2. Lost Cities of
the Taklamakan

Among the oasis dwellers of the Taklamakan, strange legends
of ancient towns lying buried beneath the sands had been
passed down from grandfather to grandson for as long as
anyone could remember. Hoards of gold, silver and other
treasures, it was said, lay among the dunes ready for the taking
by anyone with nerve enough to face the natural and super-
natural terrors of the desert. In 1875, a Kirghiz tribesman who
had once been a shepherd near the salt marshes around Lop-
nor left a vivid account of one such lost city which he claimed
to have seen from a distance.

The walls are seen rising above the reeds in which the city
1s concealed [he recounted]. I have not been inside the city
but I have seen its walls distinctly from the sandy ridges
in the vicinity. I was afraid to go amongst the ruins because
of the bogs around and the venomous insects and snakes
in the reeds. ... Besides, it is a notorious fact that people
who do go among the ruins almost always die, because they
cannot resist the temptation to steal the gold and precious
things stored there. ... You may doubt it, but everybody
here knows what I say is true, and there are hundreds of
Kalmaks who have gone to the temple in the midst of these
ruins to worship the god there.... Ranged on shelves all
around the figure are precious stones and pearls of great
size and brilliancy, and innumerable yambs, or ingots of
gold and silver. Nobody has the power to take away any-
thing from here. This is all well known to the people of
Lop. =
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His account, published in an official Indian Government
report, goes on to recount what befell one Kalmak tribesman .
who visited the city to worship but succumbed to temptation,
secreting two gold ingots in his clothing. He had not gone
far when he was suddenly overcome by great weariness and
fell asleep. When he awoke the treasures were missing.
Returning to the temple for more, he found to his amazement
that the ingots he had taken were back in their place. He was
so frightened, the tale goes, that he prostrated himself before
the god and begged forgiveness. To his relief the figure
smiled, but warned him against such sacrilege in future.

Other legends tell how these cities came to perish in the
first place, usually as a punishment for the sins of their inhabi-
tants. The sixteenth-century Moslem historian Mirza Haidar
relates how such a fate befell the town of Katak, near Lop-
nor, when only the mullah and muezzin were allowed, thanks
to their piety, to escape the engulfing sands. While the muez-
zin was calling prayers for the last time it started to rain sand,
and before long the entire town, except for the mosque, slowly
vanished from sight. The terrified muezzin, looking down
from the top of his minaret, noticed that the ground around
was rapidly rising towards him. Hurriedly completing his
prayers, he leapt the few remaining feet onto the sand. Then
he and the mullah took to their heels, agreeing that it was wise
‘to keep at a distance from the wrath of God’. The city of
Katak ‘is to this day buried in sand’, Mirza Haidar adds.

Some of these Sodom and Gomorrah stories date from
much earlier times, when Buddhism was still flourishing along
the Silk Road. In the seventh century the great Buddhist pil-
grim-explorer Hsuan-tsang, later to be adopted by Sir Aurel
Stein as his patron saint, told of another town which several
centuries before had been buried in a sandstorm because its
inhabitants had apparently neglected their religious duties.
Hsuan-tsang relates that a great wind arose. ‘Then on the
seventh day in the evening, just after the division of the night,
it rained sand and earth.” Before long the entire town, which
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he called Ho-lo-lo Kia, lay beneath a huge mound of sand.
- Hsuan-tsang goes on: ‘The kings of neighbouring countries,
and persons in power from distant spots, have many times
wished to excavate the mound and take away the precious
things buried there. But as soon as they have arrived at the
borders of the place, a furious wind has sprung up, dark clouds
have gathered together from the four quarters of heaven, and
they have become lost.” Altogether, it was said, some three
hundred towns lay buried beneath the barren sands of the
Taklamakan.

‘But one neighbouring king was not to be deterred by
Hsuan-tsang’s ‘furious wind’, or any other of the desert’s
terrors, in his determination to get at the treasures of these
lost cities. Ney Elias, the great Asiatic scholar and traveller,
writing in 1895, refers to what he describes as ‘perhaps the
only systematic exploitation of the ancient sites ever under-

‘taken’. This was carried out with slave labour by the Amir
of Kashgar, the tyrannical Mirza Aba Bakr (who did in fact
come to a bad end — he was beheaded in his sleep). A vivid
account of the Amir’s treasure-hunting in the Khotan region
is given us by Mirza Haidar, who lived about the same time.
Elias, in his introduction to a translation of this work, con-
cludes: ‘We may infer that nearly everything of intrinsic value
was brought to light, while much that was of antiquarian
interest was destroyed, so that when, at some future time, civi-
lised explorers come to investigate the ruins and find little to
reward their labours, they may feel indebted to the cupidity
of Mirza Aba Bakr for their disappointment.’

That was written only five years before Stein set out across
the snowy Karakoram on the first of his three great raids into
the Taklamakan — expeditions destined to disprove dramatic-
ally that prediction. Elias was never to know this, for he died
in 1897 while Stein was still planning his first journey.

Although in Ney Elias’s day no European traveller had yet
excavated any of these lost cities, for some years scholars in
the West had been aware of their probable existence. The first
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real evidence, as opposed to mere legend, had been produced
in 1865 by a native traveller. He was a ‘moonshee’, or Indian
clerk, named Mohamed-i-Hameed, who had been sent by the
British on a secret mission across the Karakoram to explore
the oases of the T'aklamakan, a region then virtually unknown.
For the powers-that-be in Calcutta and London considered
it too hazardous, both politically and personally, to dispatch
British officers, even in disguise, into this unpoliced Chinese
backwater between the frontiers of Russia and India. On the
other hand, ever concerned about the threat posed to India
by Tsarist Russia, they were anxious to possess accurate sur-
veys of the routes likely to be taken across this no-man’s-land
by an invading army. '

In the 1860s, Captain T. G. Montgomerie of the Survey
of India, the body responsible for mapping the whole of British
India and beyond, had hit upon a brilliant solution — the use
of ‘moonshees’. He explained the idea in a paper read to the
Royal Geographical Society in London on May 14, 1866.
‘While I was in Ladakh,’ he told his audience, ‘I noticed that
natives of India passed freely backwards and forwards
between Ladakh and Yarkand, and it consequently occurred
to me that it might be possible to make the exploration by
their means. If a sharp enough man could be found he would
have no difficulty in carrying a few small instruments amongst
his merchandise and with their aid I thought good service
might be rendered to geography.’

The Lieutenant-Governor of the Punjab agreed to finance
a one-man, native expedition into Chinese Central Asia, and
Mohamed-i-Hameed, who already had some experience of
route surveying, was chosen. He was given further training,

“issued with clandestine surveying instruments specially
designed for the purpose, and dispatched to Yarkand. In place
of the usual stand for his prismatic compass he was provided
with an ordinary spiked stafflike those often carried by Hima-
layan travellers. The head, however, was made rather larger
than usual and cut off flat so that his compass could be placed
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on top of it. ‘By this means,” Montgomerie explained, ‘a steady
observation could be readily secured without much trouble
and in a way little likely to excite suspicion.” The moonshee’s
other instruments, which included a small tin lantern for read-
ing the sextant at night and a copper jug and oil lamp for boil-
ing a thermometer (to calculate altitudes), were all of the
smallest size procurable. Detection, as both the moonshee and
his spy-masters knew only too well, would mean almost cer-
tain death at the hands of what Montgomerie called ‘the
Khirgiz hordes who infest that road’. By ‘that road’ he meant
the grim, skeleton-strewn trail from Ladakh, across the Kara-
koram to Yarkand in Chinese Turkestan.

Mohamed-i-Hameed left Kashmir for L.adakh, the last out-
post of British influence, on June 12, 1863, proceeding thence
by caravan across what Montgomerie described as ‘the most

“elevated country in the world’ to Yarkand, which he reached
some three and a half months later. He lived there for six
months, all the time making secret observations with his in-
struments for Montgomerie and noting down everything he
saw and heard. Then, towards the end of March 1864, he was
warned by a Moslem friend that Chinese officials had become
suspicious of his activities and were making enquiries about
him. Sending his incriminating equipment on ahead of him,
the moonshee then slipped away from Yarkand without detec-
tion and headed back through the Karakoram passes to
Ladakh.

Perhaps as a result of hardships suffered on this journey,
the moonshee fell ill, together with a travelling companion.
Both men died, almost within sight of home. It was thought
at first that they had been murdered, possibly by Chinese
agents, but investigations by one of Montgomerie’s col-
leagues, Civil-Assistant William Johnson, who happened to
be surveying in this region at the time, finally ruled this suspi-
cion out. Although some of the moonshee’s more saleable pos-
sessions were found to have disappeared, the precious notes
he had kept so carefully and conscientiously throughout his
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secret mission were recovered by Johnson and passed to
Montgomerie.

The Survey of India was principally concerned with the
topographical intelligence contained in the moonshee’s notes,
as well as with his observations on the movements of the Rus-
sians in the area. However, Montgomerie also came upon an
intriguing note which provided the first confirmation from a
reliable source of what had previously been regarded as noth-
ing more than fanciful legend.

Admittedly the details are rather scanty, but then the
- moonshee’s business was not archaeology. ‘Khotan, the old
capital of the province, was long ago swallowed up by the
sand,’ reported Montgomerie, quoting from the moonshee’s
notebook. According to the local inhabitants, however, after
sandstorms some of the ancient houses were uncovered and
‘they often succeed in digging out various articles that have
been buried’. The moonshee deduced from this that ‘it would
appear as if the city had been buried suddenly before the in-
habitants had time to remove their property....” Devoid of
the usual embellishments - divine retribution, priceless
treasures, protecting spirits and the like — the moonshee’s
account, albeit hearsay, somehow rang true.

The first European explorer to run the gauntlet of the mur-
derous Khirgiz and to reach the Taklamakan from Indian
territory was the surveyor William Johnson who had investi-
gated Mohamed-i-Hameed’s death just one year before.
Moreover, he actually visited a sand-entombed city near Kho-
tan, if only briefly, and returned to India convinced of the
existence of others. His chance to cross into Chinese Turkes-
tan came unexpectedly one day when he was busy mapping
the western end of the Kun Lun mountains, the range forming
the northern bastion of Tibet. Trying to get a glimpse of the
mysterious Taklamakan Desert, Johnson, a formidable
mountaineer, had scaled three high peaks, known to the In-
dian Survey simply as E 57, E 58 and E 61. ‘But I could not
get a view of any of the important towns of Khotan which
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I was so anxious to see,” he recounted later in a paper
addressed to the Royal Geographical Society in London. Dis-
-appointed, he returned to Leh, the capital of Ladakh. How-
ever, there a surprise was in store for him. ‘A native of Central
Asia presented me with a letter from the Khan Badsha of Kho-
tan inviting me to enter his territory,” he related. Its bearer
explained to him that the Khan, having learned of his presence
in the region the previous season, had sent runners to invite
him to visit Khotan, but they had failed to find him.

Johnson knew full well that to make such a politically sensi-
tive journey beyond India’s frontiers required approval at the
very highest level in Calcutta. He also knew that it would take
weeks to obtain a reply to such a request, and that the answer
would almost certainly be no. The Khan, in his note, gave
an assurance that the Englishman would be allowed to return
to Ladakh as soon as he wished, and local traders who knew
the country and its ruler were reassuring on this point. Justify-
ing his decision afterwards, Johnson said that he saw the
Khan’s invitation as an opportunity to gather valuable intelli-
gence on this terra incognita, and particularly on the activities
of the Russians in the area.

Crossing the Kun Lun by a previously unknown pass
shown him by his Khotanese escort, he reached Khotan in
safety, where he was comfortably housed in an old Chinese
fort in which the Khan himself also lived. There he had almost
daily audiences with the eighty-year-old ruler, of whom he
declared: ‘He is reported to be very ill-tempered and very
strict in his government. I must however admit that he
showed me much kindness while in his country and kept all
his promises, with the exception of not allowing me to leave
after a stay of four days, as had been agreed upon.’ The reason
behind this apparent duplicity, it transpired, was rather
pathetic. The Khan was planning to hold him hostage, -
albeit in comfort, in an attempt to force the British Govern-
ment to send him troops and arms with which to hold back
the Russians, whom he greatly feared, and who, according
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to Johnson, ‘are daily approaching towards Yarkand and
Khotan’. : ‘

During his stay in Khotan Johnson managed to gather a
great deal of political and military intelligence. But he was
also able to add considerably to the information about sand-
buried cities that the luckless Mohamed-i-Hameed had
obtained. Johnson reported: ‘At a distance of six miles to the
north-east of Ilchi is the great desert of Taklamakan which,

_with its shifting sands that move along in vast billows over-
powering everything, is said to have buried 360 cities in the
space of 24 hours.” While he was in the Khotan area quantities
of tea bricks, ‘believed by the natives to be of great age’, were
dug from one of the sand-entombed cities, and he managed
to obtain one of these. This tea, despite its age, was in great
demand among local people, particularly as supplies from
China had dried up. Johnson also heard that gold coins
‘weighing four pounds’, as well as other precious objects, had
been dug from the ruins. Johnson reported that the location
of the buried cities was known ‘only to a few persons who
keep it secret in order to enrich themselves’. He tells us, how-
ever — though only in passing — that he was able to visit ‘the
site of an old city near Urankash, from which brick tea is
exhumed’. But Johnson was a professional surveyor not an
antiquarian and, tantalisingly, this is the only information he
gives us.

He was finally allowed by the Khan to leave Khotan and
return home. But although his journey was hailed by the
Royal Geographical Society as a triumph, all he received from
the Survey of India was an official rebuke for crossing into
Khotan without permission from his superiors. Affronted,
Johnson resigned from the Survey and accepted the governor-
ship of Ladakh at three times his previous salary. Not many
years later he was the victim of an assassin’s knife.

Despite growing evidence that more than a grain of truth
might now lie behind the legends of fabulous cities buried
under the Taklamakan, antiquarians had still not begun to
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show any serious interest in this region. What scientific inter-
est there was confined itself to the geographical, geological
and strategical aspects of this Central Asian backwater. For
one thing European archaeologists were fully occupied with
Greece, Palestine, Mesopotamia and Egypt, where spectacu-
lar discoveries were being made. For another, no one dreamed
that a lost Buddhist world might lie in that waterless tract
beyond the Karakoram. If anything, any ruins there would
be Islamic. Lastly, as has been seen, access to the region was
fraught with difficulties and perils. Already several European
travellers had met with violent ends in the lonely passes lead-
ing to it. : '

One man, however, was fascinated by the thought of what
might lie hidden beneath the sands of the Taklamakan. He
was a senior Punjab civil servant and authority on Central
Asia, Sir Douglas Forsyth. In 1870, only five years after John-
son’s trail-blazing journey, Forsyth led a mission to Yarkand
aimed at establishing friendly relations with Yakub Beg, a re-
markable oriental adventurer who by 1866 had seized control
of much of Chinese Turkestan, and whom some saw as the
man to stem the tide of Russian expansion. The mission
proved a failure as Yakub Beg was away from his capital and
showed no sign of returning. Three years later Forsyth was
once again sent to try to make contact with him, this time
with a far larger expedition and rather more success. He was
fortunate in having the assistance of his old friend Johnson,
the surveyor-turned-Governor, to see his caravan safely
across the perilous Karakoram. Forsyth’s paper, addressed to
the Royal Geographical Society in London on his return,
bears witness to his close interest in the dead cities of the Tak-
lamakan. It was entitled ‘On the Buried Cities in the Shifting
Sands of the Great Desert of Gobi’. (At that time, as few
people had ever heard of the Taklamakan, the name Gob: was
frequently used to describe both deserts.)

‘Among the many objects of interest which attracted our
attention during the late mission to Kashgar,” he wrote, ‘not
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the least interesting was an inquiry regarding the shifting
sands of the Great Desert of Gobi and the reported existence
of ancient cities which had been buried in the sands ages ago,
and which are now gradually coming to light.” Forsyth con-
tinued: ‘On the occasion of my first mission to Yarkand in
1870 we were unable to gather much information. ... On my
second visit in 1873 I determined to make more searching in-
quiries, and for this purpose I endeavoured to collate all the
information obtainable from published works.’

While there he noticed, as Johnson had seven years earlier,
the ‘black bricks of tea, old and musty, exposed for sale in
the bazaar’, which he was told had been dug up near Khotan.
Forsyth was determined to locate one of these mysterious
cities himself and see what he could find there. As he was un-
able to obtain permission from the local Moslem authorities
to visit Khotan, he decided to take a leaf from Montgomerie’s
book and dispatch two of the native ‘pundits’ accompanying
his mission with instructions to discover what they could
about the entombed cities around Khotan. The first returned
with two figurines from a buried city near Keriya, to the east
of Khotan. One of these Forsyth recognised as depicting
Buddha, while the other was a clay figure of Hunooman, the
monkey-god. Forsyth tells us: “These had only just been
found, and it was fortunate that they soon fell into my pundit’s
hands, for the pious zeal of a Mahommedan iconoclast would
have consigned them to speedy destruction.” The second man
brought back ‘some gold finger rings and nose rings ... also
some coins, of which the most remarkable is an iron one,
apparently of Hermaeus, the last Greek king of Bactria in the
first century BC, and several gold coins of the reign of Constans
II and Pognatus, Justinus, Antimachus and Theodosius.’
Forsyth adds in a footnote to his paper that scholars had since
dated the figure of Buddha to around the tenth century, sug-
gesting that the site had been engulfed by the desert some
eight hundred years before.

His two ‘pundits’ reported to him that other ancient finds
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had come tolight in the Khotan region, including a gold orna-
ment representing a cow, and a gold vase weighing some six-
teen pounds. This was only hearsay, but the figure of Buddha,
the monkey-god and the coins were real enough and appear
to be the first antiquities from the lost world of the Taklama-
kan to fall into European hands. As such, they represent a
small milestone in Central Asian studies.

Within a year or two, Russian travellers thrusting down
from the north also began to report finding abandoned cities
on the fringes of the Taklamakan. However, being botanists,
zoologists, cartographers and geologists with more urgent
tasks in mind, none stopped to dig. One of them, Colonel
Nikolai:Prejevalsky, Russia’s greatest Central Asian explorer,
stumbled upon various sand-buried or long-abandoned sites
during his Lop-nor expedition of 1876~7 and on his sub-
sequent travels in the region. In 1879, after dodging Chinese
frontier guards, the Russian botanist Albert Regel discovered
a huge walled city near Turfan whose ruins were later identi-
fied as those of the ancient Uighur capital of Karakhoja. He
reported finding ‘Buddhist idols’, but he had no time to
explore further as the Chinese hustled him back to Russia.
That same year a Hungarian geological expedition entered the
great Buddhist cave temples at Tun-huang but, not being
antiquarians, went on their way.

Perhaps the first visitor to Chinese Turkestan to whom the
idea of digging occurred, although he did not attempt it him-
self, was Sir Francis (then Captain) Younghusband. In his
book The Heart of a Continent, an account of his race across
China with Colonel Bell in 1887, he tells how he engaged a
Pathan named Rahmat-ula-Khan whose life’s ambition it was
to visit England. To achieve this he was proposing to lead
a string of rare white camels to London. Having visited the
Calcutta zoo, and noted the interest displayed in unfamiliar
animals, he was convinced that his camels would cause a

sensation in London. However, Younghusband suggested
another idea.
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‘T told him that if he would search about among the old
ruined cities of this country and those buried by the sand,
he might find old ornaments and books for which large sums
of money would be given him in England.’ Before they parted,
Younghusband wrote letters of introduction on his behalf to
the directors of the British Museum and those at Calcutta and
Bombay.

Although archaeologists today would deplore such advice,
nonetheless Younghusband showed remarkable far-sighted-
ness in making this suggestion, particularly with his mention
of old books. Indeed it is mystifying where he obtained the
idea. For this was three full years before the discovery of the
famous Bower manuscript which was to send a shock-wave
through the world of Indian scholarship, pointing to the exist-
ence of a forgotten Buddhist civilisation awaiting excavation
in China’s back of beyond.



3. The Great Manuscript Race

Rahmat-ula-Khan, Younghusband’s Pathan guide, appears
either to have ignored his advice or to have dug in the wrong
places. For nowhere in the record of early archaeological dis-
coveries in the Taklamakan is there any reference to him,
although other native treasure-hunters are named as the
sources of particular finds. Writing some fifty years after their
journey, Younghusband, by then a celebrated figure, notes
that his letters of introduction were never used. It is possible
that in a region where life was so cheap, the Pathan did not
live long enough to make use of them. Anyway, within a year
or two, others were busy with their spades and very soon a
series of remarkable finds, including manuscripts written in
previously unknown languages, began to emerge from the
barren desert.

The first of these early discoveries (and the most important
as it turned out) was made inadvertently in 1889 by a party
of native treasure-hunters who decided to tunnel their way
into a mysterious, dome-like tower near Kucha, south of the
T’ien Shan on the northern arm of the old Silk Road. For
it was believed locally that the ruined building contained
treasure.

Once inside the tower (probably an old Buddhist stupa, or
tomb) the intruders found themselves in a large room in the
centre of which were heaped quantities of old papers. As their
eyes became accustomed to the dark they also found them-
selves gazing on the mummified corpses of several animals,
including a cow, propped up as though on guard. When
touched these crumbled to dust. Written on one wall in
characters they had never seen before was a mysterious in-
scription. Although disappointed at not finding the treasure
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they had hoped for, they carried the papers to the house of
the local Qazi, or Moslem judge, in a basket. There, two days
later, they were examined by a Haji (one who has been to
Mecca) named Ghulam Qadir. Despite not being able to read
a word of any of them, he decided to purchase several.

At the same time, combing the region for the murderer of
a young Scottish traveller was an Indian army intelligence
officer, Lieutenant (later Major-General Sir Hamilton)
Bower. The dead man was Andrew Dalgleish, who had
already made a name for himself as a Central Asian explorer.
For no apparent reason he had been treacherously shot and
then hacked to death on a lonely pass by a huge Afghan called
Daud Mohammed from Yarkand. Lieutenant Bower (who
died only in 1940) happened to be in the region at the time,
apparently conducting a clandestine survey under cover of a
shooting expedition. Receiving orders from the Indian
Government to track down the killer and bring him to justice,
Bower set about organising a private intelligence service with
tentacles reaching into Afghanistan, China and Russia. (Even-
tually two of his agents tracked down Daud Mohammed in
Samarkand, coming face to face with him in the bazaar.)
Meanwhile Bower himself had taken up the murder trail along
the old Silk Road. In pursuit of his quarry he eventually
reached the oasis of Kucha, which lies to the south of the T’ien
Shan. There he heard of the manuscripts in the possession
of Haji Ghulam Qadir. One of these, consisting of fifty-one
birch-bark leaves, he bought and dispatched to Calcutta to
the Asiatic Society of Bengal. At first the pages were judged
to be unintelligible. However, they were finally deciphered
by an Anglo-German orientalist, Dr Augustus Rudolf
‘Hoernle. Consisting of seven distinct but incomplete texts,
and written in Sanskrit using the Brahmi alphabet, the manu-
script dealt largely with medicine and necromancy. Dating
from around the fifth century, and probably written by Indian
Buddhist monks, it proved to be one of the oldest written
works to survive anywhere, older than anything that had come
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to light in India. It was only because of the extreme dryness
of the Taklamakan region, whose climate can be likened to
that of Egypt, that it had survived.

The importance of the find is best summed up by Hoernle
himself, who declared that ‘the discovery of the Bower manu-
script and its publication in Calcutta started the whole
modern movement of the archaeological exploration of East-
ern Turkestan’. Another scholar, writing in the Journal of the
Royal Asiatic Society, declared, with some exaggeration, that
as a consequence of Lieutenant Bower’s find and Hoernle’s
publication: ‘All scientific Europe set forth on the quest for
further antiquities in this region.’

Meanwhile, the rest of the Kucha manuscripts acquired
from the treasure-hunters by Haji Ghulam Qadir were begin-
ning to find their way by tortuous routes into Hoernle’s hands.
After Bower’s purchase, the Haji had sent all those he had
left to his younger brother in Yarkand, who took them the
following year across the Karakoram to Leh. There some of
them were acquired by a Moravian missionary named Weber
who passed them to Hoernle. The rest then continued on their
way to India with the Haji’s brother, who left them there with
a friend for four years. On his next visit he collected them
and brought them back to Kashgar where he presented them
to George Macartney, the British representative. In his turn,
Macartney dispatched them back across the Karakoram -
their third such crossing — to Simla, from where they too were
forwarded to Hoernle in Calcutta. Thus in 1896, some seven
years after their discovery in the ruined stupa, all three por-
tions of the Haji’s collection — now known to scholars as the
Bower, Weber and Macartney manuscripts — were reunited.

But that still left those found in the stupa which had not
been bought by the Haji. What had happened to them? Ever
on the lookout for antiquities, the Russian consul in Kashgar,
Nikolai Petrovsky, acquired these over the next few years. He
was to keep scholars in St Petersburg supplied with a constant
flow of manuscripts and other antiquities from the Silk Road
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until his retirement in 1903, some of which can be seen today
in the Hermitage.

Aware of Petrovsky’s successful antiquarian activities,
pursued entirely through native dealers, Hoernle pressed the
Government of India to give active support to the purchase
of antiquities by its own representatives in Central Asia. As
a result, the political agents in Srinagar, Gilgit, Chitral, Leh,
Khorassan and Meshed — not forgetting Macartney in
Kashgar — were alerted in August 1893 to look out for and
acquire suitable items which were to be forwarded to Hoernle
in Calcutta. Before long Hoernle was able to report: ‘In re-
sponse to these instructions a large number of Central Asian
antiquities have already been secured, forming a very respect-
able British Collection, to which additions are still being
made.’ He could not restrain himself from adding: ‘T'o me
personally it is a source of much satisfaction to have thus been
the means of initiating the movement.” It was a satisfaction
which was to prove short-lived.

But competition for the manuscripts and antiquities of
Central Asia was not limited to the British and Russians. In
1890, the year that the Bower manuscript reached Hoernle,
two Frenchmen — a cartographer named Dutreuil de Rhins,
and an orientalist called Fernand Grenard - 'set out on a
French Government mission to Chinese Turkestan and
Tibet. It was destined to last three years, involve them in
appalling hardship, and to end in tragedy for Dutreuil de
Rhins. While mainly concerned with map-making and other
scientific work, the two explorers managed also to acquire a
collection of antiquities. These included the terracotta figures
of a Bactrian camel and a man’s moustached head — and at
least one important manuscript. This, written in ancient In-
dian characters on birch-bark, was only slightly later in date
than the Bower manuscript, although Grenard claimed it to
be much earlier. It was identified by scholars in Paris as part
of the Dhammapada, a Buddhist sacred text.

This manuscript, together with all their other finds, had
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nearly been lost when, in June 1893, the party was ambushed
in Tibet by hostile tribesmen. In the ensuing gun battle
Dutreuil de Rhins was mortally wounded in the stomach.
While Grenard was trying to improvise a litter for his
wounded leader, their attackers carried off the dying man and
threw him into a river some seven miles away. They also
plundered the expedition’s baggage, dividing the loot and
throwing away all field notes, films, instruments and antiqui-
ties. Grenard, who later had to face accusations that the tra-
gedy was the result of their antagonising the local inhabitants,
managed to escape with his life and eventually recovered some
of their possessions, including the manuscript. On being
examined in Paris, this was found to be incomplete. Soon
after, however, other fragments of the same manuscript
turned up in St Petersburg. These had been obtained by
Petrovsky, though exactly how and from whom is not clear.

* * *

By the year 1899, the British Collection in Calcutta had
reached sufficient size for Dr Hoernle to feel justified in issu-
ing a report on its progress. The first part of the report entitled
‘A Collection of Antiquities from Central Asia’, was published
as an extra number of the Journal of the Asiatic Society of
Bengal. In it Hoernle listed with meticulous care, and in order
of their acquisition, each consignment of manuscripts and
other antiquities to reach him following the arrival of the
Bower Manuscript nine years earlier.

Some of the manuscripts and block-printed books in
Hoernle’s possession were written in previously unknown lan-
guages but in known scripts. These were gradually deciphered
by Hoernle and other philologists, and added to the canon

~of extinct languages. Others, however, were a puzzle to

scholars as even the scripts in which they were written were
unknown. Much time was spent by Hoernle and other orient-
alists in trying to analyse these, but without success.

Meanwhile, from Kashgar, Leh, Srinagar and elsewhere
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Hoernle’s men were enthusiastically dispatching to him their
latest purchases as the dealers and treasure-hunters kept them
supplied. A typical entry from the list of acquisitions in the
Hoernle report reads: ‘From Mr. G. Macartney, a collection
of miscellaneous antiquities procured from Khotan and the
Taklamakan consisting of (a) thirteen books, (b) pottery, (c)
coins, (d) sundry objects. Seven books and the antiques were
purchased by Mr. Macartney in Khotan for Rs. 95; the
remaining six books were purchased by him from Badrudin
[a native dealer]. The total cost was Rs. 150. The collection
was received by me early in November 1897.” He singles out
Macartney in Kashgar for particular praise among his
suppliers, explaining that due to his close proximity to the
Silk Road sites he had proved ‘the most successful in his con-
tributions to the collection’. Hoernle adds, with a pride under-
standable in a government employee, that the objects in the
collection had been obtained for ‘often trifling amounts of
money’.

Most of the finds, Hoernle reported, came from sand-
buried sites around Khotan. Fifteen such sites, he said, were
believed to exist at various distances from Khotan, ranging
from five to one hundred and fifty miles, although the exist-
ence of only two had been verified by European visitors. ‘For
the remainder,” Hoernle added, ‘we have only the information
given by native treasure-seekers.’ Principal among these, he
noted, was a certain Islam Akhun of Khotan. It was a name
that Hoernle would have good cause to remember.

Islam Akhun’s often highly coloured accounts of his forays
into the Taklamakan in search of antiquities were faithfully
taken down from him by Macartney and passed to Hoernle
together with the finds. This enterprising native treasure-
hunter had other customers as well, and numbers of his dis-
coveries found their way between 1895 and 1898 into the
great public collections in London, Paris and St Petersburg,
where scholars scratched their heads over those in ‘unknown
characters’.
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A typical account of one of Islam Akhun’s finds published
by Hoernle relates how the treasure-seeker came upon an old
house half buried in the sand. ‘As the door was not visible,’
Hoernle tells us, ‘a hole was made in one of the exposed sides.
This done, Takhdash, one of Islam Akhun’s companions,
creptin and found himself in a small room of about three yards
square. This room was considerably filled with sand, so much
so that it was impossible for a person to stand up in it without
his head touching the ceiling. Takhdash found the books
while digging in the sand. There were many other books, but
these were in such a dilapidated condition that they crumbled
to pieces on being handled.’ Perhaps in answer to a question
from Macartney which he found too searching for comfort,
Islam Akhun explained that he had been ‘too frightened to
inspect the interior of the house himself’.

To this Hoernle appended a warning which he would have
done well to heed himself. ‘“This account, of course, must be
taken quantumvaleat,” he wrote, adding: ‘But there is nothing
intrinsically improbable in the local descriptions, and the dis-
tances fairly agree with those given of the same places at other
times.’ Hoernle explained away one discrepancy involving dis-
tances which he had spotted by observing that: ‘Natives of
Turkestan, as Mr. Backlund [a Swedish missionary in
Kashgar] informs me, are very untrustworthy in their esti-
mates of distances.’

Other sites which Akhun told Macartney he had found in
the Taklamakan, and from which he had acquired manu-
scripts and block-printed books, included Quara Qol Mazar
where he stumbled on ‘an immense graveyard in ruins, about
10 miles long’ which Hoernle helpfully suggested might
well be Buddhist. Then there was Yabu Qum, where he
had found manuscripts among the bones in an old coffin,
and whose name (it means ‘load-ponies sands’) Backlund
speculated to Hoernle might mark the place where a caravan
had once perished. A third site reported by Akhun was at
a place he called Qara Yantaq where he said he had found
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a human skull using a bag containing a manuscript as a
‘pillow’.

While pointing out that these sites might not be the real
sources of Islam Akhun’s finds (Hoernle suspected that some-
where the treasure-hunters had stumbled on an ancient
library they wished to keep secret), he was nonetheless ready
to believe in their great age. Observing that the dry Taklama-
kan sand was a natural preservative, he added: ‘There is,
therefore, nothing intrinsically improbable in the claim of the
manuscripts and xylographs contained in the British Collec-
tion to be of very great antiquity.’

Hoernle, it must be said in fairness, did not duck the possi-
bility of there being forgeries among the manuscripts and
block-printed books in the British Collection. In fact, he
recounted in his report an amazingly cautionary tale, but then
doggedly rejected it. In a section of the report headed ‘“The
Questionof Genuineness’, Hoernle observed : ‘Considering the
abundance of the block-prints and the mystery of their scripts,
itis not surprising that the suspicion of forgery should suggest
itself. Itsuggested itself to me at an early stage of my acquaint-
ance with the Khotanese books, and I am informed that it
has also suggested itself to some of the British Museum auth-
orities and others.” He went on to quote a letter he had re-
ceived from the Swedish missionary Backlund shortly before
writing his report.

Backlund related how after purchasing three old books
from Islam Akhun, who said he had dug them up from be-
neath a hollow tree, one of his own servants had approached
him. ‘Sahib,’ the native had begun, ‘I want to tell you that
these books are not so old as they are pretended to be. As I
know how they are prepared, I wish to inform you of it. When
I lived in Khotan I wished very much to enter into the busi-
ness, but was always shut out and could even get no informa-
tion about the books. At last I consulted my mother about
it and she advised me to try to find out from a boy with whom
I was on very intimate terms, and who was the son of the
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headman of the business. So one day I asked him how they
got these books, and he plainly told me that his father had
the blocks prepared by a cotton printer.’

As though anticipating Hoernle’s thought, Backlund
added: ‘Now it is evident that the servant might have said
all this from jealousy only, but I am determined to examine
the books with more critical eyes than before.” He then drew
attention to several points which struck him as suspicious. He
noticed, for example, that the books he had just bought from
Akhun had a certain crispness or freshness and bore none of
the signs of wear and tear normally associated with everyday
use. He also noticed that the paper on which they were printed
was ‘exactly of the same kind as prepared in Khotan in the
present day’, and ‘though very ill-treated (burnt and smoky)
is still strong, almost as if it were new’. He further pointed
out that the corners of the books ‘are quite square (not round
as they usually are in old books) and the edges recently cut,
though in such a manner as to make them look old’.

But Hoernle painstakingly refuted all Backlund’s points —
to his own satisfaction at least — after weighing up the evidence
on both sides. Reading his report today, it is hard to escape
the conclusion that his wish to believe in the authenticity of
these particular books and manuscripts had overriden his
critical judgement. Again and again he comes down firmly
on the wrong side of the fence. The worst that he seems willing
to believe is that a supply of genuine old wood-blocks had
been discovered by the treasure-hunters and that these were
occasionally used to produce ‘reprints’ of old books.

His verdict was quite categoric: “To sum up,’ he wrote, ‘the
conclusion to which with the present information I have come
to is that the scripts are genuine, and that most, if not all,
of the block-prints in the Collection also are genuine antiqui-
ties; and that if any are forgeries they can only be duplicates
of others which are genuine. ...’

Meanwhile, other important discoveries (about which there
could be no such doubts) were beginning to come to light in
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the Gobi-Taklamakan region. Among the most significant
were those of a Russian scholar, Dmitri Klementz. In 1898
he was sent by the Academy of Sciences in St Petersburg with
the specific aim of investigating some ancient and mysterious
ruins which Russian travellers had reported seeing around the
oasis of Turfan, on the edge of the Gobi. It was the first ever
purely archaeological expedition to visit Chinese Central Asia.
In addition to confirming the existence of the ruins, some of
which he photographed, Klementz brought back manuscripts
and also fragments of Buddhist wall-paintings. His discov-
eries, as we shall see, were within a few years to lead to a
flurry of archaeological activity in this region and, inadver-
tently, to one of the great tragedies of art history.

But, important as his finds were to prove, Klementz was
not destined to be the first to uncover the long-lost secrets
of the Silk Road. For, travelling eastwards across the Pamir,
anew and remarkable figure had already entered the Central
Asian arena, determined to discover the truth about the cities
filled with treasure said to lie far out in the Taklamakan.



4. Sven Hedin — the Pathfinder

This brilliant figure, who was to shoot like a meteorite across
the Central Asian scene, was a young and virtually unknown
Swede called Sven Hedin. Bookish, bespectacled (at times he
was threatened with almost total blindness) and small in
stature, he was nonetheless destined to become one of the
world’s great explorers. His mild appearance concealed a man
of extraordinary determination, physical strength and ambi-
tion, not to say occasional recklessness. A ruthless leader, he
drove both himself and his men — a number to their death
— without mercy. Yet he had a horror of killing animals, ‘of
extinguishing a flame I could not light again’, as he put it.
For his achievements during half a century of Central Asiatic
travel he was festooned with honours by many governments,
received by kings and dictators, and lionised by the great. In
Britain he was awarded a knighthood, honorary doctorates by
both Oxford and Cambridge, and two of the Royal Geo-
graphical Society’s coveted gold medals. His published works
—some popular, others scholarly — ran to nearly fifty volumes
and were translated into thirty languages. His personal friends
included the T'sar, the Kaiser, the King of Sweden, Hinden-
burg, Kitchener and Lord Curzon. Schoolboys, as well as
readers of The Times, thrilled to his adventures. Other travel-
lers were awed by his feats of endurance, and geographers by
his professional achievements. And yet, when he died at the
age of eighty-seven in 1952, he was a forgotten man. The
meteorite, after a long trail of glory, had disappeared virtually
without trace. He died, moreover, reviled by many of those
who once had honoured him.

Few people today can probably recall what caused this
abrupt reversal in Hedin’s fortunes. Briefly, he made the fatal
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mistake — at least in the eyes of many of his former friends
— of twice becoming involved in power politics, each time
moreover on the losing side. A man of passionate beliefs,
Hedin was prepared to sacrifice universal esteem during
World War I, and again in World War I1, by taking an uncom-
promising pro-German stand, a puzzling decision in view of
his part-Jewish ancestry. Entire books were written aimed at
denigrating him. One, published in 1916, was a satire pur-
portedly by ‘Hun Swedin’. Another, which appeared in Brit-
ain the next year, ended: ‘You have denied humanity, Sven
Hedin, and in return you are denied today by the Swedish
people. We do not know you. What do your discoveries mean
to us? What does it interest us whether you have discovered
both Tibet and China?’

~ However, Hedin’s accomplishments as an explorer are
beyond question. Judged merely by his maps he was brilliant,
as today’s satellite surveys of Central Asia have shown. Sir
Francis Younghusband, who met him at Kashgar in 1890
when he was still unknown, was much struck by him. ‘He
impressed me as being of the true stamp for exploration —
physically robust, genial, even tempered, cool and persevering
... I envied him his linguistic ability [Hedin was fluent in
seven languages], his knowledge of scientific subjects, and his
artistic accomplishments. He seemed to possess every quali-
fication of a scientific traveller, added to the quiet, self-reliant
character of his northern ancestors.” On this first visit to
Kashgar, Hedin also made valuable friendships with
Petrovsky and Macartney, and met Father Hendricks, a re-
markable Dutch priest much beloved by all travellers in the
region.

The visit was merely a reconnaissance, and four years later,
aged twenty-nine, he was back there again to begin a series of
historic and often perilous journeys across Central Asia and
Tibet which would span some forty years. This time he
reached Kashgar by crossing the Pamir. He had ignored warn-
ings of the dangers of attempting a winter crossing of the
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grim pass over the lofty Taghdumbash. The conditions had
been appalling, with the mercury freezing in his thermometer
and the temperature falling one night to minus thirty-seven
degrees. Not only did he suffer from mountain sickness but
due to the extreme cold, temporarily lost his sight, and had
to be led blindfolded on the descent to Kashgar.

Hedin, as Younghusband had pointed out, was highly
qualified for his role as a scientific explorer. When only
twenty-one, after youthful journeys through Persia and Rus-
sian Central Asia, he had returned to Sweden determined to
acquire the skills he felt he needed for what he saw as his life’s
work. He enrolled at the University of Stockholm where for
two years he studied geology, physics and zoology. After grad-
uating he enrolled at Berlin University, studying physical
geography under the great Baron von Richthofen — himself
a celebrated Asiatic explorer — as well as historical geography
and palaecontology under other leading professors. He broke
off his studies in 1890 to make his first journey to Kashgar,
where he met Younghusband, returning for a further year’s
tuition under von Richthofen. _

Then followed his nightmarish crossing of the Pamir and
three expeditions across Chinese Central Asia. The first, in
February 1895, was to prove to those who followed him - not-
ably Sir Aurel Stein — that travel into the interior of the Tak-
lamakan desert, and not merely around it, was possible, albeit
extremely dangerous. His subsequent two Taklamakan
expeditions, in December 1895 and September 1899, were to -
yield discoveries of enormous archaeological importance.

Like all visitors to the region, Hedin had listened to endless
tales of lost cities, strewn with ancient treasures, lying deep
in the Taklamakan. Many men, it was said, had ventured in
search of them, hoping to make their fortunes. The few who
had returned to tell the story spoke fearfully of how the guard-
ing spirits had foiled them in their attempts to remove the
treasure. One man from Khotan, Hedin was told, was luckier.
He had fallen into debt and went into the desert hoping to



