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T PHYSICAL AND HUMAN GEOGRAPHY OF INNFR ASIA IN THE
liakly 19208 THROUGH THE EYES AND LENS OF C. P SKRINE

fvied, O Wangh

Ilis paper will provide an overview of materials in the archive of Clarmont
I* Skrine, British Consul General in Kashgar from 1922-24 which may
prive 1o be of value for the siudy of the geography and issues of environ-
menial change in Inner Asia (especially in Western Xinjiang)." “Environ-
menl” here will be undersiood broadly to encompass both the natural world
and patterns of human setilement,

Let me starl with a little background on Skrine and his time in Western
\injiang.” The son of Frank Skrine, a British India civil servant still known to
sume for his book (co-authored with Denison Ross) on Russian Central Asia,
ihe younger Skrinc lollowed in his father’s foolsteps. Posted to India in 1912,
{‘lwmont Skrinc became a Persia specialist, had appointmenis ai Kerman and
uetta, and then was sent to Kashgar as the temporary replacement for Percy
Fiherton, who went on leave but intended to return there after a year. Skrine
{ook his wile Doris along with him, travelling up the Hunza Valley, crossing
ihe Mintaka Pass, and then circumventing Mustagh Ata on the south (o arrive
In Kashgar in June 1922, Among his first discoveries was that Etherton had
vonked the books at the consulate; the evidence Skrine provided resulted ul-
imiitely in Etherton’s not returning to Kashgar. When it became clear Ether-
lom would not reiurn, Skrine’s original appointmeni was extended for an extra
vear into the middle of 1924

While some feel that Skrine may not have taken his duties very seriously,
a areful examination of his papers would suggest otherwise.” Like Etherton,
lie was very concerned about the Bolshevik threat and devoled considerable
allention to gathering inielligence information and, where possible, prodding
the local Chinese authorities 1o combat any efforis al Bolshevik infiltration of

Vidueral Interaction and Corfliet in Cemival and fnner Asia, edited by M, Gervers, U, Bulag and
i Long. Tozonto Studies in Central and Inper Asia, 6. Asian Institute, University of Torento, 2004

" My project is to publish in hook form a selection of Skrine’s writings {especially his letters to
li= tether) while he was en route to and on assignment in Kashgar and llustrate them with his
plutographs (many of them previously wnpublished) and his wife's drawings. In addition this
et will probably result in several aricles assessing Skrine as a player i the “Great Game,”
arhlicssing the iszue of his relabionship with his predecessor, Perey Etherton, and publishing and
anslyring his transenplicns of lexts of Turki folklore.

" Ihere is one biography of Skrine, by his late cousin John Stewart, which is solidly based on the
malerialzs of the family archive: Envoy of the Bai: The Caveer of Sir Clarmont Skvine, Indian
Pudstical Serwee (Maidenhcad: Porpoise Books, 1989). T am much in the debt of Mr. Stowart for
Iia haspitality and encouragement when | began my study of Skrine several vears ago,

"L, for example, the dismissive comments by Alastair Lamb in the 1985 reprint of Skrine's
sk Chimese Central Asia: An Account of Travels in Novthern Kashmir and Chinese Turkestan,
willy an Introduction by Alastair Lamb (Hong Kong, ete.: Oxford University Press, 1936), p. vi.
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Xinjiang. Skrine also took very scriously his duties as the advocate for the
interests of the British subjects in Ninjiang, most of them merchants from
India proper or Afghanistan. In the process, he travelled extensively both
north and south from Kashgar to other major oasis cities of Western Xinjiang
such as Aksu, Yarkand, and Khotan. In commenting on the duties of the con-
sul, he insisted that this was a job, which required regular “tours,” since the
legal cases involving British subjects were invariably decided locally.” Per-
haps most important for our purposes here is Skrine’s genuine curiosity to
leam about the region, something which his touring enabled him to do in a
way that would not have happened had he simply sat in the relatively com-
foriable confines of the Chini Bagh (the British consulate).

There is another aspect to his “touring” which deserves special mention.
Before he left India, he spent some time al Dehra Dun, the headquarters of the
Survey of India, whose mapping mandate also included Central Asia.” Thanks
largely 1o Sir Aurel Stein’s work, significant areas in and north of the moun-
tains had been mapped, but there were still a lot of blank spots. Skrine was
supplicd with base maps and mapping equipinent, instructed in its use, and
spent some Lime praciising, so thalt he would be ready to explore areas not
visited by Stein. It is worth noting that, (hanks to the consulate library and
other reading he had done, Skrine knew ahcad of time where other Europeans
had or had not been. While he was by no means as intent as had been Sven
Hedin 1o avoid following in the footsteps of others, Skrine often chose his
routes in order to explore new ground. On his return he was able to provide
the Survey of India with materials which were used to draw a detailed map of
the mountainous region south of Kashgar around Mt. Kongur, which was then
incorporaied in the updates to the Survey’s larger mapping project. Skrine
also contributed material for the confidential rouie books published by the
Government of India, which brought together information on all the roules of
travel through the mountains and in both Chinese and Russian Central Asia,
And he seni materials to Stein, which he thought would be of interest to the
latter.

In general, Skrine was a good observer, kept careful notes, wrote exten-
sive reports to his superiors and long letters home. With remarkable regular-
iy, given the distances and difficulty of sending mail riders over the challeng-
ing terrain 1o India, back in London Momma Skrine received a letler a week
from her son. Fortunately for us, she saved every one of them. When Skrine

! For example, British Library (hereafler BL) Oriental and India Office Collections (hereafter
QIOC ), MSS EurF 154/9, C.P. Skrine to his mother, Helen Skrine, Kashgar, August 30, 1923, p.
[2], where he notes that the consul should spend six months of the vear on the read. While one
might dismiss sach assertions as simply ex post facto justification for his not spending most of
hiz time sitting in the Consulate in Kashger, he s2ems to have a valid point. If nothing clse, the
touring would substantiate the British “presence™ in the region.

* On his interaction with the Survey of India staff and on the equipment he was provided by
them, see BL OIOC, MSS FurF 154/%, C. P. Skrine to [{elen Skrine, Dehra Dun, Apnl 19, 1922,
pp. [2=3]. On the receplion of his work when he returned to India, see BL OIOC, M55 EwF
15410, C. P, Skrine to Helen Sknine, Simla, November 27, 1924, pp. 2-4.
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returned to London, he took that archive in hand, along with his wife's letters
[which, alas, have since disappeared) and other materials and published in
1926 a book, Chinese Central Asia.” He supplemented his personal observa-
{1ons with materials based on extensive reading in the published literature on
ihe region.

Skrine was also a serious photographer. OF particular relevance herc is his
inferest in landscape photography, which was not always casy in the condi-
tioms of Xinjiang where, more often than not, there was a great deal of dust
lase. His letters and diary include technical data and a lot of comments on the
successes and failures (of which there were plenty) of his photography, and
he cven included in his book an appendix with some technical advice on land-
scipe photography there. Before he had actually written it, he insisted that the
vitlue of the book would be mainly for its photographs, although arguably that
prediction considerably undersiates the value of the volume he produced.” A
number of his other photos appeared in various periodicals as well as in one
ar iwo books by others who had been in the region.®

His book does provide a rather limited idea of the overall value of
Skrine’s materials concerning his time in Xinjiang, Homoring the obligation
e had to clear its contents with his superiors in the Indian government, he
wits, if anything, overly scrupulous in self-censorship. For the most part the
ook is a travelogue and descriptive account, one which studiously avoids
politics. As onc might imagine, his letters, diaries and reporis are another
malter. Furthermore, varions topics of largely family interest were not pub-
lished, even though some of them do have a bearing on our subject here, Fi-
milly, and perhaps most importantly, we need to note his tendency 1o roman-
licize his surroundings. He was particularly fond of drawing parallels between
ihe mountains and people of Xinjiang with those in his native Scotland.” It
seems that rather early in his trip he planned on publishing about it; so even
what one might wish to think are spontancous and objective observations in

" Sev the appended bibliography for details on the several editions,

“Nee, for example, BL OIOC, MSS EwF 154710, C. P. Skrine to Helen Skrine, Kashpar, January
v p 2]

" The most unportant of the periodical publications is his alundantly illustrated article, “The Alps
of Jungur,” The Geographical Journal 66 (5) (1925), pp. 385411, A good many of his photos
Hlustrated the book by the White Russian emigre Paul Nazaroff, who had faken refuge in
kashgar and with whom the Skrines frequently interacted there: P. 8. Nazaroff, Moved On! From
Lushgar ta Kashmiv, tr. Maleolm Bur (Londor: Allen & Unwin, 1933), The London Timer, May
Iy, 1925, p. 20, published seme of his photographs under the heading “Urknown Mountains
Fxplored in Chincse Turkestan,” and The Times of frdia [ustrated Weekly, April 10, 1927 Picto-
uil Supplement, included 2 number of them under the title *“With a Camera Across the Roof of
the Waorld: The Picturesgque People of Chinese Central Azia.” Some were also published in a
French illustrated magazine.

" Vor example, in Bl OIOC, M85 EwrF 154/10, C. P. Skrine to Helen Skring, Kaying Bashi,
Aupnst & 1924, p. 17, he explains why he called one of the small valleys “Gilen Scotland” and
Iists the “7 things also found in Scotland”, among them thistles and rain. His admiration for the
kyrgvz af the mountains in some instances was expressed in &is comparison of them with Scot-
Iy ighlanders. Mot having spent significant time al home in more than a deeade of his Indian
mervive, Skrine mdeed was homesick For the hills of Perthshire
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his letiers and notes show signs of being “literary™ scl-pieces in anticipation
of their later use. When he finally did sit down to write up the malerial in sys-
tematic fashion, as he himself admited, he was a compulsive re-writer, While
none of this is surprising (surely the same kind of (hing can be said about any
number of other authors who travelled in and wrote about the region), it is
imporlant to stress that his writings, both public and private, present a view
through a certain distorting lens. The same, of course, can be said for the pho-
tographs, since photography is hardly an objective art, Given a choice, 1 be-
lieve we should prefer the unpublished rather than published versions of his
observations.

With a lew exceptions. Skrine’s unpublished written materials pertaining
to his time in Kashgar are on permanent deposit in the Oricntal and India Of-
fice Collections (O10C) of the British Library (BL) (MSS EurF/154). Prints
of some 200 of his Kashgar photographs (and a few of the negatives) are also
there (Photo 920). A sizeable selection of the photographs and most of the
surviving negatives are in the collections of the Royal Geographical Society
(RGS) in London. While the writings have been grouped svstematically in
folders (c.g.. letters home for the vear 1922), the cataloguing of the photo-
graphs is still in progress, with as vet litile having been done to identily and
organize properly the material in the RGS." Once the new wing on the RGS
building has been completed (the targel date is summer 2004), the hope is that
the catalopuing process will move ahead rapidly. The RGS contains what is
undoubtedly one of the most exiensive and valuable collections ol photo-
graphs of Inner Asia to be found anywhere: eventually catalogue access 1o
them will be available through the internet. While Skrine himsell attached
labels to many of the prints and compiled lists of captions for photos he was
submitting to publishers, some prints and most of the negatives can be identi-
fied only by somcone Familiar with the whole of the Skrine archive. It 15
likely that precise identifications for the location where some pholographs
were laken will never be established. Presumably this kind ol problem is
common o many collections of old pholographs,

In addition to the material in these iwo major repositories, some Skrine
material is still in the private holdings of his relatives, the Stewart Tamily.
Since the Stewarts deposited the most important of the documents and photo-
graphs in BL, about the only unique items of any consequence for our subject
which they still hold are a few of Doris Skrine’s unpublished drawings {she

" The file numbers for the catalogued prints in e RGS are: X38/018241 - 018292 (2 few photos
here arc nof from Central Asia), Ne96/024395, X761/025316, XR02023646-023630 (plus one
unnumbered print), X830025736 (and posaibly 025737), and in the collection of smaller-format
prints, 88627-88666. 1 have examined all the relevant Skrine photographs and negatives in the
RGS bt for a collection of lantern slides which he used in his lectures that wers in remnte stor-
age and not accessible. 1t is possible that some of these are now unique images —for example,
while atill in Minjiang he was anticipating lecturing on the Kongur mountains and indicated he
might use some of his wife's drawings of the flora for illusirations, The original drawings have
ot survived unless they are in the lantemn slides
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wits o reasonably accomplished artist and did various portraits of people in
the places where the Skrines traveled)."

Lt us now turn to some categorics of information which are to be found
i the Skrine material,

L. (limate. While he apparently did not keep a daily record of weather,
Shome frequently comments on it and, for certain scgments of his travels,
wvords 10 his feld diary maximum and minimum temperatures at specific
fimes of day.'” Unfortunately, the first volume of the field diary, which may
lmve contained additional such specific information, has not been preserved.
MNadurally one has to ask whether what he experienced was the normal patiern,
More than once he comments that the weather turned out just the opposite of
wlin people had told him in advance 1o expect for the particular time of vear,

singe Skrine had a particular inderest in documenting the mountaing he
visiled, his descriptions and photographs are very useful for what they tell us
nwoml glaciation. I is very likely that comparisons with modern photos taken
b similar vantage points would be quile revealing about what one might
puess 15 the retreat of many glaciers in the face ol global warming.

1. Florg, He provides mmning commeniary on the irees, flowers, fruits
wind vegelables encountered in various places, although using popular rather
Il scientilic names. While in the mountains near Kongur (especially in the
kaving Valley), he and Doris collecled specimens and she drew piciures of
lhem, On his return, he send ihe collection 1o the Royal Botanical Gardens to
we whether they had discovered any previously unknown species (he had
lehed with his mother aboul possibly discovering something new which
nighi be awarded a scientific name such as Polvantines Skeinidy but was dis-
appointed to learn that all were previously documented.'’ He was particularly
inierested in the cxient of foresiation in the mountains. In cases such as the
kaving Valley, which he exiensively photographed, there would be some
villue to comparisons with photographs laken today. While he noted linle
byrring, loday there is a lot of it; onc would like to know more aboul the de-
pree 1o which there has been deforesiation.

His landscape panoramas in some instances document the extent of culti-
vation in and around major towns, While he published some of these pholos,
wlhers are unpublished, presumably because the moumains he was parlicu-
larly interesied in showing were obscured by haze. Even in those pholos
{ihewgh, there 1s often exquisite detail of landscape in the foreground, Pre-
amiably one could identify the locations from which he took the photos and
tnke companison photos today. It is very likely that population growth and

" A lew of Doris Skrine's drawings are in BL OIOC, M88 Hurk 154/%4, “Kashpar Sketches by
1 8.7 Skrine publizhed one as the fromispisce to his book

U010, MSS EurF 15443, Skring's field diary, pp. 521

YU OI0C, MSS FurF 15409, €. P, Skrine to Helen Skrine, Camp Kaying Bashi, July 12, 1923,
i 150 T have in my temporary possession a very fow Central Azian matenals of Skrine's (all of
Wiiin tor be deposited in BL), including a four-page “List of Plants Collected. Determinations and
dsarthutional details by W, 8. Turrill M.Sc., F.L.S., The [lerbarum, Kew.”
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urbanization have wotally filled many of the areas which had been uninhabited
or under cultivation.* Skrine’s writings also include numerous comments on
where he encountered cultivation and the extent of irmgation (including at
least one failed irrigation project by a local Chinese adminisirator). Of par-
ticular mterest are his commenis on where he encountered culiivation by the
pastoral Kyrgyz herders in the mouniains. Today one can still see traditional
ditches dug by hand, but occasionally supplemenicd by plastic piping Lo
bridge gullies (in Skrine’s time, hollowed logs were used) [Fig. 2. It is possi-
ble to compare pholographs and see how some mountain valleys now have
seasonal cultivation where it had not existed in Skring’s day [Fig. 3.

3. Fawna The most abundant information he provides on local fauna 15 in
the context of hunting and in connection with the fur trade. Skrine and his
wile were enthusiastic hunters, in the frst mstance W supply the larder of
their mouniain camps or supplement the fare of the consulate kitchen, On one
occasion, in the “jungle” near Maralbashi, Skrine and Paul NazarofT bagyed a
wild boar, which the Russians particularly relished.” He also altempted some
trophy hunting (although with little success).'” Quite often British army offi-
cers came up into Central Asia to hunt for sport. In particular the Skrines
hosted a General Pigot, who spent several months there, including the dead of
winter when temperatures were well below vero, While Skring’s material
probably contains little data on wild animals which can be systematized in
any way, there is quite a bil which gives a sense of relative abundance and
location of certain species.'” His comments about the difficalty in finding
compelent local hunters as guides when in the mountains are of some interest,
cspecially since loday one sees quile exicnsive cvidence of hunters’ camps
when in the same mountains,

Skrne’s letters home are [ull (1o excess) of information abouat furs. Soon
aller his arrival in Kashgar he began to buy furs for presenis. While he seems
o have struggled a bit 1o avoid using his position for cconomic activity that
would have been considered inappropriate by his superiors, he became rather
heavily involved in the fur trade. Thus we learn a great deal about which furs

" To give one obvious example, the British Consulate (Chini Bagh) in Kashpar in Skrine’s time
had extensive proumds, some of which were planted as a formal garden and orchards, others
available for Doriz Skrine to grow vegetables and keep quile a menugenie of animals. One of
Skrine’s fivorite photos of the consulate was faken with a felephoto lens from scross the rver; in
it one can see extensive origated paddies below the consulate along the river, Now what is left of
the Chind Bagh [Fig. 1] is crowded behind a modern hotel; presumably any trace of the Former
gardens and fields has disappeared

I Gee B O1OC, MES EurF 1549, C. P, Skrine o [elen Skrine, Kashgur, November 22, 1923,
pp- [3-4].

¥ BL OIOC, MSS EurF 154/, C. P, Skrine to Helen Sknine, Camp, Yangi Art Jiga, Southern
Tian Shan, September 17, 1923, pp. 3=4; C. P, Skrine to Helen Skrine, Bai, Akin Circle {420
mfiles] from Kashgar on the Urumchi road), undoted bot ca. October 11, 1923, pp. 1-2: C. B
Skrine to Cren. Pigot, Bai, October 11, 1923

" He picked up oceasional tidbits of information about subjects such as hawks and faleons and
the trade invoelving them; gsec BL OIOC, MS8 FurF 154043, p. 23, diary entry for November 6,
1923,
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Figure 1 The Clini Bagh, the British Consulate i Kashgar,
as it appeared in 1996

Figure 2 Traditional irvigation ditches aided by a modern hose to bridge a gulley
fn the Tigarmansu Valley vegion east of Mr. Kongur, 1936
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Figure 3 The Kaying Falley east af Mt Kongur, showing walls,
eulrivated fields and huts, 1996

were abundant and what the market was for them. He included statistics on
fur trade {a relatively minor item among other kinds of economic activity)
when he filed summary reports on the trade of Xinjiang, reports which were
printed by the Government of India.'® None of this information gives even a
hint of a scarcity of fur-bearing animals, not that we necessarily should expect
that in the 1920s,

4. Mineral and peiroleum resources. As part of his intelligence-gathering
activity, Skrine paid close attention to sources of valuable minerals. He com-
mients on the trade in jade (and the way that the local Chinese officials tred to
control the best of it)."* He described gold extraction (one might hesitate to
call it “mining”) in the mountains on the southern fringes of the Tak-
lamakan.” In one of the mountain valleys near Kongur there was a small
copper-mining operation, which the local Kyrgyz had tried (unsuccessfully)
1o keep hidden from (he Chinese authorities.” One of his most interesting

18 wTiade of Chinese Turkistan with India and Adjacent Countries for the vear ending the 3lst
May, 1923, Supplement to the Indian Trade Journal, Vel LXX, Mo, 899, September 13, 1923
BB OIOC, M55 EwF 154/%, C. P. Skrine to Helen Skrine, Khotan, November 26, 1922, p. [2];
C. P. Skrine to Helen Sknine, Keriya, December 4, 1922, p. 2.
0 B OIOC, M58 EwcF 154/10, C. P. Skrine to Helen Skrine, Kutaz Langar, 20 mliles] 8.E. of
Khotan, April 27, 1924, pp. & -10. In writing his mother about the presumably unlimited riches of
the gold fields, Skrine was carried away to the extent of imagining this region might become part
of the British Empirc and be the “Governor of Hritish Turkestan.™ [ think the comment was rather
tongue-in-cheek, since elsewhere he is pretty sober about the limits of British interest in the re-
1OEL
' BL OIOC, MS88 EurF 154/43, p. 77, diary entry for July 29, 1924; p. 80, diary entry for July
31, 1524,
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ullicial reports was a compilation of all (he information he could find on pe-
Irleum extraction™ Given the interest in exploiting Xinjiang’s petroleum
iesources today, his picture of the beginnings of such a process (at a time
when indeed it was in its infancy) is quite striking. Skrine also has some scat-
tered comments on the related fact that, because of the near cessation of
vivss-border trade with the establishunent of the Bolsheviks in Central Asia,
the umportation of Caspian region petrolcum products (by camel caravan!)
I nearly ceased., thus making local supplies the more important,

5. Population and pafterns of seitfement. Skrine’s writings include quite
lrequent references to where he found farms and herders’ camps. As with any
ol his material about the environment, it is not always casy to pinpoint loca-
lions on a map. He illustrated some of his letters home with fairly detailed
shelch maps of sections of his itineraries, and it may be possible to take those
miaps and his verbal descriptions to plot his exaci routes on detailed modem
lopographical maps.™ However, it was only in the region aronnd Kongur that
lie nndertook actually 1o draw a precise map which allows us 1o be pretty con-
lilent of where he was al any moment described in his writings™" The excep-
lioms for other areas, of course, would be instances in which we have photo-
praphs and can determine from them where he was at the time they were
{uken,

His descriptions of herders in the mountains ofien tell us at least the pre-
vise number of households, if not the exact population of them. However, we
iy not, as a rule, learn numbers of their animals. Thus any calculation of pos-
sible human impact on the landscape would be. at best, an approximation. In
many places where Skrine observed the Kyrgyz living in yurts whose location
wiry have shifted from one summer (o the next, thus perhaps reducing the
civironmental impact, today one secs permanent huts which are occupied
during much of the summer season in the high pastures. There is ample evi-
tlence of scars on the environment in the vicinily of such camps. Skrine's data
nlso may be used for comparisons ol how patterns of winter seltlement and
iulministrative jurisdictions have changed, since there seems now under Chi-
nese rule to have been a substantial consolidation of small scatiered seiile-
menls.

In certain circomstances, even in his time, there was evidence of disloca-
tioms of the local population with the result that the carrying capacity of the

Y BL OI0C, MSS EwF 154/39, “Occurrences of Ol in Chinese Turkestan” undoted but pre-
nimably 1924; copy also in BL O10C, L/P&S/11/247, file P2511/1924, with dates 28 Mar,
1924-18 June 1924,

" Examples of his sketch maps are BL QOI0C, M58 EurF 1549, €, P, Skrine to Helen Skrine,
tamp Kaying Bashi, July 12, 1923, p. 18: C. P. Sknne 1o Helen Sknne, Garden of Abdus Sattar
1agi, Aksu (O1d City), undated, but ca. Oct, 18, 1923, p. [1]

" ilis Kenger map was first published to illustrate his “The Alps of Qungur™ 1 used it quite
sucpessfully to navigate along some of the same routez when trekking alone in these mountaing
m L5996, On my trek, see my “Exploring the “Kongur Alps.” Unknown Side of Mustagh Ata,”
Himalavan Journal, 54 (1998), pp. 25-32.
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mountain pastures was exceeded. He reported how refugees from what is to-
day eastern Kyrgyzstan had fled (he Bolsheviks and temporarily settled on the
Chinese side of the border, taking over the pastures of the inhabitants there
(Kazakhs?) and driving them destitute since there was not enough grazing for
all™ Even after the refugees went back, the local pastoral economy did not
recover, since too many of the animals had died.

Even if Skring’s material does not give us much for quantification, it has
descriptive value, especially since some of the areas he visited had not been
previously {or, il seemns, subsequently) described.”® Even in areas he visiled,
which had previously been described by European travellers (e.g., Hedin,
Deasy and Stein) or where there has been some modern study (e.2.. by
Hoppe). the amount of information we have is quite limited. Systematic study
in some of the mountain regions Skrine visited has yet to be undertaken,

6. Communication, routes of travel and the fravel experience. Popular per-
ceptions of travel through Inner Asia tend to make of the experience some-
thing nigh humanly impossible given the difficulties of terrain, the lack of
roads and so on. OF course there is ample evidence through millemua to dis-
abuse us of that impression, which is not to say that travel was easy. One can-
not but be impressed by the regularity and reliability of the Consulate’s
“pony-express” weekly mail service, which ran on schedule most of the time
even in winter, taking the riders from Kashgar through the snows of the
15,000 fi. Mintaka Pass and down along the perilous cliffs of the upper Hunza
Valley. When connections went smoothly, it would take little more than forty
days transit lor a letter to or from London.” If anything, in Skrine’s cstimate,
the problems with the postal service were less ones of geography than they

were ones of petly bureawcracy. It is worth noting thal his reperts from |

Kashgar also include a substantial amount of information on the twentieth-

century communications revolution there, with the construction of a wireless

station by the Marconi Company, which had a contract with the Chinese gov-
ernment.

One of Skrine’s significant contributions was to update for the British
General Staff the classified route books for Xinjiang, which are a valuable but
largely ignored source of information for anyone who would wish o trace
historic routes of travel in Inner Asia.”® These are itineraries along any and all

ORI OI0C, MSS EwF 15443, p. 2, diary entry for Scptember 7, 1923, For more on what
Skrine heard about the econoimie impact of Bolshevik policies o, those who went across the
frontier from Semircchiia and then retumed to the Russian-contralled side, sec ibed,, p. 9, infor-
mation of Sept. 21-25, 1923,

1 have discussed in some detail where Skrine’s material complements what we know [fom
Siein and the scant recent literature for the specific example of the Raratash Valley and Eyrgvz
areas around Fongur; see my “The ‘Mysterious and Temible Kamtash Gorges': Notes and
Documents on the Explorations of Stein and Skrine,” The Geographical Jowrnal, 163 (3) (1999),
pp. 306-320

* Skrine systematized his information on the various routes to Kashgar in his “The Roads to
Kashpar,” Jourmal of the Central Astan Socety, XI1(19235), pt. I11, pp. 226-250.

= General Staff, India, Routes in Sinkiang (Simla: Government of India Press, 1926}, There are
subsequent supplements; also there is an equivalent guide for Russian/Soviet Central Asia
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raules which the British military could document on the basis of whatever
wrurces might be available. In some instances, information was drawn from
Hussian travel accounts, which the British were quite diligent in trying to
ubtain and translate, but more often the sources were the British consuls, ex-
(Morers and sporismen who went north through the passes. Typical route book
eniries would describe camping places, sources of water and grazing along
the way, distances, heights of passes, and quality of the trail. Skrine was able
lo correct some of the earlier information and also provide new material for
nnies not previously known.

His travels remind us how much the western travellers depended on local
sources of information and support. One tended to negotiate for transport and
lndging as one proceeded; often one’s success depended on finding a knowl-
eigeable local guide, The same patlern is true today if one ventures off the
beilen track into some of the same mountains Skrine explored. Skrine is al-
wiys carclul to qualify his statements when he talks aboul exploring new
country—il is not as though he is the first person to have seen some of it, bul
merely the first European,

Skrine's travels frequently took him along the edge of the Taklamakan de-
sert, where the use ol wheeled vehicles (the local two-whecled mapa carts but
ulso the four-wheeled Russian iarantass) was common, and one could move
with amazing rapidity except in places where sand had drifted over the road.
Ie expressed particular appreciation for the quality of public works projects
such as bridges and sarars which had been built under Yakub Beg during his
bricf period of control in Xinjiang in the 1860s and 1870s.~ In Skrine’s opin-
lon, once the Chinese re-took control in the province the construction was of
o distinetly inferior quality,

In comparing travel today with that in Skrine’s time, there are obvious ex-
wmples of how modern technology and politics have changed certain things,
lwit not so much others. The Karakorum Highway that today connects Xinji-
ang with Pakistan is a major example.”” When Skrine and his contemporaries
were attempting (o traverse the Gez River gorge where the highway runs to-
ilay, high water in the snmmer prevented passage [Fig. 4]. This forced him to
seck alternative routes, known at that time only to the local inhabitants. In his
fime the main roules between Western Xinjiang and India were either over
the Karakorum Pass and through Leh (in Ladakh) or over the Mintaka Pass to
el to Hunza, Now both of those routes are closed, and travellers drive down

C L AMOC, MSS EwF 1548, C. P. Sknne to Helenr Skrine, Pialma, Wovember 11, 1922, fol,
Ay i

“I'e impact of the building of the Karakorum Highway on the mountainous regions of Northern
Pakistan kas been the subject of serious study by a nwlti-year Pakistani-German rescarch project.
e Grerman geographer Hermann Kreutzmann has peblished extensively results of this project’s
activity, for example, “The Karakeram [lighway: The impact of Road Construction on Mountain
Nucieties,” Modern Asnan Studies 25 (4 (1991), pp. T1I=736, Tt would be valuable to have an
meilegous project for the arcas along the highway in seuthwestern Ninjiang.
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the highway across the Khunjerab Pass, In the upper Hunea Valley in north-
crn Pakistan, Skrine’s partly proceeded along treacherous, narrow paths sus-
pended high above the river where today the highway has been blasted ount
along a lower route (although it is still not secure from being blocked by land-
slides).

If one goes into the more remote mountain valleys—an example would be
the Karatash River Valley, which had been traversed for the first time by
Stein and only for the second by Skrine (amongst Europeans)—conditions
today are much closer (o those of 80 years ago. However, there too ong can
sec now unused rafiks clinging 1o cliffs |Fig. 5], and at least some of the tradi-
tional cantilever-style bridges {such exisied in Skrine’s time and long before)
have been reinforced with steel rods and concrete so as not (o be swept away
in the summer Moods,

As the forcgoing overview suggests, Skrine’s materials offer a great deal
for those who would wish o study physical and human geography and eco-
logical issucs in Xinjiang in the early 1920s, Some of this information has
long been available in his book, although oflen in truncated form. Mot all of it
would merit publication in the kind of cdition | am planning, bul those with a
particular inierest in a timeline of changes in the natural and human coviron-
ment of Inner Asia may well benefit from consulting Skrine’s unpublished
writings and pholographs.
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Figure 4. A¢ the edge of the Kavakorm Highway in the lower Ciez River gorge,
9896

Figure 5. Rafik clinging to cliffs above the raging torreni of the Karatash River,
1996
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