7. The Unmasking of a Forger

‘Before starting the long journey which would take him and

his treasures back to London, Stein was determined, once and
for all, to discover the truth about Islam Akhun. Although
he now had sufficient evidence to brand the Khotan treasure-
hunter a liar, and furthermore had, in his own excavations,
failed to find any trace of writing in Akhun’s ‘unknown
characters’, this did not prove conclusively that his ‘old books’
‘were all forgeries or that he was a forger. There was only one
way to determine this. Stein had to confront the man ‘whose
productions’, as he put it, ‘had engaged so much learned
attention in Europe’. He first took Pan-darin, the friendly and
scholarly Chinese amban of Khotan, into his confidence. ‘As
an attempt on the part of Islam Akhun to abscond was by
no means improbable,” Stein wrote, ‘and as time was getting
short, I took care to impress the learned Mandarin with the
necessity of prompt and discreet action.’ '

On the morning of April 25, 1901, Akhun was produced -
by the amban’s men from a nearby village where he had spent
the winter practising as a hakim, or native doctor. Caught
completely off his guard, he was marched before Stein accom-
panied by ‘a motley collection of papers’ which had been
found in his possession and at his Khotan home. It was no
surprise to Stein to recognise, among these, pieces of artifici-
ally discoloured paper bearing the now familiar unknown
characters. Despite this damning evidence, Akhun protested
total innocence. “The examination of this versatile individual
proved a protracted affair,” wrote Stein, ‘and through two long
days I felt as if breathing the atmosphere of an Indian judicial
court.” Akhun’s defence was that he had merely sold the
manuscripts to Macartney and others in Kashgar for certain
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persons at Khotan, since dead or absconded, who, rightly or
wrongly, told him that they had discovered them in the desert.
On realising how eagerly these books were sought by Euro-
peans, he had simply asked those persons to find him more.
‘Now, he lamented, he was left alone to bear the onus of the
fraud - if such it was,” Stein adds.

Akhun named the individuals responsible for landing him
in this embarrassing situation as Muhammed Tari and
Muhammed Siddig, who had fled to Yarkand and Aksu
respectively, while a third man had conveniently died. Stein
observes: ‘It was a cleverly devised line of defence, and Islam
Akhun clung to it with great consistency and with the wariness
of a man who has had unpleasant experience of the ways of
the law’ — as indeed he had. For posing once as Macartney’s
agent and blackmailing villagers, Akhun had been flogged and
imprisoned. Again, for forging another sahib’s handwriting
to obtain money he had been forced to wear the huge and
dreaded Chinese punishment collar of heavy wood, designed
to prevent a prisoner from feeding himself.

Before beginning what Stein calls his ‘curious semi-anti-
quarian, semi-judicial inquiry’, he gave Akhun his personal
assurance that he had no intention of pursuing the matter in
the amban’s court, ... for I was aware that such a step, in
accordance with Chinese procedure, was likely to lead to the
application of some effective means of persuasion, i.e. torture.’
Stein added: ‘This, of course, I would not countenance; nor
could a confession as its eventual result be to me of any value.’
How then was he to obtain the confession that he needed?
Stein had one trump card still to play — the Hoernle report
itself.

In the course of his protestations, Akhun had denied ever
having been to any of the places from which the books were
said to have come, claiming that only his three suppliers had
been there. He had merely passed details of these sites,
together with the finds, to the eventual purchasers. What he
did not know, or perhaps had forgotten, was that Macartney
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had meticulously taken down his often graphic descriptions
of his personal role in these treasure-seeking expeditions. In-
deed, these had gone verbatim into Hoernle’s report, which
Stein now produced. When he began to read aloud from it,
Akhun was visibly taken aback. It had never occurred to him
that the stories he had told years before would even be
remembered, let alone recorded permanently in an official
document which would be quoted against him.

Akhun’s defence now began to crumble fast. His first lme
of retreat was to admit that he had seen old books being manu-
factured at a deserted shrine by three men for whom he had
eventually sold them. But then, realising that he stood before
Stein convicted by his own past lies, he confessed to more
~'and more. Finally he admitted everything. Until 1894, he told
‘Stein, he had only dealt in coins, seals and other such antiqui-
ties which he acquired from villages around Khotan. But then
he had heard from Afghan merchants of the high prices being
paid by sahibs for the old books that Turdi and others had
unearthed at Dandan-uilik. He determined to get in on this
act. ‘But the idea of visiting such dreary desert sites, with the
certainty of great hardships and only a limited chance of
finds,” Stein wrote, ‘had no attraction for a person of such
wits as Islam Akhun.” So it was that he hit upon the idea of
writing his own ancient manuscripts.

Before long, he and at least one other partner were produc-
ing from their small factory a steady stream of such manu-
scripts. Their best customers were the two rivals, Macartney
and Petrovsky, both of whom were eager to buy — Macartney
especially so following Calcutta’s instruction to its Central
Asian representatives to try to obtain antiquities. So, while
Islam Akhun cultivated the Englishman, one of his partners,

Ibrahim Mullah, supplied the Russian. Ibrahim possessed a
smattering of Russian, signs of which could be detected (in
hindsight) in the shapes of some of the unknown characters
produced by this unholy alliance. Indeed, scholars had
noticed these, but had assumed that the Cyrillic-looking
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characters were of ancient Greek origin. Stein would have
liked to have interrogated Ibrahim Mullah together with
AKkhun, but the former had judiciously vanished from Khotan
the moment he heard of Akhun’s arrest.

The forger’s first handwritten manuscript was produced
and sold in 1895. At first, Akhun told Stein, he had attempted
to imitate the cursive Brahmi characters found in genuine
manuscripts from Dandan-uilik. Indeed, in this he and his
partners were entirely successful, for many of these had found
their way into major museum collections in Europe where
scholars continued to scratch their heads over them. The fac-
tory prospered and the partners gained confidence. Stein
writes in Sand-Buried Ruins of Khotan: ‘As Islam Akhun
quickly perceived that his “books’’ were readily paid for,
though none of the Europeans who bought them could read
their characters or distinguish them from ancient scripts, it
became unnecessary to trouble about imitating the characters
of genuine fragments.” Each of the partners, therefore, was
allowed to invent his own ‘unknown characters’. Stein adds:
“This explains the striking diversity of these queer scripts, of
which the analysis of the texts contained in the British collec-
tion at one time revealed at least a dozen — not exactly to the
assurance of the Oriental scholars who were to help in their
decipherment.’

Akhun and his partners soon found that they could not keep
up with the demand, since it took time and care to prepare
these forgeries. They therefore decided to step up production
by means of the only technology at hand — block printing.
In 1896 they produced their first block-printed books. So
successful were they, however, that forty-five of these were
fully described and illustrated by Dr Hoernle in his scholarly
report of 1899. ‘“These too’, Stein writes, ‘showed an extra-
ordinary variety of scripts in their ever-recurring formulas,
and were often of quite imposing dimensions in size and
bulk.’

Once his defence had collapsed, Islam Akhun told Stein
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everything he wanted to know about the operations of the
strange little factory in this remote corner of China which had
for so long deceived Hoernle and other scholars. ‘In fact,’
writes Stein, ‘he seemed rather to relish the interest I showed
in them.” The paper they used, he told Stein, was bought loc-
ally. This was then stained yellow or light brown with rogh-
ruga, a dye obtained from a local tree. Once the writing had
been added, either by hand or by block printing, the pages
were hung over a fire ‘so as to receive by smoke the proper
hue of antiquity’. This was sometimes done with insufficient
care, for Stein notes that some of the books in the Calcutta
collection showed scorch marks. However, even these had
failed to put Hoernle on his guard. Next the pages were bound
up. The way this was done should have added the final nail
in their coffin, so far as authenticity was concerned. For they
were bound in crude imitation of European volumes, particu-
larly the later ‘discoveries’. In the event, even this anomaly
failed to persuade Macartney, Petrovsky, Hoernle and others
that they were being hoodwinked. Last of all, before being

taken to Kashgar and offered to their unsuspecting pur-
chasers, the forgeries were thoroughly encrusted with the fine
sand of the Taklamakan as they would have been had they
come from a sand-buried site. ‘I well remember’, Stein
recounts, ‘how, in the spring of 1898, I had to apply a clothes
brush before I could examine one of these forged “block
prints”’ that had reached a collector in Kashmir.’

Stein had decided not to ask for any charges to be brought
against Akhun, and had already given him such an assurance
in order to obtain a frank confession. He felt anyway that every
bit as much to blame as these semi-literate counterfeiters were
those who had unwittingly encouraged them by snapping up
their forgeries so eagerly and undiscriminatingly. In Sand-
Buried Ruins of Khotan, Stein omits any names, though he
clearly indicts his friend Macartney and the Russian
Petrovsky. Nevertheless, when he reflected on the valuable
time wasted by Hoernle and other scholars on these worthless
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works, he felt quite glad that Akhun had been punished by
the Chinese authorities, albeit for other villainies.

All the same, Stein was clearly intrigued by this remarkable
and enterprising scoundrel. He was, Stein wrote, ‘a man of
exceptional intelligence for those parts, and also possessed of
a quick wit and humour’. He found himself wondering
whether Akhun could be of Kashmiri descent, which would
explain this wiliness. Stein added: ‘He greatly amused me by
his witty repartee to honest old Turdi, whom with humorous
impudence he adduced as a living demonstration of the fact
that “there was nothing to be got out of the desert”....’
Akhun, Stein relates, was greatly impressed at seeing his own
handiwork so perfectly reproduced in the photogravure plates
of the Hoernle report, and was keen to learn how this was
done. ‘I had no doubt’, Stein adds, ‘he was fully alive to the
splendid opportunities for fresh frauds which this ‘“Wilayeti”
[town] art might provide. How much more proud would he
have felt if he could but have seen, as I did a few months
later, the fine morocco bindings with which a number of his
block-printed Codices had been honoured in a great European
library !’

Stein was anxious to obtain some of the wood blocks used
by the forgers to produce their books, since this would provide
irrefutable corroboration of Akhun’s story, especially if one
of them could be matched up with an actual page from one
of the counterfeits. Akhun, who had been held between ses-
sions of Stein’s cross-examination in the amban’s lock-up, was
released so that he could go and find some. But the next morn-
ing he produced one only, and that from his own house. Word
of his disgrace had quickly spread through the bazaars of Kho-
tan and he now found all doors barred against him —especially
those of his former associates. In the course of the two-day
‘trial’ Stein had flippantly told Akhun that he was far too
clever to waste his life among the ignorant townsfolk of Kho-
tan. This had been intended as no more than a joke, but
Akhun evidently took it seriously. On the eve of Stein’s
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departure from Khotan, Akhun turned up and begged to be
allowed to travel to Europe with him, an idea prompted, Stein
reflected, by the thought that there might be wider opportuni-
ties there for his special talents than in Chinese Turkestan.

It was now time for Stein to leave Khotan and to say his
farewells to those who had served him so faithfully during
that harsh winter in the desert. Stein’s most regretful parting
was from Turdi, who travelled with him as far as Zawa, the
last village of the Khotan region. Turdi’s experience and local
knowledge had been invaluable to the success of the expedi-
tion. He had, at Dandan-uilik, probably saved Stein’s life.
Stein rewarded him with more ‘treasure’, as he put it, than
the old treasure-seeker had brought back from all his own
humble expeditions into the desert put together. He had also
secured a steady local job for Turdi, who felt he was getting
too old to wander around the Taklamakan any more in search
of gold. Their farewell was a touching one, for Turdi, whom
Stein was never to meet again, began to weep. ‘I could see
how genuine the tears were that at our parting trickled over
the weather-beaten face of the old treasure-seeker,” Stein
wrote later. He, too, was clearly much affected by this leave-
taking. However, before long he was approaching the shrine
of the sacred pigeons which he had passed seven months
before, and his thoughts turned to a more cheerful theme ~
‘the results I was bringing back from Khotan’. His expedition
had been more successful than he had ever dreamed, and this
was merely the first. Stein halted briefly at the shrine, offering
to the birds ‘a liberal treat of maize and corn as my grateful
ex-voto on leaving Khotan’.

Twelve days after bidding farewell to Turdi, Stein was back
in Kashgar enjoying the hospitality of the Macartneys. He had
not seen another European for eight months and was worried
~lest he should exhaust his hosts ‘by a pent-up torrent of talk’.
The next two weeks were spent disbanding his caravan, selling
off his camels and ponies, and repacking his treasures for
transportation to London via the Russian railhead at Andijan,
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the eastern terminus of the Trans-Caspian Railway. His
ponies, he records proudly, were sold practically without loss,
despite the fact that they had served him for eight wearying
months, while the camels lost only a quarter of their original
price. Had he been able to wait until the caravan season into
Russia was once again in full swing, Stein writes, ‘I should
probably have recovered for the Government the whole of the
original outlay on my Turkestan transport.’

- Finally, exactly one year after first setting out from India,
it was time for him to take leave of his hosts and depart with
his twelve crates of treasures for London. On May 29, 1901,
he left Kashgar for Osh, the nearest Russian town across the
frontier, his antiquities and other baggage carried by eight
ponies. Before departing, however, he had another painful
leave-taking, this time from Dash, the little fox-terrier who
had travelled so far with him. There could be no question
of the dog accompanying him to England, and it was decided
that he would return to India with Ram Singh. ‘Equal as my
little companion had proved to all the hardships of mountains
and deserts,” Stein wrote, ‘it would have been cruel to subject
him to weeks of a wearisome journey by rail merely to leave
him at the end to a confinement of quarantine on reaching
England. Yet I confess I felt the separation from the devoted
companion of all my travels until we joyfully met again one
November night on a Punjab railway platform.” (The two-
month trek from Kashgar, over the Karakoram, to India was
to be the little dog’s last great journey. For he died, apparently
of a broken heart, when once again Stein had to leave India
for London. He is buried in-alpine Kashmir which, wrote
Stein, ‘he loved like his master’.)

* * Cx

Stein’s first task on reaching England was one of the utmost
delicacy. He had to go and see Hoernle, now living in Oxford,
and break it to him that he had been made a fool of by a group
of semi-literate villagers. Knowing that the great scholar was
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already working on the promised second part of his report
on the Calcutta collection, due for publication that year, he
had written him a warning letter. But now he had the deeply
embarrassing task of telling him to his face. His embar-
rassment was heightened, moreover, by the fact that he had
good reason to be grateful to Hoernle, for it was this scholar
who, more than anyone else, had encouraged him in his
venture and given it his full official backing. Furthermore,
Hoernle was the leading scholar in Stein’s own field —the lin-
guistics of India and Central Asia — as well as being a personal
friend from Calcutta days. And now Stein’s very triumph was
to result in Hoernle’s humiliation. It certainly could not have
been with any feelings of pleasure that Stein caught the train
to Oxford that July morning.

* * *

Augustus Frederic Rudolf Hoernle, son of an Anglican mis-
sionary of German extraction, was born in India in 1841, mak-
ing him Stein’s senior by some twenty-one years. After gra-
duating in Switzerland, he travelled to London where he
spent several years studying Sanskrit under the scholar Gold-
stucker. In 1865 he returned to India, initially to teach philo-
sophy at a college in Benares. From then on he devoted his
working life to the study of Indo-Aryan and other languages
and to the deciphering of ancient Indian manuscripts. (In all,
he published more than one hundred and fifteen books,
articles and papers, including his Comparative Grammar of
the North Indian Vernaculars, which took him five years to
compile.) Moving to Calcutta, then the capital of British In-
dia, he became a leading light in the Asiatic Society of Bengal,
over which- he eventually presxded before finally retiring to
Oxford.

He had first found himself in the front rank of orientalists
in 1881 when confronted with fragments of a manuscript in
an archaic Indian script discovered in a north-west frontier
village. It had aroused considerable curiosity among In-



The Unmasking of a Forger 107

dologists, but no one succeeded in reading it until it was sent
to Hoernle. ‘He attacked it at once and with striking success,’
wrote a contemporary. ‘Although it had neither beginning nor
end, and consisted merely of disorganised fragments with not
asingle leaf complete, he succeeded in deciphering the greater
part of it.” Hoernle proved it to be an ancient mathematical
treatise by an unknown author. Although its literary signifi-
cance was not great, its decipherment marked out Hoernle
as a philologist of rare talent. Thus, exactly ten years later,
he was the natural choice for the task of deciphering the
famous, and immensely more important, Bower manuscript.
It was his brilliant work on this manuscript that resulted in
Hoernle being entrusted with the so-called British Collection
of Antiquities from Central Asia, and which indirectly led to
the international scramble for further manuscripts and an’u-
quities from this region.

Precisely what passed between Stein and Hoemle no one
will ever know. Stein tactfully avoids any mention whatever
of this meeting in Sand-Buried Ruins of Khotan, his otherwise
detailed account of the expedition. Indeed, fellow scholars in
this field appear to have closed ranks in an effort to spare
Hoernle’s feelings. Other than in the second part of Hoernle’s
own report on the Calcutta collection, there appears to be no
mention of Stein’s sensational and embarrassing discovery in -
scholarly publications or newspapers of the time. When
Hoernle died in 1918, at the age of seventy-seven, his six-page
obituary in the Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society made no
mention of this humiliating episode.

The meeting between the two men was clearly fnendly, for
Stein stayed with Hoernle and his family for several days.
However, the shock that Stein’s revelations must have caused
the great Indologist is more than hinted at by Stein in a letter
to his brother Ernst, then living in Hungary. ‘Understand-
ably,” Stein reported, ‘he is deeply disappointed by Islam
Akhun’s forgeries, but to my satisfaction has recovered and I
am spared a painful discussion.” No doubt Stein’s remarkable
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linguistic finds offered some solace to Hoernle in his dis-
comfiture, enabling him to turn his mind to something fresh.
Indeed, his work on the Stein manuscripts was to lead, among
other things, to the discovery of the long-lost language of
Khotanese.

But a much more immediate problem faced Hoernle. In
his 1899 report on the Calcutta collection he had discussed
the possibility of the ‘old books’ being forgeries, but had
firmly rejected it. How was he to extricate himself from this
humiliating error of judgement? He confided to Stein that he
wanted to have the report destroyed. That much we know
from a second letter Stein wrote to his brother. However, the
impossibility of this must have struck Hoernle almost at once.
The report had been published as an extra number of the
Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal and had been widely
circulated. Suppression, therefore, was out of the question.
There remained, moreover, the awkward matter of the
promised second part. Hoernle had no choice but to go ahead
with this. He had here two alternatives: either he could make
a clean breast of his error, or he could gloss it over, hoping
that his readers would not compare Parts 1 and 2 too closely.
He was only human and chose the latter course.

So skilfully was it done that unless one turned back to the
original report of 1899, or had read and remembered it at the
time, one would have had the greatest difficulty in realising
— from Part 2 — that he had ever been fooled at all. Far from
admitting that he had originally come down on the side of
the manuscripts and books in his care being authentic, he
omits any reference to this now highly embarrassing verdict.
He cleverly avoids having to do this by declaring — in Part
2 —that when he wrote the 1899 report ‘the question of forgery
was still an open one’. (This was only too obviously true,
though anyone who had read Hoernle’s original verdict might
not have thought so.) He now put the record straight, albeit
without conceding that it was he who put it wrong in the first
place, by declaring that “... Dr. Stein has obtained definite
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proof that all “blockprints’ and all the manuscripts in “un-
known characters” procured from Khotan since 1895 are
modern fabrications of Islam Akhun and a few others working
with him’. He directs readers who might wish to see what
these forgeries look like to a publication by the Russian scholar
Dmitri Klementz (perhaps to show that the Russians were
fooled too), as well as to an article, also containing plates,
which he himself had contributed to the Journal of the Asiatic
Society of Bengal. He carefully avoids drawing attention to
the most obvious source of such illustrations — Part 1 of his
own report — with its damning text. There he leaves the mat-
ter, for the bulk of the second part of his report was under-
standably concerned with genuine manuscrlpts, pottery and
terracottas in the British Collection.

Hoernle, it might be added, was undoubtedly fortunate in
the age in which he lived. Were such a distinguished scholar
to be hoodwinked today by a semi-literate oasis-dweller living
in Central Asia, next morning he would find half Fleet Street
camped on his doorstep demanding a public explanation.

* * *

Meanwhile, Stein’s discoveries from his first expedition had
caused a sensation in antiquarian circles throughout Europe.
Here was evidence of a previously unknown Buddhist civilisa-
tion going begging in one of the world’s backyards, complete
with its own remarkable art and literature. Hitherto, archaeo-
logists had been concerned almost entirely with classical,
ancient Egyptian and biblical sites. Central Asian archaeology
was something new. When the 13th International Congress
of Orientalists was held the following year in Hamburg, a
special resolution was passed congratulating Stein on his
amazing discoveries. This was to prove both an asset and a
liability to him. While it undoubtedly helped him to obtain
permission and funds from the Indian Government for a
second expedition (albeit after much prevarication), it also
attracted the interest of orientalists in Paris, Berlin and St
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Petersburg to the region’s possibilities. For some time,
scholars there had been urging their governments to dispatch
archaeological expeditions to this remote corner of China.
Here was the spur they needed.

Curiously though, it was not an expedition from Europe
which next chose to brave the hardships of the Taklamakan,
but one from nearer the spot. Indeed, it was not a proper
expedition at all, but a small and somewhat disorganised party
of Buddhist monks from Japan which left for Central Asia
in August 1902. Far more important, however, was the interest
engendered in Germany by Stein’s finds. For it was from the
Ethnological Museum in Berlin that Stein’s first serious rivals
were to emerge. Just two months after the Hamburg con-
ference a powerful German expedition, led by Professor
Albert Griinwedel, set out to try its luck in Chinese Turkestan.



8. The Race Begins in Earnest

With the arrival of the Germans and the Japanese on the scene
in 1902, there now began what has been described as an ‘inter-
national race’ for the ancient Buddhist treasures of the Takla-
makan and Gobi deserts. It was to last a quarter of a century
and, by the time it was over, to have involved the archaeo-
logists of seven nations. The vast quantities of antiquities
which they removed were to end up in more than thirty
museums and institutions spread across Europe, America,
Russia and the Far East. On the whole, in public anyway, the
rival expeditions were conducted in gentlemanly manner. Just
occasionally, however, feelings ran high, and once, in a quarrel
over who had the right to dig a particular site, the Germans
and the Russians all but came to blows, the latter threatening
angrily to expel the former by force of arms. .
Stefn, on the other hand, was content with the occas1onal
scoff at his competitors, usually in private correspondence.
The Germans, he wrote to a friend, ‘always go out hunting
in packs’. Considering the modest size of their expeditions
(though not of their archaeological hauls) to call these ‘packs’
was patently absurd. But it indicates the irritation their pre-
sence caused him in a field which he felt he had pioneered,
and would obviously have liked to have kept to himself for
a few years longer. There was, in fact, ample room for all
comers in this vast, archaeologically untouched region, with -
its multitude of sites. Yet it is clear that the rival groups spent
much time looking over their shoulders. ' ‘
The first of the four German expeditions which were to
operate in Chinese Turkestan between 1902 and 1914 con-
sisted of three Europeans, all on the staff of the Ethnological
Museum in Berlin. It was led by Professor Albert Grunwedel,
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head of the museum’s Indian section and author of a notable
work on Buddhist art. His second-in-command was Dr
George Huth, another art-historian, who was to die soon after
their return from Central Asia, largely as a consequence of
the hardships he suffered in the course of the expedition. Fin-
ally there was the colourful, ever-resourceful Theodor Bartus,
the museum’s handyman, who was to accompany all four
expeditions. ,

~ For some time Grunwedel and his colleagues in the Indian
section had had their eye on Chinese Turkestan and pondered
on its archaeological potential. Like Stein, they had guessed
from the clues that had begun to emerge from the region
that this might prove to be an ancient meeting point between
the art of classical Greece and that of Buddhist Asia. However,
they were discouraged from venturing there by fear of the
dangers and discomforts they were likely to encounter. But
when the intrepid Hedin returned unharmed to tell his
dramatic tale, followed soon afterwards by Stein with his
impressive haul, the Germans decided it was time to join in
the hunt. ,

They chose as their target the region around Turfan, on
the northern arm of the Silk Road. Some five years earlier
it had been visited by the Russian scholar Klementz, who had
brought back frescoes, manuscripts and inscriptions to St
Petersburg, and reported seeing at least one hundred and
thirty Buddhist cave temples in the region, many containing
well-preserved wall-paintings. Unlike Stein, whose first
expedition was largely a gamble, the Germans knew that if
Klementz was to be believed, then they were virtually guaran-
teed a rich harvest of treasures from around Turfan. More-
over, it was more accessible than Stein’s far-flung sites along
the southern caravan route, and its ruins apparently less
plundered by native treasure-seekers.

The town of Turfan lies one hundred and fifty miles north
of the top-secret site near Lou-lan where China tested her
first generation of nuclear weapons. A green fertile oasis, it
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stands in a huge natural depression of some thirty thousand
square miles, said by geographers to be the deepest anywhere
on earth. Surrounding the town are earthquake-scarred hills,
destitute of all life, and equally sterile deserts. To the north
lies the snow-capped Bogdo-Ola (‘Mountain of God’), higher
than anything in Europe and forming the easternmost spur
of the great T’ien Shan. Sir Eric Teichman, the British travel-
ler, was reminded by the region’s stark and dramatic scenery,
of the Grand Canyon when he passed that way in the winter
of 1935. So cold was it that his party had to light fires beneath
the engines of their vehicles each morning to get them to start
- ‘a very dangerous procedure’, he pointed out, but in that
part of the world regarded as routine. By contrast, the heat
in summer is so intense that the mercury often soars to 130
degrees Fahrenheit, driving even the residents underground
into specially dug cellars. Yet scattered across this barren,
rainless landscape are some of the most fertile oasis-villages
anywhere in Chinese Turkestan. In the heyday of the Silk
Road, wines, melons and fresh grapes were supplied from here
to the imperial court at Ch’ang-an. The secret of this surpris-
ing lushness lies in an ingenious irrigation system, originally
borrowed from Persia, which brings the melted snow from
the mountains of the north via deep subterranean channels
to these communities which could not otherwise exist.

~ Mildred Cable and Francesca French, those two intrepid
missionaries who spent many months in the region during the
1920s and ’30s, describe the oasis vividly in their book The
Gobi Desert. “. .. Turfan lies like a green island in a sandy wil-
derness, its shores lapped by grit and gravel instead of ocean
water, for the division between arid desert and fertile land
is as definite as that between shore and ocean. Its fertility is
amazing, and the effect on the traveller, when he steps from
sterility and desiccation into the luxuriance of Turfan is over-
whelming.” However, not all the oases in the Turfan region
fared so well over the centuries, many of them having been
abandoned. It was from among the scattered ruins of these
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that the Germans were to make a series of rich discoveries
“between 1902 and 1914, when the war brought their enter-
prise to a close.

The first expedition, led by Griunwedel, was away from
Berlin for a year, but spent less than five months exploring
and excavating in the Turfan region. The rest of the time was
taken up in getting there and back. Financed largely by Frie-
drich Krupp, the arms’ king, this first foray served primarily
as a reconnaissance. However, Griunwedel’s discoveries
(forty-six cases of them), whilst modest compared with those
of the three subsequent expeditions, caused a considerable stir
among German Asiatic scholars, and even caught the imagina-
tion of the Kaiser himself. The finds included Buddhist fres-
‘coes, manuscripts and sculptures. As a result of the expedi-
tion’s success, a committee was formed to organise a longer
and more ambitious programme, and a fund was set up to
equip it, both Krupp and the Kaiser contributing personally
to this. But Huth’s untimely death and Grunwedel’s ill-health
meant that an interim leader had to be found. The committee
chose Albert von Le Coq, a man who was to prove as remark-
able in his own way as either Hedm or Stein, and every bit
- as determined.

‘Born in Berlin on September 8, 1860, the son of a wealthy
Huguenot wine merchant, it was assumed that he would fol-
low in his father’s footsteps. However, while still a schoolboy,
he beecame involved in what his German obituarist describes
as ‘a forbidden alliance’ but then dismisses as a ‘harmless little
peccadillo’. Whatever this was, it resulted in his being
expelled. His father, who had been educated at an English
public school, was furious, though we do not quite know what
ensued. His obituarist skates over this period rather dis-
creetly, picking up the thread again when he was twenty-one.
By this time his relations with his father appear to have been
restored, because he was sent first to London and then to
America to train for the family business. While in the United
States he also studied medicine. It was a skill which was to
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prove useful more than once, later on. At the age of twenty-
seven he returned to Germany and joined the firm of A. Le
Coq, wine merchants in the town of Darmstadt, which had
been founded by his grandfather. His heart was not in it, how-
ever, and after thirteen years he sold the business and moved
to Berlin. There he studied oriental languages for several
years, including Arabic, Turkish and Persian at the School
~of Oriental Languages, and Sanskrit under the scholar
Pischel. In 1902, at the age of forty-two, he joined — initially
as an unpaid volunteer — the Indian section of the Ethnological
Museum in Berlin, just as Grunwedel was mounting the first
German expedition to Chinese Central Asia.

Now, only two years later, it was his turn. His expedition
consisted of just himself and Theodor Bartus. They left Berlin
in September 1904, first visiting St Petersburg to obtain the
official passes necessary to see them across Siberia. They were
also given letters of recommendation by savants at the Russian
Academy of Sciences which, before very long, would be dis-
patching its own expeditions to the region. Their plan was
to take the Trans-Siberian Express as far as Omsk, catch a
boat there up the River Irtysh to Semipalatinsk, and then
travel by horse-drawn tarantass to the frontier post at Bakhty
from where they would continue to Urumchi and finally Tur-
fan. But in Moscow they ran into difficulties. The station-
master there objected to the amount of baggage (over a ton
in weight) accompanying them, insisting that he would have
to put on an extra luggage van to carry it all. In Buried
Treasures of Chinese Turkestan, von Le Coq’s account of the
expedition, he describes with relish (for he had no time for
the Russians) what followed. ‘... holding a 50-rouble note
behind my back, I passed up and down before the Cerberus,
gently waving the paper. When I had passed him three or four
times the note disappeared and the station-master said: “Well,
we’ll manage.”” And sure enough they did manage....’

After travelling for five days in a train packed with Russian
officers (only a few of whom ‘came up to our idea of officers’)



116 The Race Begins in Earnest

bound for the Russo-Japanese War, they reached Omsk. The
Irtysh steamer took them as far as Semipalatinsk (‘an appal-
ling hole’) where they hired their tarantass to carry them
across the melancholy Siberian landscape to the Chinese
frontier. At Chuguchak, their first halt in Chinese territory,
they were warned by the Russian consul that civil war was
raging locally and that the country was unsafe. Von Le Coq,
who was carrying twelve thousand roubles in gold, sat on top
~of it, rifle in hand, for the remainder of the journey to
Urumchi, then the capital of Chinese Turkestan. Few Euro-
pean travellers have a good word to say for this seedy, fly-
blown town with its blood-stained past. Mildred Cable and
Francesca French, who lived there for a time; recalled its
‘jaded, unhealthy-looking people’ and its ‘sordid streets .
typical of its sordid civic life’. In their day it teemed thh
police informers. ‘A secret report can always command a
price,’ they wrote in The Gobi Desert, ‘and promotion often
depends upon supplying it, therefore no man trusts his
neighbour.’ They added that ‘no one enjoys life in Urumchi,
no one leaves the town with regret, and it is full of people
who are only there because they cannot get permxssmn to
leave. . ,
Urumchl’s traditions of hospitality ‘are all its own’,
observes Peter Fleming in News from Tartary, adding by way
of explanation that ‘the death rate at banquets is appalling’.
This is a reference, not to food-poisoning, but to two
notorious banquets, held there some twelve years apart, and
both attended by the able but autocratic Governor, General
Yang Tseng-hsin. To the first of these —in 1916 — he invited
all those whom he suspected of plotting his overthrow. When
his guests were well filled with drink, Yang brought in the
executioner and, while the band played outside, had them
beheaded one by one, before calmly continuing with his own
meal. The second banquet took place in 1928. This time
it was the General’s turn to die — with other officials — in
a hail of bullets, just as a toast was being drunk to the Soviet
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consul-general, who hastily sought refuge with his wife in a
lavatory.

Despite the eighty-six-course banquet laid on for them by
the Chinese (which happily everyone survived), the two Ger-
mans found Urumchi every bit as unsavoury as most other
European travellers. One of the first things they witnessed on
arrival was a particularly cruel form of execution in progress-
in the town’s main street. The victim was incarcerated in a
specially built cage known as a kapas. His head, firmly
secured, stuck out of the top, while his feet rested on a board.
The latter was gradually lowered, day by day, until on about
the eighth day his neck finally broke. Von Le Coq took a photo-
graph of the dying man in his cage which appears in Buried
Treasures of Chinese Turkestan. ‘The traffic’, he wrote, ‘went
on as usual past this barbaric apparatus.’ Beside it, the photo-
graph shows, a melon dealer sits surrounded by his fruit, tot-
ally unperturbed by his neighbour’s dying agonies. The sight,
von Le Coq wrote, ‘made a very unpleasant impression on
me’. The two Germans were also horrified by the behaviour -
of the Russian consul. It was his custom to drive imperiously
through the town in an open carriage, his escort of forty
mounted Cossacks lashing across face or shoulders with their
whips anyone who failed to jump aside. Von Le Coq protested
to the consul about this but was told that this was the only
way to treat such people.

The two Germans then continued their j Joumey to Turfan,
one hundred miles further into Chinese Turkestan, where
theywere soon introduced to the repulsive insect life. In addi-
tion to mosquitoes, fleas, sandflies, scorpions and lice there
were two particularly unpleasant varieties of spider. There
were the jumping kind, with bodies the size of pigeons’ eggs,
whose jaws produced a crunching sound and which were said
to be poisonous. Then there were the smaller ones, black and
hairy, whichlived in holes in the ground. These were particu-
larly feared for their bite, which, if not actually lethal, could
be extremely dangerous. However, it was the huge Turfan



