hermitage
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in Leningrad. They also found, stockpiled on the city walls,
piles of rocks evidently intended for use against the Chmese
besiegers had they come within range.

As Koslov and his now heavily laden camels were leaving
Karakhoto for home in the summer of 1909, a second Russian
expedition was setting out from St Petersburg for the Silk
Road, this time with archaeology as its sole aim. It was led
by Academician Sergei Oldenburg, aleading Buddhist art his-
torian and Indologist who some twenty years later was to incur
the wrath of Stalin — and survive. Rather like Grunwedel,
Oldenburg condemned the wholesale removal of works of art,
preferring to leave them #n situ and record them by means
of photographs, drawings and measurements. He spent some
six months visiting Karashahr, Kucha, Bezeklik and other
northern Silk Road sites before returning to St Petersburg
in March 1910. But despite his reluctance to remove works
of art he did not return empty-handed, although he was care-
ful to take damaged or deteriorating examples since they could
at least then be saved for scholarship. It is probably due to
his restraint that the Russians, whatever else the Chinese may
feel about them, do not feature high on Peking’s archaeologi-
cal blacklist. Most of what Oldenburg did bring back — mainly
wall-paintings, including one that von Le Coq had left behind
as too damaged, and sculptures — can be seen today in the
Hermitage together with the acquisitions of Klementz and
Koslov, and the antiquities purchased by Petrovsky in
Kashgar. Apart from a brief visit by Oldenburg to Tun-
huang in 1914, this was the sum total of Russian archaeologi-

cal enterprise in a region which lay within such easy reach
of them.

* x *

In the winter of 1910, shortly after Oldenburg’s return to St
Petersburg, the Japanese Zuicho Tachibana unexpectedly re-
appears on the Silk Road. After his brush with Shuttleworth
in Kashgar and the official complaints lodged about him and
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Nomura by the British Government, he might reasonably
have been expected to give the British a wide berth. Not a
bit of it. Count Otani’s man this time chose as his travelling
companion an Englishman. Just who this mysterious indivi-
dual was — apart from his name — and what he was doing with
asuspected Japanese agent, I have failed to discover. The only
thing one can be quite certain of is that he was fated to die
an unpleasant and lonely death.

By now the Macartneys had returned from long leave in
England and relieved Shuttleworth of his temporary duties
at Kashgar. On January 13, 1911, Macartney received two
telegrams from Kucha, some four hundred miles to the east.
One, in Chinese, was from the British aksakal there informing
him that a British traveller, a Mr A. O. Hobbs, had been
struck down by smallpox. The second, a desperate plea for
help, was from Hobbs himself who appears to have been un-
aware that it was smallpox that he was suffering from. In his
telegram he grimly spelled out the symptoms. ‘I am suffering
from skin disease which has affected all organs. I can only
keep my eyes open for a few minutes at a time. ... My mouth
and throat covered with slime and I cannot swallow any food
and very little water. ... For ten days I have been like this
and I have not left my bed.” Neither this telegram nor the
aksakal’s offered Macartney (who prided himself on knowing
everybody’s movementsin Chinese Turkestan)a clue as to who
this man was or what he was doing all by himself in this remote
spot. After dispatching his Indian medical assistant to Kucha,
Macartney signalled to Hobbs to say that help was on its way.
Buton January 16 he received a telegram from the Ting-kuan
(senior Chinese official) of Kucha informing him that Hobbs
had died the previous evening. The Ting-kuan also came up
with a startling piece of intelligence. Hobbs, he informed
Macartney, was the travelling companion of the Japanese
archaeologist Tachibana. The two men, it seemed, had quietly
~entered Chinese Turkestan via Russia some four months
earlier and proceeded via Urumchi to Turfan. They had dug
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there together for a while before separating, agreeing to meet
again at Kucha. Tachibana had then made his way to the
remote desert site of Lou-lan where he was excavating when,
unknown to him, his English companion was struck down.

Macartney arranged with the Ting-kuan to have the
Englishman’s body moved to Kashgar for burial, but because
of bureaucratic prevarication (or fear, perhaps, of contagion)
this took the best part of three months to achieve. The funeral
took place immediately afterwards, Macartney reading the
burial service. At the graveside was an unexpected mourner
— Tachibana. He had raced to Kashgar on hearing at Kucha
of the terrible fate which had befallen his companion. In
Macartney’s reports on the affair, today in the political and
secret files in the India Office Library, he tells us little more
than just that. If he discovered from Tachibana, as presum-
ably he must have done, precisely who Hobbs was, or why he
was travelling with a man who claimed to speak no English,
Macartney does not say. His references to Tachibana make
no mention of British suspicions about him, merely describing
him as ‘the Japanese archaeological traveller’.

Reading the secret file of seventy years ago, one finds one-
self wondering whether the experienced Macartney, half an
oriental himself, was wholly convinced of Tachibana’s double
role. He nonetheless continued to have the young Japanese
shadowed as he proceeded on his treasure-hunt along the
southern arm of the Silk Road towards his ultimate goal, Tun-
huang. Near Khotan, for example, he learned that Tachibana
had struck southwards across the Kun Lun into Tibet where
all his baggage animals had perished and his servants had
deserted him. When the ambans of Khotan and Keriya
advised him to keep to the caravan route, offering him every
assistance if he did, Tachibana had threatened to lay formal
complaints about their obstructiveness. Once again, it seems,
Tachibana was up to his old and unpriestly tricks of being
nasty to the natives.

On Christmas Eve 1911, he reached Tun-huang There he
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found another Japanese, Koichiro Yoshikawa, anxiously
awaiting him. Yoshikawa had been sent by Count Otani to
look for him, for the 1911 Revolution had now broken out,
quickly spreading into Chinese Central Asia. Tachibana, who
had been away from home for well over a year, had been
reported missing — a victim, it was feared, of the revolution.
The two men spent nearly eight weeks together at the Caves
of the Thousand Buddhas where they obtained from Wang
some six hundred religious texts, mostly sutras, from the
secret hoard. These the canny custodian had hidden inside
his freshly sculptured Buddhas shortly before troops arrived
with carts to remove to Peking everything that Stein and Pel-
liot had left. At this point Tachibana disappears from the
story, via Urumchi and the Trans-Siberian Express, taking
his secret — if he ever had one — with him. :

But before we finally leave the Japanese (the fate of their
- Silk Road hoard will be examined in a closing chapter), one
possible explanation to the whole curious affair must be con-
sidered. Count Otani, who sponsored all three expeditions,
was spiritual leader of the ‘Pure Land’ sect. But that is not
to say that he was an unworldly cleric who spent his life in
prayer and contemplation. It was a role which he had in-
herited on the death of his father. Before returning home to
assume the leadership, he had spent much time travelling in
Europe and elsewhere. He was, surprising perhaps for a
Japanese in those days, a Fellow of the Royal Geographical
Society. A photograph of him in their possession shows him
as a relaxed and urbane-looking young man in western dress,
sitting back with legs crossed nonchalantly. Even when he had
taken up his spiritual responsibilities, he continued -to send
the Society photographs and brief accounts of the expeditions
he dispatched to Central Asia. This suggests that although
his primary interest may have been to find archaeological evi-
dence of his sect’s origins, he was also extremely interested
in contributing to geographical knowledge, and being seen to
do so. We know that shortly before the first Otani expedition
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of 1902, one of his young archaeologist-monks had spent a
year studying geography at Oxford, presumably paid for by
the Count. Otani certainly went out of his way to cultivate
the handful of western explorers possessing first-hand know-
ledge of Central Asia, acting as host to Sven Hedin, von Le
Coq and the Tibetan expert Captain (later Sir Frederick)
O’Connor, to name three. The breadth of his interests is
shown by the fact that he wrote two political works — one on
China and the other on Manchuria — as well as one on Chinese
porcelain.

This, of course, may have all been an elaborate cover for
aspymaster. Indeed, it may not be too far-fetched to postulate
that this sophisticated and politically conscious aristocrat may
have run some kind of private intelligence service of his own,
perhaps even supplying the Mikado — his brother-in-law —
with the information he garnered. On the other hand he
may merely have been an earnest Japanese aristocrat who,
through contacts in Europe, had caught the geography bug
and wished to make his own mark in that field. Certainly the
cost of his expeditions brought him close to insolvency, forc-
ing him to sell his villa and disperse his treasures. But until
the Japanese choose to open their secret intelligence files, or
the Otani family choose to tell us, the Count’s true interests
in Central Asia must remain a mystery.

* * *

For a while the monasteries and sand-engulfed cities of the
Silk Road were left in peace, though not for very long. In
Srinagar and in Berlin those two veteran rivals, Stein (now
Sir Aurel) and von Le Coq, were already preparing for a fresh
onslaught on the past. Stein was particularly concerned lest
the Germans should reach Miran before him and remove the
wall-paintings which he had discovered in 1907, but which
Ram Singh’s sudden blindness had prevented him from
adding tohis collection. ‘He seems bent on getting those Miran
frescoes ...’ Stein wrote nervously from Chini-Bagh to a
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friend. He need not have worried — not about the Germans,
anyway. For von Le Coq’s expedition was to be dogged from
the start by difficulties, including obstruction from the
Chinese, a murderous attack on Bartus, financial worries and
an illness which nearly cost him his life. It was to be von Le
Coq’s last visit to Central Asia, and furthermore it was cut
short by the outbreak of World War I. The unexpected with-
drawal of the German party in 1914 left Stein - at fifty-two
too old for military service — in sole command of the Silk
Road. All his rivals had now left the scene, although not en-
tirely without trace. However, when he reached Miran he was
in for a shock. Scattered everywhere were fragments of
painted plaster. In his On Ancient Central Asian Tracks,
written many years later, Stein points an accusing finger at
‘a young Japanese traveller who lacked preparation, technical
skill and experience equal to his archaeological zeal’. One only
hopes that young Tachibana was more competent at spying
(if that is what he was up to) than at archaeology.

But if Miran was a blow, the remainder of the expedition
made up for it. At Tun-huang he acquired five more cases
of manuscripts from Wang’s apparently inexhaustible ‘nest
egg’ — a few months later Oldenburg was to squeeze a further
two hundred manuscripts out of him, as well as painted
statues. Moving on to Karakhoto, Stein found that Colonel
Koslov had not been very thorough, although the trail of
smashed statues and frescoes bore witness to the enthusiasm
of his excavation. Well pleased with what the Russian had in-
advertently left him, he moved westwards across the Gobi to
Turfan. His previous visit had been brief, and he had assumed
that the Germans had stripped ‘its sites bare. When he left
the region two months later he took with him over one
hundred large cases filled with frescoes, mcludmg many from
Bezeklik.

But Stein had not ﬁmshed yet. One more site — the great
cemetery of Astana where the dead of the Turfan region were
once buried — had still to yield its secrets to him. Dating from
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the fifth century, it consists of a series of tomb complexes
lying anything up to sixteen feet below the surface. Each was
approached via a sloping, rock-hewn trench leading down to
a subterranean passage at the end of which lay the burial
chamber. Most of them appeared to have been robbed years
before of any valuables they might once have contained.
Because he was not regarded as a competitor by the local
tomb-robbing fraternity, Stein had no difficulty in hiring an
old hand in what he calls ‘this macabre line of business’ to
take him on an underground tour of this city of the dead before
he began his grim excavation. Even the wood from the coffins
had been removed in many instances, presumably taken for
use as fuel in this now treeless desert region.

But the objects that meant most to Stein had not been taken.
In the first place, inscribed in Chinese on a special funereal
brick, was the name and date of birth of each coffin’s occupant,
as well as biographical data. More important still were the
quantities of very early textiles in which the corpses were
wrapped. These — mostly silks — displayed a remarkable
variety of designs ranging from purely Chinese motifs to
others of obvious Middle Eastern origin. What makes these
fabrics particularly important to textile historians is the fact
that they can be dated with exactness from the inscriptions
on the bricks. The unearthing of these ancient and beautiful
silks, which were unceremoniously but carefully cut away
from the bodies, proved a fitting conclusion to Stein’s career
as the rediscoverer of the Silk Road. Yet when, in February
1915, he dispatched his forty-five camels laden with frescoes
and other treasures on their two-month journey to Kashgar,
he little realised that these would be the last he would ever
remove from China. '



15. Langdon Warner Attempts
the Unthinkable

In the autumn of 1923, two Americans floundered westwards
along the old Silk Road in blinding rain and through rivers
of mud so deep that they often reached to the bellies of their
mules. When they arrived at one wayside inn, the men were
so encased in the clinging black slime of Central China that
they had to be scraped clean with sticks by the servants. And
if this were not enough to complete their misery, there was
also the very real and ever-present danger of being robbed,
or even murdered, by bandits. The two bedraggled travellers,
both of them orientalists, were Langdon Warner of the Fogg
Art Museum at Harvard and Horace Jayne of the Museum
of Pennsylvania. With their modest four mappas, or two-
wheeled Chinese carts, and their secretary-interpreter Wang,
they comprised the first American expedition to Chinese
Central Asia. - :

As far as the ancient town of Sian, where the Silk Road
once began its journey to distant Rome, they had been pro-
vided by the Chinese with a military escort. From now on,
armed only with a shotgun and an automatic pistol, they were
on their own. To discourage Chinese troops from comman-
deering their carts, and, with luck, bandits from troubling
them, they had been advised by a friendly Chinese warlord
to fly the Stars and Stripes prominently from each vehicle.
The flags had been hurriedly run up by four Chinese tailors
on the instructions of Warner and Jayne, neither of whom
could quite remember just how many stars their national flag
should bear. The tailors, however, had settled the issue



