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INTRODUCTION

TO BOLDLY GO WHERE NO ONE HAS GONE BEFORE

The 1800s were an amazing time. It was the age of discoveries and explorations, new knowledge and new freedoms. This period was somewhat different from the earlier explorations of the fifteenth century, that is, 600 years ago from now. These older journeys, such as those of Ferdinand Magellan, Vasco da Gama and Christopher Columbus, for instance, had been made to find new lands and new sea routes to India, and for conquest.

However, from the 1800s, explorations and journeys were made to gather knowledge. This was knowledge that empires needed to make themselves more secure and stronger, and knowledge that scholars and explorers pursued for the sake of it. Both purposes were linked, making this quest for knowledge quite a complicated enterprise. The reasons were many, and the actors involved were altogether a very interesting lot.

At the beginning of the eighteenth century, many believed they knew what the ‘known world’ looked like (though today, a phrase like this – ‘known world’ – is quite rightly contested): There were the kingdoms and monarchies across Europe, which saw themselves as ‘modern’, trying to set up their empires or colonies across Africa, Asia and parts of America too, which were considered ‘backward’ and ‘mysterious’ regions.

In Asia, the British were constantly competing against the French, the Danes, the Dutch as well as the Russians. This quest for territory came with a thirst for knowledge. To best your enemies, to get the upper hand, you had to have more information.

For this to happen, they needed experts, and there were many among them who were also interested in seeking knowledge for its own sake. To this category belonged the scientists, the explorers, the mountaineers, and the adventurers, who were passionate about seeking new lands, new places and new challenges. And they couldn’t have done it alone.

Like-Minded Companions

There is more romance and less truth in stories about the lone traveller, journeying into the unknown, battling the odds and dangers. An adventurer always had help, and most times, this help, advice and support came from the locals, whose stories rarely appeared in the final accounts when these were written down. Explorers were also inspired by stories they had heard, including those of the researchers and explorers who had travelled before them. A quest for knowledge is nearly always a joint endeavour, an adventure in companionship, a mission based on shared wisdom and learning that is passed on.

For example, the first person you encounter as you turn the next few pages is William Moorcroft. He went on a search for the fastest horse imaginable. There were stories in myth about such horses, and there was an urgency about finding them as well. The British Indian army would be greatly helped by such animals. Moorcroft had the support of the government for a while, and help from merchants who loaned him goods to barter and negotiate his way through hostile territory. He also had his own small army – friends and associates (most of them Indian), his friend Mir Izzat Ullah and his helpers, along with the unnamed many who carried provisions, set up tents, cooked and guarded their camps.

Fitting In

There were Indians who did their own explorations too. Many had been doing this for centuries. These were people like Nain Singh Rawat and his cousin, Mani Singh, who lived in Kumaon in the Himalayan foothills. Their ancestors had made up the trading caravans to Tibet. This knowledge, their understanding of local ways, the region itself and the languages spoken there, proved helpful to the British surveyors who wanted to map the Himalayas.

Besides, the British wanted to know about the majestic Himalayas, and the forbidden land of Tibet, but also to have information about Russia, the giant empire to the north, and its motives.

Some of the locals accompanying the survey or exploration teams did indeed pen their stories in languages such as Persian, Bengali and Urdu. These were inaccessible for a long time, but then, many of them were also educated in English.

Mohan Lal ‘Kashmiri’, for example, worked as a Persian interpreter, for he knew English well too. He was a careful observer, noting even the smallest details. It was his knowledge of local ways and decision-making that helped save his life once in Kabul.

In the east, Sarat Chandra Das was inspired to make his own journeys when he read stories of other explorers, but his own travels were unique as well. Travelling to Tibet with his friend Lama Ugyen Gyatso, he was able to blend in easily, something a Britisher might not have been able to. As a scholar, Das was able to gain insights only a ‘local’ could.

Lasting Knowledge and Beauty

All these explorers risked a lot of danger in finding out new things, especially when many, like Ralph Izzard, felt that there was nothing left to explore anymore. But there were all these mysteries about flying horses, strange swamp creatures in the east, forbidden castles high in the mountains, secret magical plants deep in South America, a river’s mysterious origins, the actual height of the very tall mountain peaks in the north, and so there were those who were driven to solve such mysteries, and who wouldn’t rest till their questions had been answered.

In this process, they did provide the information that the administrators wanted, but they also richly contributed to the world’s storehouse of knowledge. They broke many barriers in the process too – for instance, Fanny Workman was among the first women to address the Royal Geographic Society in the UK.

While some of them were avid explorers, others like the artist Colesworthy Grant, and Kinthup, a tailor by profession, serendipitously stumbled into such adventures. Some made friends, and others encountered the worst kind of rulers – bigots and cruel tyrants. Some were frustrated and yet left behind enduring stories, others discovered objects of beauty like Joseph Dalton Hooker’s rhododendrons that found their way from the Himalayan foothills to aristocratic homes in England.

A thing of beauty, these explorers seem to tell us, takes a long search, and then lasts forever.


1

THE WORLD’S FASTEST HORSE

WILLIAM MOORCROFT’S JOURNEY

Chasing the swiftest horses took veterinary surgeon William Moorcroft very far – right into Tibet and Central Asia – and made him a legend! But did he find them, after all?

The Turkoman horse was a tall, fleet-footed stallion rumoured to roam freely in the steppes of Central Asia and the mountainous region in upper Tibet. Riding them, armies could cover distances at great speed, just like the fearsome Mongols had once done, several centuries ago. In the early nineteenth century, explorers, army men and adventurers from various countries set out in search of this elusive horse. They believed such horses would give a boost to their respective armies.

Some writers also called it the Yarkandi horse. A nineteenth-century British writer, Harriet Murray-Aynsley, wrote of the resemblance between horses in Scandinavia (northern Europe) and the Yarkandi horse. She cited a myth that it was the Scandinavian god Odin who got the horses from the Himalayas. In Nordic mythology, Odin himself rode an eight-legged winged horse called Sleipnir.

William Moorcroft was a veterinary surgeon who lived in India at a time when the British East India Company was establishing its control over large parts of the subcontinent. He was in charge of the East India Company’s ‘stud’ – a place where horses were reared for the military – and he set off on an adventure to find this ‘magical’ horse. It gave Moorcroft more than he had bargained for. What he saw and wrote down in his journals revealed his curiosity and delight in finding out things, lost and old, that he himself had little idea of.

A Farm Boy Turned Surgeon

William Moorcroft was born in Ormskirk, a town in Lancashire, UK, in 1767. His grandfather, Richard Moorcroft, was interested in scientific techniques of farming (that is, farming that was aligned to seasons), and his grandmother, Dorothy, was a practical woman who was a hands-on farmer. His grandparents built their own house and devoted themselves to managing their extensive lands, and especially to dairy farming.

In 1747, Richard and Dorothy Moorcroft faced both desolation and joy. Their daughter, Ann, was born that year, but a cattle plague wiped out most of their dairy herd. Twenty years later, Ann’s son William was born, and he grew up in his grandparents’ house. He was deeply influenced by them.

Richard Moorcroft had a library of books and manuscripts that he later left to William. Meanwhile, William decided to study surgery. For a long time, surgery was associated with barbers who carried out routine operations, but it was now becoming a respectable profession in its own right. William Moorcroft secured a prized surgical apprenticeship with the Liverpool surgeon, John Lyon.

While he was a pupil of Dr Lyon, the attention of all the physicians and surgeons of the Liverpool Infirmary was drawn to an illness that severely afflicted the horned cattle of a particular English district. It was feared that this illness would become an epidemic. Moorcroft, then a pupil, was sent to get a more hands-on experience, and it turned out to be a formative time. He decided to become a veterinary surgeon – one of the first of his times. As there was no veterinary school in London at the time, Moorcroft went to France and spent some time there.
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THE NAME PLATE OUTSIDE WILLIAM MOORCROFT’S RESIDENCE AND CLINIC IN THE UK



Besides being a veterinary surgeon, William was a man of some unusual plans. He had ideas that were brilliant but difficult to implement, a pattern that would repeat itself for the rest of his life. He lost a lot of money in an unwise project to manufacture cast-iron horseshoes. These had the advantage of not rusting but turned out to be too heavy for horses and expensive to mass produce. When Moorcroft received an offer to go out to Bengal as Superintendent of the East India Company’s military stud, he readily accepted. He left England in May 1808.

His job in Bengal was clearly defined. He was given the task of improving the poor breed of horses that made up the cavalry. As he wrote, at that time, the horses in his care were diseased and even undernourished. One of the first things he did was to introduce the cultivation of oats and make it a part of their daily fodder. Then, to permanently improve the state of the cavalry in India, Moorcroft passionately urged the introduction of the Turkoman horse, in preference to the Arab horse that, for a long time, had been imported from Arabia.

First, the Goats

In 1812, in search of the fabled horses, he set off on his first journey across the Himalayas. With a large caravan, he made his way to the plains between these mountains and the Kun Lun chain, close to the sources of the rivers Indus and Sutlej. He also rode up to the two lakes of Rakshastal and Mansarovar. Besides the natural difficulties of the way, he had to evade the vigilance of the Nepalese, who were, at that time, close to war with the British.

To add to his travails, the Chinese authorities also refused him permission to proceed via Tibet to Central Asia, so he could not move beyond the Himalayas. But he never gave up on his ideas. As he waited, he saw the potential of the goats native to this region, whose wool was used to make the shawls so popular back then. Moorcroft felt these goats could be bred in England. But this, like so many of his schemes, was doomed to failure.

He managed to get some goats out of Tibet, which were dispatched to England from 1813 onwards. The goats that survived the journey were sent to the estate of the Duke of Atholl in Scotland. But Scotland was not as cold as Tibet, or perhaps not high or dry enough either, to help the growth of the fine shawl wool. The animals were miserable. By October 1815, not a single male goat survived and only seven female ones remained. The wool that was produced proved of little value. Moorcroft attributed it to neglect and mismanagement. He remained convinced that had the goats been properly looked after, they could have produced commercial quantities of shawl wool outside Tibet.

On to a Fabled Land

Seven years later, he made his second journey to Central Asia again. He was desperate to enter the kingdoms here, to acquire the breed of horses he hoped to rear and domesticate in India. Moorcroft prepared carefully for the journey, and he set off again in 1819.

He had first sent, at his own expense, an intelligent friend, Mir Izzat Ullah, to map out the journey. Izzat Ullah left Delhi in 1812 and proceeded to Kashmir, from where he went to Leh in Ladakh. Moving across Ladakh, he travelled to Yarkand in Central Asia, and by way of Kashgar, Khotan and Samarkand, he reached the fabled land of Bukhara, where large numbers of the famous Turkoman horse were rumoured to thrive. Mir Izzat Ullah came back to India via Balkh, Bamiyan and Kabul. This was the route Moorcroft hoped to take, for which he had to take the necessary permits from Ranjit Singh, the ruler of Punjab who then had control over Kashmir.

As Moorcroft set off for Bukhara, he negotiated and carried with him articles of merchandise that he thought would be in great demand in these regions. He took with him goods worth about 3,000 British pounds. Some of these he planned to sell or exchange in Kashmir for shawls. He also took with him about 2,000 pounds worth of coral and pearls. The proceeds of sales would go to buying horses. Indeed, he travelled with a great caravan of cottons, broadcloths made of wool, chintz, cutlery, and hardware, iron utensils, and tools provided by two Calcutta (now Kolkata) business houses with whom Moorcroft, at his persuasive best, had wrangled a deal.

Moorcroft set off from Bareilly towards the end of October 1819. In his company were his friend’s son, George Trebeck, who was a draughtsman and surveyor; a medical officer Guthrie; his old assistant, Mir Izzat Ullah; and Ghulam Hyder Khan, a native of Bareilly, a ‘stout soldier and faithful servant’, as Moorcroft described him, and then there were helpers, porters, and several assistants. Moorcroft’s party was really a small army, though it had peaceful intentions.

This entourage at one stage included six elephants and forty camels; at another, sixty porters, fourteen horses, four mules and a drove of bullocks; and at yet another, 300 porters! In addition, there were personal servants, grasscutters, grooms, a baker, a draughtsman and two botanical collectors. Moorcroft had about fifty people on his permanent payroll, and they all had to be fed, clothed and paid. Though he was generous, it was not always easy to retain men to help him. It proved impossible to find a blacksmith to accompany them, and some helpers deserted the expedition soon after the journey began, rather than take on the arduous mountain climb.

The North of the Country

In December 1819, they made a brief stop at Almora, and then at Joshimath. They waited so long for yaks and porters that by then the passes had closed. So Moorcroft decided to head to Srinagar and negotiate with Ranjit Singh, the king of Punjab, to head to Leh via Srinagar. His seeking to open negotiations with Ranjit Singh displeased the British, who were apprehensive of the king.

Srinagar was still recovering from the earthquake of September 1803 and the flooding that had followed some years later. More than half the city, Moorcroft noted, was in ruins. The palace, a spacious and ornamental structure, had been erected about three centuries ago, but being built of brittle stone, was now dilapidated and unoccupied.


What He Travelled With

Moorcroft certainly did not intend to travel rough. His blue accommodation tent, spreading over nine square feet and with high walls, came with Mirzapuri carpets, folding tables and chairs, a library of well over hundred reference books, and his portable, mahogany writing desk. His smaller sleeping tent was dominated by a splendid folding brass bedstead. This, when unpacked from its leather case and fully assembled with chintz hangings and mosquito netting, and with colourful bedside rugs, must have been quite a sight at the end of a long day.

Then there was the ‘portable necessary house’, a term first used by Garry Alder who wrote in 1985 about Moorcroft’s Bukhara journey. This referred to portable bathrooms set up near the tents for the principal members of the party. Additionally, medicines were carried in a chest, along with catheters and other surgical instruments, weapons, ammunition, and cartridge boxes; surveying equipment, compasses, spyglasses, thermometers and barometer tubes; stationery; a collection of fishing lines; a vast array of other equipment including kaleidoscopes, silver and plated articles like teapots, soup tureens and sugar basins, telescopes, watches, cut-glass chandeliers, pistols, scissors and penknives.



The chief building, and one in resolute shape, was a dharmshala, an inn for travellers and pilgrims. Srinagar’s bazaar, about a quarter of a mile in length, was broad and paved. The houses, mostly of stone, with slated and sloping roofs, were two storeys high. The lower storey usually served as a shop. The only goods manufactured were coarse linen and woollen cloths, mainly for domestic use.

He headed towards Lahore, which was Maharaja Ranjit Singh’s capital, intending to seek his permission and help to move ahead towards Bukhara. As he headed westward from Srinagar, Ranjit Singh’s chieftains and men stopped them. Petty chiefs bullied them, forcing them to part with some of their goods, or pay taxes.

The Gentle Doctor

Where he stopped, Moorcroft earned people’s goodwill by setting up a temporary surgical practice. He dispensed his medical advice freely to all those who came to him.

At Hoshiarpur, despite a hostile chieftain, he devoted a considerable portion of his time to surgical practice and soon had many patients. The prevailing complaints
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