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‘Adds the human element to the hard rock. And what a rich vein it is’ Michael Palin

‘John Keay is the master storyteller and historian. This grand narrative of Himālaya is as epic as the mountains and peoples he describes’ Dan Snow

‘The guru of modern writers on Himālaya. Here, after a lifetime’s travel and reflection, is the story of the most important region on earth’ Michael Wood

‘A wonderful book … In prose that feels as effortless as it is entertaining, Keay paints a fascinating picture of this magical region, covering everything from geology, glaciers, tectonic plates and botany to the spiritual and religious evolutions of humans’ C. P. W. Gammell, Literary Review

‘There cannot be any current anglophone writer more knowledgeable about the region’ Jonathan Buckley, Times Literary Supplement

‘A compendium of centuries of outsiders’ quests for scientific understanding of every aspect of the Himalayas – from its geology, topography and natural history to questions of anthropology and social history. No potential angle is left unexplored’ Amy Kazmin, Financial Times

‘A wonderful book about an extraordinary place ... Keay’s undertaking in print is as vast in its scope as the area it seeks to enclose between the covers of this single, handsomely illustrated volume ... Truly a place of wonder, wonderfully caught’ Peter Stanford, Church Times

‘Excellent … Ideal for armchair travellers’ Michael Dirda, Washington Post

‘Poetically written ... A wonderfully digressive read, with rich portraits and stories of those who made their careers and fame from Himālaya’ Maximillian Morch, Asian Review of Books

‘A book that is meant to be savoured, not to be conquered. Enjoy the ride’ Mandira Nayar, The Week India

‘A dazzling collision of storytelling and scholarship, and the culmination of a lifetime’s research and experience, this is surely John Keay’s masterwork. He tackles the epic subject of the entire Himalayan region, through human history, and brings to it his own distinctive style – at once authoritative and colourful, stirring and droll, ambitious yet humble. A compelling portrait of a uniquely vulnerable region’ James McConnachie

‘A fascinating assemblage of anecdotes, crisscrossing deep gorges and mountain passes, visiting exotic retreats with unfamiliar names, and leaping back and forth across the centuries, true to the unique mix of nature and culture that is Himālaya … Keay’s narrative, compellingly complex as the Himalaya itself, touches on all these subjects, offering, as if from highest ground, exhilarating vistas in every direction’ Natural History Magazine

‘I started this book thinking a better understanding of Himālaya would merely augment my knowledge of the area. But I ended believing I’d stumbled upon a wholly unique, hidden region with a surprisingly central role in our history, especially regarding climate change and the religious impulses that buttress its natives. It’s also a place that could not be subdued by Europeans. It stands apart, mystified and demystified in Keay’s Himālaya, challenging our assumptions about the planet and its peoples’ Washington Independent Review of Books

‘The appropriate crown for John Keay’s writing on Asia. His study of the Himālaya marks the grand finale to his prodigious twin histories of India and China. Roll over Edward Gibbon. The powerful reimagining of the Himālaya from the structural perspective adds to the mountaineering and mythological lore, while the magisterial style is lightened by marvellous one liners … One of the best and easily the most informed books on the Himālaya’ Bill Aitken, author of Seven Sacred Rivers

‘From palaeontology to mysticism, from the East India Company to mountaineers, this is dazzlingly wide-ranging, brilliantly researched and elegantly told’ Ranulph Fiennes

‘Let John Keay be your guide: he has decades of first-hand experience in the region, he wears his extensive learning lightly and he is a magnificent storyteller’ Chris Bonington

 ‘John Keay’s stunning book is meticulously researched and a gripping read. It lays out the long-standing allure of Himālaya, from the geographical and environmental to the archaeological and cultural’ Kavita Puri
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Preface

History has not been kind to Himālaya. Those acquainted with our spherical planet’s most spectacular protuberance have been tempted to appropriate it. Buddhist India claimed Himālaya from the south, Islam put down roots in its western approaches, Mongols and Manchus rode in from the north, and from the east an irredentist China continues to engross what it prefers not to call Tibet. Empires have here collided, cultures clashed. Surveyors staked out frontiers, hunters decimated the wildlife and mountaineers bagged the peaks. Machinery is now gouging out the minerals. 

A jumble of borderlands and buffer states on the map, Himālaya is quite unlike, say, Amazonia, Australia or most of the world’s other distinctive ecozones. Another of them, Antarctica, when threatened by international rivalries in the 1950s, was demilitarised and apportioned into national study zones by mutual agreement. Himālaya, being no less fragile and just as globally significant, would benefit from a similar consensus. But it’s unlikely to emerge. Antarctica has no history and no native Antarcticans; Himālaya has much history and many native Himalayans. 

The most we can hope for is a wider recognition of the region’s physical integrity as the only high-altitude ecozone. The clashing of cultures, ideologies and empires on the ‘roof of the world’ has long been matched by a comparable variety of competing reasons for taking Himālaya seriously. But in trying to do justice to all these interests, this book may seem as disjointed as the Himalayan skyline. It can’t be helped. Transitioning from geology and palaeontology to mysticism and mountaineering by way of archaeology, monastic warfare and exotic commodities cannot be expected to be seamless. To provide a thread of continuity I have instead focused on the human component in Himalayan studies, the personalities and their adventures, and I have sometimes taken liberties with the chronology. Biography enlivens geography; and in Buddhist societies no one is likely to take issue with a narrative which leaps across improbable distances and incorporates demanding flashbacks. For what follows I plead the nature of the subject, plus the indulgence of the mountains and all who love them. 



Prologue

The common anglicised pronunciation is Hĭmălayă. But in recent years there has been a tendency among superior folk to say Hĭmālĭyă or Hĭmălīyă … The sum of it all is that Himalaya is a Sanskrit word, and there is no doubt about the correct Sanskrit pronunciation. The English equivalents of the vowel sounds are these: Hi- as in ‘him’, -mā- as in ‘father’, -la- and -ya as in ‘fur’ or French ‘le’. 

Sir Geoffrey Corbett (1929)1

Visitors to Darjeeling are urged to rise early. From this ramshackle city slung across once lush hillsides at the northern apex of the Indian state of West Bengal the best chance of a close encounter with the world’s most spectacular urban backdrop comes at first light. Even then you may be disappointed. Kangchenjunga (Kangchendzonga), our planet’s third highest mountain, is like the tiger in the forest – ever out there but not readily spotted. Or more accurately, it’s ever up there. Instead of straining towards some pearly peak on a distant horizon, you need to crane backwards. The mountain is overhead; and though the snows of its summit are billowed in cloud, should it deign to disrobe, be prepared for a vision. You’re standing beneath an apotheosis, a shy, radiant deity. Even empire-builders never forgot their first sighting of Kangchenjunga.

It is Friday 19 June 1903. Dawn comes up grey and unpromising. The monsoon has just broken and the rain is said to have been ‘coming down in cataracts’. This inconvenience fails to deter a small group of sightseers gathered outside the town’s Rockville Hotel. The mountain is anyway invisible from the narrow lanes round the Rockville, and here at this unearthly hour there is another attraction. Horses are being saddled, servants berated, last-minute orders issued. By the time the newly appointed commissioner for Tibetan frontier affairs emerges from the hotel, all is ready. A short figure with a droopy moustache, receding hairline and not much in the way of small talk, the forty-year-old Captain Francis Edward Younghusband is dressed, beneath his dripping oilskins, in ‘Marching order’ – ‘breeches, gaiters, brown boots, flannel shirt, khaki coat and forage cap’.2 The captain mounts, his escort forms up and the cavalcade clatters off. They head north for Sikkim and Tibet. As the rain hammers down, someone is heard to call out ‘Good luck.’ With half a dozen Himalayan passes to cross, a near-polar winter in prospect and 650 kilometres of the world’s most hostile terrain, they need more than luck. 

Four months later the captain, now promoted to colonel, is back in Darjeeling. Luck has failed him; Tibet is no-go. Not for the first time – but the last if Younghusband has anything to do with it – an expedition angling for permission to visit the Tibetan capital of Lhasa has been rebuffed. The mission was supposed to have put relations between British-ruled India and Chinese-claimed Tibet on an amicable basis. A previous convention had promised reciprocal trade, border demarcation and respect for one another’s sovereign territory. But though the Chinese had signed this document, the Tibetans had not (and, according to the British, had the Tibetans signed it, the Chinese would not; collusion supposedly underlay the rejection). Lhasa had therefore felt entitled to remove the new boundary markers, claim grazing rights in their vicinity, nullify cross-border trade and return unopened any letters thought to be protesting against these actions. 

Younghusband had counted on gaining Tibetan compliance by himself infringing the convention. With an escort of 500 mainly Indian troops plus countless servants, porters and pony-men, his mission had crossed the British-protected state of Sikkim and clambered up a pass 5,200 metres above sea level (asl) to set up camp at Khampa Dzong on Tibetan soil. There they had indeed been met by a Tibetan delegation. But the delegates were thought to be of inferior rank and neither empowered nor disposed to negotiate. Younghusband insisted that in the face of such intransigence his orders were to advance. The Tibetans insisted he must withdraw; only when his mission had vacated Tibetan territory might even talks about talks be sanctioned. 

The stand-off had lasted from June till October. Younghusband hadn’t budged. The rains eased off and the thermometer began to plummet. Tibetan troops were reportedly mobilising to contest any further advance. A couple of Sikkimese subjects, who were entitled to British protection and were in fact British spies, were arrested and maltreated by the Tibetans. But that was only half the story. 


These insults would never have given rise to the despatch of an expedition if the Tibetans had not added injury to them by their dalliance with Russia [wrote a well-informed correspondent of the London Times]. As it was, there was nothing else to do but intervene, and that speedily.3 


Speedily enough, orders had been drafted for a more forceful ‘intervention’ well before Younghusband, leaving his escort at Khampa Dzong, rode back into Darjeeling. He was immediately summoned to Simla, the summer capital of the raj, to consult with Lord Curzon, the British viceroy. With more troops and greater firepower, the Younghusband ‘diplomatic mission’ of 1903 was about to be reconfigured as the Younghusband ‘military expedition’ of 1904. At the time the Tibetans and the Chinese rightly called it an ‘invasion’; subsequently even supporters would concede it was an ‘armed incursion’. The weaponry being readied included mountain artillery and the latest in death-dealing machine guns. ‘Whatever happens, we have got / The Maxim gun and they have not,’ quipped a Hilaire Belloc character in the only known maxim about the Maxim. 
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Khampa Dzong, the fortress well inside Tibet where Younghusband tried to open negotiations in 1903



For an elevated wilderness as apparently impregnable, unproductive and physically demanding as Himālaya’s heartland, Tibet has attracted a surprising number of invaders. Many came from the north and east – Mongols, Jurchen, Manchus, Maoists and currently Han immigrants. Equally enticing were Himālaya’s outlying regions. Both Kashmir and Nepal had been repeatedly overrun from the south – by Rajputs, Afghans, Mughals, Dogras – while, from the same satellite kingdoms, invasions of Ladakh and Tibet itself had been mounted. 

As early as 326 bce, Alexander the Great, when marching a detachment of his Macedonian veterans from northern Afghanistan to India, seems to have notched up conquests in Kafiristan (Nuristan), Chitral and Swat, valleys where Himālaya’s western fringes serve as India’s north-west frontier. Along the same frontier but more recently, British expeditions in the 1890s had fought their way into the mountain kingdoms of Hunza and Chitral (both now in Pakistan). Younghusband himself had been involved in these latter-day ventures, refuting Chinese claims to Hunza in the Karakorams as a political agent and reporting on the British occupation of Chitral in the Hindu Kush on a journalistic assignment. As an explorer and collector of military intelligence, he was already famous for exploits beyond India’s frontiers in the Pamirs and Eastern Turkestan (Xinjiang). But perhaps Younghusband’s most useful discovery had been made in Chitral where, in 1894, while travelling the length of that valley in the company of a globe-trotting MP, he had found his future patron. 
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Francis Edward Younghusband, the soldier-explorer responsible for the 1904 invasion of Tibet



Captain Francis Younghusband and the Hon. George Nathaniel Curzon MP appeared to have little in common. Younghusband, born into a military family in India, had belied his slight stature by winning cross-country races at school and going straight into the army. Shy, introspective and prone to embarrassing revelations of a simplistic fervour, he seems to have embraced exploration as an escape from subaltern camaraderie. Curzon, on the other hand, the heir to a barony, had garnered prizes at Eton and Balliol and been elected president of the Oxford Union. A coveted fellowship of All Souls and magisterial works on Persia and Central Asia had followed. Few would doubt, least of all Curzon himself, that as a scholar and highly articulate parliamentarian he was destined for the highest office. His appointment in 1899 as the youngest ever viceroy seemed preordained and his six years of forceful rule would generally be reckoned to mark the apogee of the British raj. 

But while Curzon winced at Younghusband’s naivety and Younghusband crumpled under Curzon’s interrogation, neither ever doubted their mutual commitment. In the face of criticism over an assignment like Tibet, Curzon could count on Younghusband’s expansionist instincts while Younghusband could bank on Curzon’s unwavering support. Fired by a sense of imperial mission, both believed that ‘Providence or the laws of destiny had called Britain to India for [in Curzon’s words] “the lasting benefit of the human race”.’4 The benefit was thought self-evident and amply justified a degree of compulsion. But British rule in India was constantly under threat, both from within and from without, and nowhere more so than on its long continental frontier in Himālaya. Here, beyond the mountains, another empire, that of tsarist Russia, was invoking Providence and the laws of destiny to justify extending its own lasting benefits to the human race.

It was an old story. Anglo-Russian rivalry in Inner Asia had been smouldering since Napoleonic times. As an Asia-wide ‘cold war’ punctuated by diplomatic flurries and unexpected troop movements, the stand-off was likened by one Russian foreign minister to ‘a tournament of shadows’. Earlier an Irish cavalryman had called it ‘a great game’ – until, that is, his luck ran out when he was confined in a pit of snakes in Bukhara prior to being executed. In the mid-nineteenth century the Uzbek capital had been as much a forbidden city as Lhasa, its emir being just as isolationist as the Dalai Lama. But by the 1870s most of Central Asia had been overrun by the Russians. ‘In 1865 the great walled city of Tashkent submitted to the tsar. Three years later it was the turn of Samarkand and Bukhara, and five years after that … the Russians took Khiva.’ Peter Hopkirk quotes Fridtjof Nansen’s calculation that the tsarist frontier was advancing on India at the rate of 55 square miles (142 square kilometres) a day. In 1900, ‘2000 miles [3,200 kilometres] separated the British and Russian empires in Asia. By the end of [the century] this had shrunk to a few hundred [miles], and in parts of the Pamir region to less than twenty.’5

In the process ‘the Great Game’ acquired its definite article, though it was not given initial capitals until the mid-twentieth century. It entered popular usage without them when Kipling adopted the term in his much loved Kim, published in 1901. In that same year it was reported in St Petersburg that envoys from Tibet were being entertained in the Russian capital. They bore gifts and overtures from the young Dalai Lama and were accompanied by a man long resident in Lhasa whom the British identified as Aghvan Dorzhiev. 
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Aghvan Dorzhiev, the Buriat Mongol whom Younghusband and Curzon suspected of being a Russo-Tibetan go-between



To those, like Curzon and Younghusband, of a decidedly bullish disposition, this news was as the reddest of red rags. Dorzhiev was portrayed as an unscrupulous adventurer and master of intrigue. It was not his first Russian visit and he was actually a Russian subject. But as a Buriat (Siberian) Mongol, he was a Buddhist by birth and had a genuine interest in Tibetan scholarship. He may have encouraged the Dalai Lama to challenge those of his ministers who favoured good relations with the British, and he may genuinely have believed that Tibetan Buddhism would be safer under the protection of Tsar Nicholas II, among whose subjects were several other Buddhist peoples, than under the newly crowned King Edward VII.

Curzon chose to believe that Dorzhiev had actually drawn up a Russo-Tibetan treaty; Younghusband was convinced that St Petersburg was supplying Lhasa with modern arms; and both men credited reports of a cossack detachment standing by to rush to Tibet’s aid whenever required. But neither of them, nor seemingly anyone else, appreciated that the Game was pretty much over. An Anglo-Russian agreement about the always contentious Afghan frontier had finally been implemented and, in the Far East, Russian expansion was even now being brought to a shuddering halt. On 8 February 1904, just as the new Younghusband expedition edged out of Sikkim into Tibet, the imperial Japanese navy was staging what reads like a rehearsal for Pearl Harbor as it took the Russian fleet unawares at anchor at Port Arthur (Lüshun). 

A year later, by when members of the Younghusband expedition were happily souvenir-shopping in Lhasa, Japanese troops swept through Korea and pushed the Russians out of southern Manchuria (Liaoning). Growing unrest within the tsarist empire, plus another naval debacle, then sealed the modern era’s first ever defeat of a European power by a resurgent Asian nation. The Russo-Japanese War cost an estimated 150,000 lives yet it barely outlasted the British invasion of Tibet. Tsar Nicholas survived, though only by conceding reforms that prepared the way for the 1917 revolution. If Aghvan Dorzhiev had indeed masterminded a Russo-Tibetan treaty, the tsar would never have been in a position to honour it. 

None of this news made much impression on British India. By November 1903 Younghusband was in Simla being briefed by Curzon. The new expedition was to have British troops as well as more Indian regiments, more and bigger guns, and a supply chain capable of supporting around 2,000 combat troops over vast distances and for several months. But according to a supposedly definitive statement issued by the Cabinet in London, the objectives had changed. The ‘sole purpose’ of the expedition was now that of ‘obtaining satisfaction’ for the recent border transgressions. To this end Younghusband might proceed as far as Gyantse, about halfway to Lhasa. He would withdraw as soon as ‘reparation is obtained’; no permanent mission was to be left in Tibet and no part of the country occupied. Nor was there any mention of a treaty or future relations. ‘In view of the recent conduct of the Tibetans’ (besides the arrest of the two Sikkimese, Lhasa stood accused of an ‘act of overt hostility’ when some Nepali yaks had been seized), the expedition no longer had a diplomatic purpose. It was simply a punitive action.6 

All of which was meant to placate the Russians, with whom the London government was anxious to stay on good terms, and reassure the British public, whose suspicions of imperial adventures had lately been heightened by the Jameson Raid in South Africa and a second Boer War. Curzon, on leave in London when the expedition began its advance in December 1903, suddenly found it politic to eat his words. As he explained in a letter to Younghusband, it was no longer wise to play up the idea of Russian intrigues. ‘We are advancing not because of Dorjieff, or the mission to the Czar, or the Russian rifles in Lhasa but because of our Convention shamelessly violated, our frontier trespassed upon, our subjects arrested, our missions flouted, our representations ignored.’ In terms of the expedition’s raisons d’être it was back to square one. The invading force would need to show restraint – unless and until, Curzon added, ‘it is converted by hostile acts into a military expedition’.7 

Reassuring the British public proved more straightforward than placating the Russian bear. It simply meant keeping them on side by providing an informative newsstream. The 1903 mission to Khampa Dzong had been shrouded in secrecy, but the 1904 expedition was to be a more public affair. Behind the advancing troops a telegraph line was being hastily erected, postal runners plied daily back to Darjeeling, and officers were allowed to bring along their cameras and sketching materials. Captain Walton was in charge of the natural history collection, a young geologist, Henry Hayden, was on loan from the Geological Survey, and Lieutenant Ryder from the map-making Survey of India. Austine Waddell, an elderly doctor, headed the medical team and, on the strength of previous acquaintance with the Buddhist traditions of Sikkim and Darjeeling, doubled as the expedition’s cultural attaché. Waddell helpfully lists at least five officers who were filing reports or writing articles for the press. In addition, accredited correspondents from The Times, Daily Mail and Reuter’s vied for front-line stories and marvelled at the strange land in which they found themselves. All, like Younghusband, wrote letters home and many, including Dr Waddell, subsequently produced detailed and handsomely illustrated accounts of the whole expedition. 

From this mass of reportage, there emerges yet another incentive for the whole undertaking. Besides regulating frontier relations with the Tibetans, exacting satisfaction for their ‘insults’ and countering Lhasa’s supposed overtures to tsarist Russia, the expedition would generate its own dynamic. What Waddell calls the ‘Land of Mystery’, ‘the mystic land of the lamas’, was exercising its allure, drawing the intruders onwards. In the thin air it seemed possible to do anything, go anywhere. Dispelling Tibet’s ‘forbidden’ reputation and exploring its romance became ends in themselves. 

The clarity of the atmosphere sharpened contours and heightened their coloration. The remotest horizon looked attainable. Kangchenjunga and Chomolhari signposted the Lhasa road; the high passes served as its milestones. Mirages swam into view – or perhaps they were hallucinations induced by the oxygen deficiency? The local way of life reeked with the mystique of antiquity. Beyond the furthest ridge there was always another attraction – a mythic Shambhala, Elysian slopes abounding in game, an unclimbed peak, an uncharted river. For the scholar there were texts to be studied, languages to be learned; physical anomalies awaited the geologist, exquisite primulas rewarded the botanist. In a topsy-turvy world where eternal truths were forever within reach yet never quite grasped, where the gods were interchangeable with demons, and where empire had somehow preceded statehood, Himālaya would give as good as it got, hypnotising the visitor, inveigling the invader. 

‘It is reckoned eight days from Darjeeling to Chumbi, but, riding all day and most of the night, I completed the journey in two,’ recalled the Mail’s Edmund Candler. ‘Newspaper correspondents are proverbially in a hurry. To send the first wire from Chumbi I had to leave my kit behind and ride with poshteen [long sheepskin coat] and sleeping bag tied to my saddle.’ 

Younghusband, after again setting off from Darjeeling’s Rockville Hotel, was a month ahead of Candler. Having crossed the Jelap (Dzelap) La, the colonel and his escort were already encamped in the Chumbi valley, a wedge of Tibetan territory between Nepal and Bhutan. There Candler aimed to join them. Hastily packing a Gladstone bag, the Mail’s man had taken the train from Calcutta to Darjeeling and then splashed out 300 rupees on a pony ‘of the most modest pretensions’ for the onward journey. The expense was justified not just to catch up with the expedition but to see off the competition. 


I was racing another correspondent. At Rungpo I found that he was five hours ahead of me, but he rested on the road, and I had gained three hours on him before he left the next stage. Here I learned that he intended to camp at Lingtam, twelve miles [19 kilometres] further on … I made up my mind to wait outside Lingtam until it was dark, and then to steal a march on him unobserved.8


Which of his fellow correspondents Candler was so keen to overhaul he doesn’t say. It could have been the urbane Perceval Landon of the London Times. Landon, an Oxford graduate, gave ‘foreign correspondent’ as his profession; Candler, a Cambridge classicist, embraced journalistic assignments as a break from teaching in Darjeeling. But Landon was slow off the mark in 1904. At this stage Candler’s rival must have been Henry Newman, the assistant editor of a Calcutta newspaper who was now representing Reuter’s news agency. 

Across Sikkim, Candler rode on through the night. Nocturnal pony-trekking was a novelty. The swish and smell of the changing vegetation hinted at progress; ‘uphill and downhill could only be distinguished by the angle of the saddle’. Some charcoal-burners told him he was only half an hour behind the competition. ‘But I believed no one. Wayside reports were probably intended to deceive me, and no doubt my informant was his [Newman’s] unconscious confederate.’ As the moon rose, the 300-rupee pony collapsed from exhaustion. ‘I rested a few hours, bought a good mule, and pressed on.’ 
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Mess mates of the expedition’s ‘Mounted Infantry’. Bottom right is Eric ‘Hatter Bailey and immediately behind him the Daily Mail correspondent Edmund Candler



Breakfast came courtesy of the 8th Gurkhas encamped at Gnatong. ‘I met a subaltern with a pair of skates. He showed me to the mess-room.’ The skating subaltern looks to have been ‘Hatter’ Bailey, sportsman and fitness fanatic, who commanded a unit of the contradictory-sounding ‘mounted infantry’. Comprised of Gurkha and Sikh foot soldiers who’d lately been given a crash course in horsemanship, the mounted infantry would prove invaluable for scouting and skirmishing. Candler would mess (that is, share a field kitchen and meals) with their officers. Newman mostly had to fend for himself, while Landon, a friend of both Kipling and Curzon, was sufficiently well connected to mess with Younghusband and the headquarters staff. 

Now on a borrowed pony, in the afternoon of Day Two the man from the Mail crested the Jelap Pass to the fluttering of prayer flags and the shrill whistling of red-billed choughs. 


Behind and on both sides was a thin mist, but in front my eyes explored a deep narrow valley bathed in sunshine. Here, then, was Tibet, the forbidden, the mysterious … Far to the north-east Chumulari (23,930 feet [7,294 metres]), with its magnificent white spire rising from the roof-like mass behind, looked like an immense cathedral of snow. Far below on a yellow hillside hung the Kanjut Lamasery above Rinchengong. In the valley beneath lay Chumbi and the road to Lhasa.9 


Descending to the upper part of the valley, Candler wearily picked his way through a knacker’s yard of dead transport animals. The precipitous terrain, the sub-zero temperatures and an outbreak of anthrax were taking a heavy toll on the expedition’s supply train. A later report would itemise the total expenditure on quadrupeds as: mules 7,096 (of which 910 died), bullocks and buffaloes 5,372 (1,091 deceased), yaks 4,466 (4,114 deceased, mainly due to the anthrax), ponies 2,668 (1,200 deceased) and camels 6 (no survivors). This was in addition to ‘10,091 coolies’, or porters, of whom 88 were listed as ‘casualties’, and the two experimental ‘zebrules’. Half zebra and half donkey (or Clydesdale according to Dr Waddell), the last were intended as gun transports but, even when not loaded, were having to be hauled up the scree with ropes; ‘the men hated them’ – which no doubt prejudiced their chances of survival. Both died.10 

Now nearing the end of his ride, Candler marvelled how easily the cliffs that commanded the trail might have been used to ambush the expedition. From such vantage points ‘a few riflemen might annihilate a column with perfect safety and escape into Bhutan before any flanking movement could be made … yet miles of straggling convoy are allowed to pass daily with the supplies necessary for the existence of the force ahead’.11 


Instead the Tibetans seemed to have placed their faith in drystone walls thrown across the valley but now abandoned. There were two outside Yatung, the cobbled border town that was supposed to host the Anglo-Tibetan trade mart. Its Customs House was home to a Chinese official who, like most of China’s customs men at the time, was British, and the town’s only ‘trader’ was actually a stiff-skirted Presbyterian missionary, also British. Both would join the expedition. Ranald Parr, the customs man, put his Chinese to good use as a rather voluble liaison officer with Beijing’s intermediaries, while Annie Royle Taylor, the doughty Scots missionary, offered Dr Waddell her services as a nurse.

From Yatung it was only 5 kilometres to the open dust bowl, flanked with sombre firs and strewn with tents and rough shelters, which the British were optimistically calling New Chumbi. Here the bulk of the troops that now constituted the mission’s ‘escort’ would spend the next three months. Their commanding officer, an unloved brigadier-general called James Macdonald, welcomed reinforcements, organised his supply train and sat out the worst of the winter within easy reach of firewood. Younghusband and his staff had already moved on. Candler was consoled by having at least pipped Reuter’s Henry Newman: ‘I reached [New] Chumbi on the evening of January 12, and was able to send the Daily Mail the first cable from Tibet, having completed the journey from Darjeeling in two days’ hard riding.’ New Chumbi was not quite the picnic Candler’s readers might have supposed. Officers lived in ‘primitive dens’ dug out of the ground, walled with boulders and roofed with fir branches. ‘I write at an operating table after a dinner of monal (pheasant) and yak’s heart.’ But Chumbi was infinitely preferable to Phari, 40 kilometres to the north, let alone the ‘desolate hamlet’ of Tuna, another 25 kilometres, where Younghusband was spending a winter under canvas in temperatures as low as minus 25 degrees Fahrenheit (minus 31 degrees Celsius). 

Phari had two claims to fame. Its massive dzong, whose walls and bastions reared bleakly from a dead-flat plain, was the most formidable fortress on the whole Gyantse road, and the ‘rabbit-warren’ of hovels nestling in its shelter was what Landon would declare ‘the filthiest town on earth’. Here acccumulations of offal and sewage blocked the main street to a depth that obliged the householder to dig a tunnel through them to reach his front door. The stench was ‘fearful’, especially when the midday sun thawed the yellow ice into an ‘iridescent’ slime from which protruded the hair and horns of yak skeletons and the half-decayed corpses of long-dead dogs. ‘It must be seen to be believed,’ sniffed Landon. 

Candler was no less disgusted by the fort. Like the stone barriers across the trail, it had been evacuated by the Tibetans ahead of the advancing mission. Lest the Tibetan garrison return, the British had to occupy it. Candler was one of those unfortunate enough to be billeted in it. It was said to have been built in the 1600s and never mucked out since. The dirt was here the dust of ages which a blizzard-wind redistributed faster than eighty sweepers could remove it. Everyone was coughing. Whatever they touched was coated in grime. At breakfast Candler’s companions thrust their chapatis in their pockets to keep them clean and covered their yak meat with soup plates ‘making surreptitious dives at it with a fork’. At dinner in the evening the same company was quite unrecognisable. ‘Ruffianly-looking bandits in a blackened, smut-begrimed room, clad in wool and fur from head to foot, bearded like wild men of the woods’, the officers of the mounted infantry swigged their rum in the dark and choked on the smoke from a fire of smouldering yak-dung.12

‘All the while I was in Phari I forgot the mystery of Tibet,’ says Candler. The people were just too savage
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