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my divinely feminine adventurer,

with love and appreciation
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Opening page: Vale of mystery: the heart of Tibet’s Tsangpo River Gorge, now thought to be the world’s deepest. To nineteenth-
century geographers, the gorge was “one of the last remaining secret places of the earth, which might perhaps conceal a fall
rivaling Niagara or Victoria Falls in grandeur” (British political officer, spy, and explorer Capt. F. M. Bailey, 1913). Photo by

David Breashears.

Title page: Rainbow Falls as seen from above. Until the modern era, daunting terrain beyond this point turned back all
Westerners who attempted to forge through the Tsangpo’s inner canyon, including the steel-willed plant hunter Francis
Kingdon-Ward on his 1924 Riddle of the Tsangpo Gorges Expedition. Photo by Francis Kingdon-Ward, from the collection of the
Royal Geographical Society.

Previous page: The southeastern Himalayas with the Tsangpo River in the foreground. After disappearing into these snow-clad
mountains at an elevation of about ten thousand feet, the river emerges in the jungles of northern India at five hundred feet,

having lost more than nine thousand feet in less than two hundred river miles. Photo by Gordon Wiltsie.



During tHE niNeTEENTH century’s Golden Age of Exploration, the West had a peculiarly Eastern

way of relating to far-flung landscapes. The world’s remote and uncharted places were
initially conjured up in an imaginative process—a kind of geographical meditation—before
Europeans went out and “discovered” them. Often based on rumors or sketchy reports from
early travelers, the envisioned landscapes gained form and definition through the process of
surveying and mapping. In time, after repeated surveys, the world’s “white spaces” or
“blanks on the map,” as they were called, left the realm of imaginative geography and
became real.

It was the era of scientific discovery, and the great explorers of the age—Livingstone,
Burton, Speke, and Stanley in Africa; Amundsen, Scott, and Shackleton at the poles; and,
later in the century, a wave of Himalayan explorers—were the high priests of geography.
The maps drawn by these intrepid travelers were “to exploration what scriptures were to
theology: the font of authority for ascertaining truths distantly glimpsed,” according to
historians Karl Meyer and Shareen Brysac.

But an Eastern philosopher might offer that such an empirical method of knowing the
world stops short of real discovery, that once the newly found landscape is defined through
rational observation, it becomes separate from us, and we lose a vital connection to it. In
Tibetan Buddhism, for example, the distinction between the physical landscape and the
inner landscape of the mind is blurred. Exploring the former can become a journey into the
latter, particularly if the landscape is a sanctified “power place.” Geography in such places
is said to exist on four levels. The physical realm is obvious to all, but the inner, hidden, and
paradisiacal secret levels are accessible only to adepts who are spiritually prepared, and
only when the time is auspicious. For them, the journey through the physical landscape
becomes an allegory for the path to enlightenment itself.

This is the story of the West’s discovery of one such power place, the Yarlung Tsangpo
River Gorge of southeastern Tibet. Here, after meandering for nearly a thousand miles
across the breadth of the Himalayas, the Tsangpo plunges off the Tibetan Plateau and
disappears into a knot of lofty peaks. In the course of less than two hundred miles, the river
loses some nine thousand feet of elevation before it spills onto the plains of northern India,
where it is renamed the Brahmaputra.

A century and a half ago, geographers were as puzzled about what happened to the
Tsangpo after it left the plateau as they were about the source of the Nile. Did it feed the
Brahmaputra, as we now know, or did it flow into any of half a dozen other rivers that spill
down from Tibet and crash through the jungles east of the Himalayas, in Burma and China?
Within about two hundred miles of the Tsangpo are the Yangtze, Mekong, Salween, and
Irrawaddy, as well as lesser rivers such as the Lohit, Dibang, and Dihang. The four major
rivers bore through the mountains, forming deep, narrow, impassible canyons and, at lower
elevations, they rush through subtropical forests with a rich diversity of flora and fauna,
from orchids to red pandas and, in the lower Tsangpo Gorge, the last of Tibet’s tigers,
believed to number fewer than twenty.

Until the middle of the nineteenth century, the Tsangpo Gorge and much of the
surrounding region remained a geographical black hole within a black hole: a place of



extreme climate and terrain, populated by fierce tribes, and lying within the borders of
Tibet, which was then closed to all outsiders. The British had more than an academic
interest in penetrating the canyon; there were also strategic and commercial imperatives.
At the time, Britain was engaged with Russia in a geopolitical contest called the Great
Game. The intrigue had opened earlier in the century when British agents found evidence
that Russian emissaries had been in Tibet. Fearing that the tsar would overrun the country
and use it as a launching pad to gain control of Central Asia and the crown jewel of India,
Britain sent its own spies into Tibet to learn the lay of the land and gather intelligence. The
native surveyors, recruited in India and trained by British officers, were the famed pundits
(a Hindu word for “learned man”). They were sent into Tibet disguised as religious pilgrims
to chart the course of the Tsangpo and determine whether, in fact, it was connected to the
Brahmaputra. If so, the river could be followed upstream from India, and both British troops
and traders would have a new route over the Himalayas and into Tibet.

But others have told the story of the Great Game; here we are interested not in geopolitics
as much as geography, specifically the geography—physical and metaphysical—of the
gorge of the Tsangpo. The curtain on our tale goes up in the 1920s, when the link between
the Brahmaputra and the Tsangpo was known and much of the gorge had been surveyed.
Even so, no one had yet walked the length of the river. The gorge’s innermost reaches—the
deepest ten miles of canyon, where the river surges and foams between the adjacent peaks
of Namche Barwa and Gyala Peri—had repelled every intruder, from the pundits to the
British intelligence officers Frederick Bailey and Henry Morshead, who surveyed the gorge
in 1913. As all discovered, there were no trails along this portion of the river, no villages,
nothing except the Tsangpo hurtling into an apparently impassible void.

But in 1923, the celebrated plant hunter Francis Kingdon-Ward resolved to solve what he
called the “riddle” of the Tsangpo: How could it lose so much elevation so rapidly if not for
a major waterfall? In Kingdon-Ward’s view, and that of many other geographers, the
question of the lost falls of the Tsangpo was “the great romance of geography” left unsolved
in the preceding decades of Western exploration. The Nile’s source was known, the poles
had been achieved; now attention was riveted on Tibet, in part because of its growing
mystique as a font of occult knowledge and also because of its diplomatic isolation. Tibet
was coming into its own as a forbidden land of magic and mystery, and it was a topic of
much public speculation.

Kingdon-Ward cared nothing for the occult. A short, careworn, tenacious man, he made a
slender living by finding flowering plant species in the Himalayas that would thrive in
England’s gardens, and by writing about his adventures. He had always wanted to collect in
the Tsangpo Gorge, and in 1923 he seized the opportunity to kill two birds: to add to his
huge list of botanical discoveries, and to finally lay to rest all questions about the mythical
Falls of the Brahmaputra.

The first part of this book, while focusing on Kingdon-Ward’s expedition, also looks back
at the pundits’ journeys and that of Bailey and Morshead. The story of the gorge’s early
exploration is rooted in questions of topography and natural history, and to a lesser extent
the ethnography of the tribes who lived there: the Monpas, the Lopas, and the murderous
Abors of the lower gorge. Finding the rumored waterfall was never far from anyone’s mind,
however, but though all looked, none succeeded. No one, from the pundit Kintup to Bailey



and Morshead to Kingdon-Ward himself, managed to close the ten-mile “gap” in the inner
canyon. Nonetheless, their survey data indicated that the river channel was steep enough in
these unyielding depths to account for the Tsangpo’s rapid loss of elevation without a huge
waterfall. The existence of a lost falls was almost, but not quite, ruled out after Kingdon-
Ward’s exploration of the gorge.

Part One concludes with the 1950 Communist takeover of Tibet, after which the country
once again became off-limits to foreigners. The gorge slipped behind the Bamboo Curtain
for the next four decades, the mysteries of its unexplored physical and spiritual geography
still intact.

Part Two chronicles the modern age of exploration in the gorge, beginning with the
opening of southeastern Tibet to tourism in the early 1990s. Prior to that, the Chinese had
declared the region militarily sensitive, because it abuts the contested border with India.
The gorge remained closed to Western travelers even while the rest of Tibet was wide open.

By this point in the story, we meet another breed of explorer interested in a different type
of geography than Kingdon-Ward and his contemporaries. Renegade scholars fluent in
Tibetan and schooled in Eastern religions, these adventurers shared an appreciation for the
mythology of Tibetan Buddhism, with its cosmology of mountain gods and demons to rival
anything in Greek mythology. Hitchhiking and walking across the country, they found that
ordinary Tibetans, not just well-educated clerics and monastics, enjoyed a spiritual
connection to the natural world that the West, with its focus on rational observation,
seemed to have misplaced. Magic was an everyday reality in Tibet, they discovered, and
inexplicable phenomena part of the norm in power places such as the Tsangpo Gorge, the
most famous of Tibet’s sacred hidden lands, or beyul. The origins of the fictional kingdom of
Shangri-La sprang from tales of such hidden lands collected by some of the first missionaries
and explorers to penetrate Tibet’s formidable physical and political defenses.

Among the most ardent spiritual geographers were two expatriate scholars living in
Kathmandu, Ian Baker and Hamid Sardar. Baker, a student of Asian art and religion with a
degree in English literature from Oxford, and Sardar, an American-Iranian Tibetologist
schooled at Harvard, conducted the most thorough investigation of the gorge’s physical and
supernatural realms ever undertaken. Between 1993 and 1998, the two explored the gorge
eight times, together and separately. They came as religious pilgrims and academics,
following spiritual guidebooks written centuries ago in an esoteric “twilight language,” as
Baker calls it. At first, neither of them cared to revisit the question of a lost falls, but their
quest for the secret center of the beyul—the legendary yangsang ney (literally, “innermost
secret place”)—ultimately brought them to the same unexplored gap that had defeated all
previous explorers. What they found there—and the ensuing dispute over the “discovery” of
a large hidden waterfall—made headlines around the world and ignited a controversy over
the nature of discovery in the modern age.

The final section of the book is devoted to this thoroughgoing inquiry, but it is also partly
based on my own attempt to reach the gorge with Sardar. We hoped to trek into what he
believes to be the beyul’s secret sanctuary, an uninhabited subvalley that no one from the
outside world (and few who live in the gorge) has ever seen. That journey remains to be
made.



I rrst came to the story of the Tsangpo Gorge in the summer of 1994, when a men’s

magazine offered me a pressing assignment: Could I drop everything to write an article
about an important geographical discovery being claimed by Richard D. Fisher, a little-
known wilderness guide from Tucson, Arizona? I had never heard of him during fifteen
years of covering exploration and discovery, but the forty-two-year-old Fisher claimed to
have completed “the first ever exploration and documentary of ... the earth’s largest and
deepest canyon” in southeastern Tibet.

But wait, I thought. Wasn’t the deepest canyon in the Peruvian Andes, along the Rio
Colca? Indeed it was, according to a recent article in National Geographic. Beyond that
discrepancy, I found it farfetched that Fisher could have made such a find in the late
twentieth century, long after the remotest, least accessible, and most forbidding blanks on
the map had been filled in. Was he insinuating that several centuries of explorers,
geographers, and cartographers had been oblivious to the gorge’s stupendous depth, or that
his survey had left them with egg on their faces? It was as if some obscure climber had just
returned from the back of beyond to announce that he had found a summit taller than
Everest.

On the other hand, Fisher’s altitude readings in the gorge had satisfied the Guinness Book
of World Records. The book’s editors had contacted him after reading articles about his
findings, and their consulting geographer had concurred with him on all but one point:
what to call the great trench carved by the Yarlung Tsangpo River. The expert did not
consider it to be narrow or steep-sided enough to qualify as a canyon. Rather, he felt that it
should appear in future editions of the record book as the world’s deepest valley, besting by
some 1,200 feet the previous entry, the 14,436-foot-deep Kali Gandaki Valley in the Nepal
Himalayas. At its narrowest, deepest point, where the Tsangpo tumbles between the closely
adjacent peaks of Namche Barwa and Gyala Peri, the gorge (or valley, or whatever one
wanted to call it) was more than three miles deep. That made it at least a mile deeper than
Colca Canyon and more than three times the depth of our own Grand Canyon.

Could the Geographic possibly be wrong? That seemed unlikely, and yet another item in
Fisher’s media kit suggested that he and the Guinness editors really might be on to
something. It was a dispatch from the official Chinese Xinhua News Agency, dated May 4,
1994, in which geologists from the Chinese Academy of Sciences were claiming the new
depth record as their own discovery. Their data differed slightly from Fisher’s, but the
Chinese researchers had fixed the chasm’s depth at an average of about three miles over its
198-mile course. The story noted that, by comparison, the Grand Canyon is “a mere 1 mile
deep.”

The timing of the Chinese announcement might have been a coincidence, but the whole
affair had the distinct odor of historical revisionism, if not one-upmanship—a competition
between a prestigious international scientific body and a brash American outfitter. To me,
the controversy (or rather tempest in a teapot) spoke volumes about the diminished state of
exploration as the millennium approached. Determining the depth of a river gorge in Tibet
was a long way from reaching the poles or the source of the Nile. Had we run so short of
genuine discoveries that the whole point of exploration had been reduced to refining
topographical statistics?

The next day, I booked a flight to Tucson, little imagining that the project I had taken on



would occupy me on and off for the next six years before leading to this book. Rick Fisher
was to play a pivotal part in the unfolding tale: It was through his invitation, after all, that
Ian Baker reached the gorge in the first place. But though Fisher would place himself at the
center of the story, he is no protagonist—if in fact there is one to be found. Fisher’s role—
his destiny, some might say—is to play the dark and slighted captain of adventure in a
drama of intrigue, rivalry, and Faustian ambition that has been playing out in the
sequestered Himalayan realm since outsiders first set foot in it. Like Tibet itself, the gorge
has retained a shimmering aura of mystery and magic despite (or perhaps because of) the
best efforts of the Western world to define and quantify the place. As was the case in the
early years of its exploration, the gorge stands as a blank slate for the dreams and fantasies
of the Western imagination.

James Hilton’s 1933 novel Lost Horizon evokes a secret mountain valley called Shangri-La
located somewhere in Tibet’s mountains. With its weedless gardens, painted teahouses, and
a monastery overlooking all, the valley is a sanctuary of learning and culture, an Eden
where time stands still. That vision of paradise conformed to the escapist dreams of a war-
weary Europe. Beyul Pemako, as the Tsangpo Gorge is known, bears little resemblance to
Hilton’s utopia. It is a Tantric Buddhist paradise in which bad weather, near-vertical slopes,
trackless jungles, and lethal white water serve a higher purpose: to increase mindfulness
and hasten the passage to self-enlightenment.

Like Shangri-La, the gorge of the Tsangpo was once isolated from the West. But given the
recent invasion of competitive outsiders—from spiritual seekers to chauvinistic Chinese
researchers to whitewater adventurers, each seeking some reward—it has been transformed
into a vale of rancor and controversy. Only a few have understood the difficulty they were
taking on in Pemako. All have returned home profoundly transformed—if they survived to
return at all.







Previous page: Tsangpo Gorge pioneers (clockwise from upper left): the pundit Kinthp, Francis Kingdon-Ward, and

F. M. “Eric” Bailey with his Tibetan servant Putamdu. From the collection of the Royal Geographical Society.



Small wonder ... that Tibet has captured the imagination of mankind. Its peculiar
aloofness, its remote unruffled calm, and the mystery shrouding its great rivers and
mountains make an irresistible appeal to the explorer. There are large areas of Tibet
where no white man has ever trod.

FRANCIS KINGDON-WARD, The Riddle of the Tsangpo Gorges



In eary 1924, when Francis Kingdon-Ward set sail from London bound for Calcutta and,

eventually, the Tsangpo River Gorge in southeastern Tibet, he was under no illusions about
the challenges ahead. At thirty-nine, Kingdon-Ward was among the world’s most
experienced and successful plant collectors. Having served for thirteen years as a field agent
in Asia for the Cheshire seed firm of Bees & Company, he was responsible for having
introduced scores of exotic species to the gardens of England, from the showy yellow-
bloomed rhododendron R. wardii, named in his honor, to numerous primroses, lilies, and
poppies. His first commission for Bees, in 1911 as a young man of twenty-five, had taken
him to the mountains of south-central China’s Yunnan Province and the adjoining ranges of
Tibet, not far from his intended destination on this expedition. Traveling with a personal
servant and an enormous Tibetan mastiff called Ah-poh that he had found as a stray, he had
spent the better part of 1911 hunting for hardy alpine species that he felt would thrive in
England’s temperate climate. The work was time-consuming and, because he was toiling at
a breathtaking altitude, exceptionally demanding. After locating likely candidates while
they were still in flower, he would have to return months later to collect their seeds,
sometimes having to excavate marked specimens from beneath several feet of snow at ten
thousand feet above sea level. Afterward, the seeds and plants—he was also collecting
whole specimens for private herbariums and for the Royal Botanic Gardens in Edinburgh—
had to be painstakingly dried, cataloged, and packed for shipment home to England. And
he had to record his field notes faithfully, every night.

By the end of a year, Kingdon-Ward had collected some two hundred species, twenty-two
of them new to science. He completed his fieldwork with a forced march of three weeks,
finally straggling into the Chinese town of T’eng-yueh, where he’d started out. He looked
frightful: “My hair was long and unkempt, my ... feet were sticking out of my boots, my
riding breeches torn and my coat worn through at the elbows,” he wrote in The Land of the
Blue Poppy, the second of his twenty-five books and, according to his biographer Charles
Lyte, his best work. For six months after exhausting his food stores, Kingdon-Ward had
managed on meager rations of native fare: tsampa (the roasted barley flour that is the
staple of Tibetan diets), bitter brick tea, yak milk and butter, mushrooms, bamboo shoots,
and eggs when he could find them. He and his servant, Kin, had suffered illnesses, awful
weather, mutinous muleteers and porters, landslides, and loneliness (especially Kingdon-
Ward, who waged a lifelong battle against bouts of black depression). A revolution that
rocked Yunnan Province after the fall of the Manchu Dynasty in 1911 had filled the hills
with army deserters, who turned to banditry for survival. As a foreigner traveling with
loaded pack animals, Kingdon-Ward was a prime target, and he was also subject to
repeated questioning by wary officials. After all, it had been only seven years since British
forces under Col. Francis Younghusband had made a bloody march on Lhasa, Tibet’s capital,
to impose British will over the recalcitrant nation. Until then Tibet had rebuffed British
overtures to align with the empire and to resist Russian advances in Central Asia, and had
sealed its borders. Younghusband, an archimperialist and key player in a political intrigue



known as the Great Game, led a force of twelve hundred soldiers, ten thousand porters, and
as many pack animals from Darjeeling, India, over the Himalayas and into the “Forbidden
Kingdom.” His troops slaughtered seven hundred poorly armed Tibetans in one infamous
skirmish alone, and ultimately forced the government to sign a treaty of cooperation.

While Tibet was a perilous place for foreigners in 1911, its great river gorges were a
plant hunter’s nirvana. As Kingdon-Ward explained, there are actually two Tibets: the high,
arid plateau where rivers such as the Tsangpo, Salween, and Mekong trace their upper
courses, and the more formidable gorge country that comprises the rivers’ middle sections. It
is in the latter regions, after having meandered eastward and southeastward across the
plateau, that the rivers turn south and cut through the Himalayas and barrier ranges east of
Namche Barwa, the last major peak in the chain. After rampaging down through the
mountains, the rivers spill out onto the plains of northern India, Burma, and Laos to
eventually make their way to the sea.

Waxing eloquent, Kingdon-Ward described the gorge country as a land “of dim forest and
fragrant meadow, of snow-capped mountains and alpine slopes sparkling with flowers, of
crawling glaciers and mountain lakes and brawling rivers which crash and roar through the
mountain gorges;... of lonely monasteries plastered like swallows’ nests against the cliffs,
and of frowning forts perched upon rocky steeples, whence they look down on villages
clustered in the cultivated valleys at their feet.”

In this prettified, Shangri-La-esque portrait, however, he neglects to point out that the
gorges are also nightmarishly inhospitable. Their jungles teem with leeches, gnats, stinging
nettles, venomous snakes, and large, dangerous animals, including Bengal tigers. The
densely forested slopes are horrifically steep and often trackless. There are few villages,
little cultivation, and not much food to be had. The weather is abominable for most of the
year—wilting heat, pouring rain, snow and ice at higher elevations. Catastrophic floods and
landslides rearrange the landscape with alarming regularity.

The idea of a Tibetan jungle might seem incongruous given the semidesert conditions that
prevail north of the Himalayas. But Tibet lies in the rain shadow of the Himalayas, just as
Death Valley does in that of the Sierra Nevada. The range forms a barrier to monsoons that
batter the Indian subcontinent with rain. By the time their moisture-laden winds have been
deflected up and over the mountains and sweep down onto the Tibetan Plateau, they have
dropped their burden and turned dry and hostile to plant life.

But at the eastern end of the Himalayas, east of Namche Barwa’s icy ramparts, the
monsoon is able to find a way through the mountains by funneling up the gorges. Kingdon-
Ward called the roughly two hundred miles between Namche Barwa and the foot of the
Yunnan Plateau “the Achilles’ heel in that otherwise impenetrable mountain defence which
rings Tibet like a wall.” Storms rush furiously up through the chasms, dumping quantities of
rain and snow as they rise. Thus drenched, the canyon lands are thick with rhododendrons
and giant bamboo; higher up, they are blanketed with lovely woodlands of pine, cedar, and
poplar, which spread out in fanlike formations behind the Himalayas and then quickly
disappear as the arid conditions on the plateau take hold. This breach in the mountains was
Kingdon-Ward’s lifelong hunting ground, the source of most of the twenty-three thousand
species he collected during his career.

In the thirteen years that Kingdon-Ward had been tramping the divide, he had explored



every major watershed in it except the Tsangpo’s. Approaching its gorge, either from the
top by traversing the Tibetan Plateau and following the river downstream or from the
bottom by marching upstream from the state of Assam in northeastern India, posed serious
problems, due not least to the political upheaval in China and the presence of hostile
aborigines in the Abor and Mishimi foothills below the gorge. Still, it was not for lack of
trying that he had failed to reach his hoped-for destination.

In 1913, for instance, after chronicling his first expedition in The Land of the Blue Poppy,
Kingdon-Ward had returned to China uncertain of his itinerary. But now he had the added
support of the Royal Geographical Society (RGS), which had made him a fellow and was
eager to have him survey the region. One of his missions, in addition to mapmaking for the
RGS and collecting seeds for Bees & Co., the Cheshire plant firm that launched his career as
a plant hunter, was to trace the middle course of the Brahmaputra River, or Tsangpo as it is
called in Tibet, through the gorge. The connection between the two rivers had been a matter
of guesswork until around the turn of the century, when British survey expeditions
determined that the Tsangpo fed the Brahmaputra. Yet none of these teams had managed to
penetrate the Tsangpo’s rugged central canyon. In 1913, it remained a black hole to
geographers.

The name Brahmaputra had been fixed in Kingdon-Ward’s mind since he had heard it as a
boy. His father, Harry Marshall Ward, was a distinguished botanist at Cambridge, and
scholars and explorers returning from abroad would often stop at the university to see him.
One whom young Frank met had been to India and spoke of the Brahmaputra as a river of
mystery. “There are places up the Brahmaputra where no white man has ever been,” he is
reported to have told the boy. The remark captured Kingdon-Ward’s imagination and stayed
with him for years. In 1925, when he was writing The Riddle of the Tsangpo Gorges, he would
repeat very nearly the same line about Tibet as a whole.

It was on the 1913 expedition that Kingdon-Ward wanted to solve the “riddle” that had
been a source of fascination from the drawing rooms of Mayfair to the meeting halls at the
RGS: How could the same river that flowed past Lhasa at an altitude of about twelve
thousand feet lose so much elevation so rapidly after spilling off the Tibetan Plateau? By
the time the river emerges in the Abor Hills at the bottom of the gorge, roughly two hundred
miles from the top, it has dropped more than nine thousand feet. Somewhere in the depths
of the Tsangpo’s canyon, the speculation went, there must exist a waterfall to rival or
surpass Niagara, or even Victoria Falls on Africa’s mighty Zambezi River. Indeed, the idea
of a great lost waterfall in the gorge gained further credibility after the link between the
Tsangpo and Brahmaputra was established. Were the Tsangpo connected to a more distant
river such as the Irrawaddy or Salween, which lie east of the Brahmaputra, its mysterious
journey through the mountains would be long enough to bring it down to the foothills
without a waterfall. But the prevailing theory in 1913 was that the Tsangpo formed the
headwaters of the Brahmaputra, and the only way the two rivers could be linked was if
there was a monumental drop somewhere in the gorge.

Thus was born the legend of the Falls of the Brahmaputra—“the great romance of
geography,” as Kingdon-Ward called it. With typical pluck, he took a crash course at the
RGS in surveying and mapmaking before embarking for China in late 1912. But in the field,
surveying was for him a distraction from botanizing, and he had little aptitude for the tools



of the surveyor’s trade—the plane table, which looks like a ruled drawing board mounted
on a tripod and is used for recording the lay of the land; the theodolite, a kind of transit to
measure vertical and horizontal angles; and various sextants, barometers, clinometers, and
compasses. All these instruments were heavy and complicated, and attracted unwanted
attention. Anyone, especially a European, found with a plane table and theodolite in Tibet
would be suspected of spying.

During the nineteenth century, the British administration’s Survey of India had gone to
elaborate lengths to develop equipment and methods for its native surveyor-spies, called
pundits, to use on covert mapping missions in Tibet. Unlike Kingdon-Ward, with his fair
looks, they could disguise themselves as religious pilgrims or traders. Among their few
possessions, the pundits carried innocuous-looking prayer wheels in which they concealed
compasses and coded route notes; walking staffs that held thermometers for measuring the
boiling point of water and converting the results into altitude readings; rosaries strung with
a mathematically convenient 100 beads rather than the usual 108, the better to keep track
of their uniformly long paces, which they counted carefully, slipping a bead every hundred
paces, day after day after day.

In 1874 the pundit Nain Singh was dispatched from India with orders to follow the length
of the Tsangpo. Walking west to east, he reached the riverside town of Tsetang, about 250
miles short of the gorge, where he ran out of funds and was forced to return home by a
southern route across the Himalayas. Four years later, the Great Trigonometrical Survey of
India recruited a lama named Nem Singh—code-named “G.M.N” in survey reports (the
middle consonants of his name scrambled)—to carry on beyond Tsetang. After training in
clandestine surveying techniques, he set out from Darjeeling with a stouthearted Sikkimese
tailor, Kintup, or “K.P.” The pair succeeded in reaching the upper end of the gorge and the
village of Gyala, but extreme terrain below the hamlet forced them to abandon the effort.

After their journey, about a hundred miles of the river was left uncharted—the stretch
between Gyala and the British outpost of Sadiya, in Assam. The river’s plumbing in that
hundred-mile gap was still unverified. Any one of the three rivers that converged near
Sadyia—the Dihang, Dibong, and Lohit Brahmaputra—might have been connected to the
Tsangpo, as far as was known in the 1870s. British survey parties had also been working
upriver from Assam to find out which of the three it was and, they hoped, to close the
hundred-mile gap. Abor guerillas and a dense jungle slowed them to a pathetic pace; some
days they could manage only a hundred yards. Lt. Henry Harman, who commanded the
surveys, reported that even his dog could not make it through the wall of vegetation and
had to be carried. Harman became so debilitated by the tropical climate that he had to
return to the Indian hill station of Mussoorie to recuperate.

Harman chose Kintup again for the next mission—to survey the hundred-mile gap—and
paired him with a new pundit, a Chinese lama. They crossed into Tibet in 1880 and reached
Tsetang without incident. Here the lama fell ill for three weeks, during which time he
treated Kintup “very badly,” Kintup would later report. Further downriver, they stopped at
a village called Thun Tsung and found lodging. The lama, evidently a worldly fellow,
developed an eye for the innkeeper’s wife and struck up an affair with the woman—that
lasted four months. The adulterers were found out, and only when Kintup offered to pay the
cuckolded husband twenty-five rupees were the pundits allowed to proceed.



Things went from bad to worse for poor Kintup. By March of 1881, he and the lama had
reached Gyala in the gorge. They trekked beyond the village for several miles to the little
monastery at Pemakochung. In a report of his debriefing published some years later, Kintup
was quoted as saying that two miles below the monastery the Tsangpo fell over a cliff about
one hundred and fifty feet high. Beyond this point, the trail along the river peters out, and
one must detour up onto the steep, rhododendron-choked slopes above. Kintup and the lama
could manage no more and retraced their steps to a fort called Tongkyuk Dzong (dzong
means fort), where the lama promptly vanished. Kintup discovered that the scoundrel had
sold him into slavery, to the dzongpon (district administrator), and then made a hurried exit.

Kintup spent ten months in indentured servitude before he managed to give his captors
the slip. In March 1882, he struck out for the lower gorge, traveling along trails high above
the river (and thus skirting the unexplored gap). But the dzongpon’s men were in hot
pursuit. They caught up to him about thirty-five miles from Tongkyuk, at the monastery of
Marpung, where the abbot took pity on Kintup and bought him for fifty rupees.

Harman’s plan to verify that the Tsangpo fed the Dihang and thus the Brahmaputra was
still foremost in Kintup’s mind. The pundit had been directed to cut five hundred logs each a
foot long, bore holes into them, and insert into each a tin tube. Then, somehow, he was to
send word to Harman to position spotters on the Dihang where it enters Assam. Beginning
on the appointed day, Kintup would toss his logs into the Tsangpo fifty at a time. If the
observers spotted them, Harman’s conviction that the Dihang linked the Tsangpo to the
Brahmaputra would be borne out, thus solving part of the river’s mystery.

The abbot of Marpung was a kindly sort and occasionally allowed Kintup to visit sacred
sites in the gorge, recognizing him to be a devout Buddhist. On one such absence, Kintup cut
the logs and stashed them in a cave. Another time, the abbot allowed him to go on a
pilgrimage to Lhasa. There Kintup met a Sikkimese judge who was returning to Darjeeling.
He dictated a letter to the man with instructions to make sure that it reached Harman. Then
he trekked back to Marpung to await the first launch date.

Harman meanwhile had fallen gravely ill, and he left India in December 1882. (He died
five months later of pneumonia.) Kintup’s letter never reached him. And the logs? If they
did make it as far as the Dihang, they passed unnoticed.

Kintup eventually received his freedom from the abbot. Still mindful of his mission, he
followed the Tsangpo down toward Assam but soon entered territory controlled by the
Abors. The natives were “almost naked, wearing nothing but a wrapper over the lower part
of the body,” he reported. They were always armed with bow and arrow, and were said “to
eat dogs, snakes, tigers, leopards, monkeys, etc.” Friendly villagers told him that he would
certainly be killed if he proceeded. Still miles short of the border between Tibet and Assam,
Kintup was forced to turn around. He returned to the Tibetan Plateau and made his way
back to Darjeeling, arriving there in December 1884. He had been away four years.

Kintup’s return did not immediately come to the attention of Harman’s replacement, Col.
Henry Charles Baskerville Tanner. In fact, two years would pass before Kintup was
summoned to survey headquarters for a debriefing. Being illiterate, he had kept no notes
while in the gorge. Instead he dictated his account entirely from memory, in Hindustani,
which Tanner did not speak. The narrative was then translated, edited to remove any
militarily sensitive information, and published finally in 1889, in a limited edition of one



hundred and fifty copies.

In it, Kintup reportedly recalled that the big waterfall was about two miles from the
Pemakochung monastery, the point where he and the dastardly Chinese lama had run out of
trail and turned around. The report indicated that the Tsangpo fell over a cliff called Sinji-
Chogyal and, at the foot of the precipice, pooled up into a large lake. On sunny days,
rainbows were always visible at the foot of the cascade.

Eight years earlier, in 1881, the Proceedings of the Royal Geographical Society had reported
on the travels of a French missionary, Pére Desgodins, who spoke of “an immense waterfall
on the boundary of eastern Tibet.” Could there now be any doubt about the Tibetan
Niagara?

THE APPEARANCE OF Kintup’s report in 1889 rekindled the initiative to find the lost waterfall.

Several plans to penetrate the gorge from above were abandoned as being too risky—
supply lines were too tenuous, the journey from Lhasa too far. Reconnaissance parties were
also sent up from Assam. They ran into the Abors and were driven back. The initiative
stalled for some years, but in 1911, when Capt. Frederick M. “Eric” Bailey set out to solve
the mystery by himself, the search took on new life.

If anyone stood a chance of success in the gorge, it was Bailey. Tall, statesmanlike, and
ruggedly built, he was an avid sportsman and naturalist, and fluent in colloquial Tibetan.
He never traveled without his butterfly net and hunting rifles, and had earned the nickname
“Hatter” because of his habit of stopping in the most precarious situations to collect a new
species of insect or flower or bird. Younghusband regarded him as a “keen and adventurous
officer” and “an excellent fellow,” and detached him to explore western Tibet after the
Lhasa campaign. Bailey was toughened by the elements—temperatures of twenty-five
below, altitudes exceeding eighteen thousand feet—and he loved the spectacular landscape
and the people that it bred. He remained in Tibet after his tour of duty in the west,
befriending everyone from the lowest peasant to the Panchen Lama and reading everything
that had been written about the country. The conundrum of the Tsangpo’s falls especially
captivated him.

After nine years of hard duty in Central Asia, Bailey had earned a two-year furlough. In
August 1909, he sailed from Bombay to Edinburgh aboard the steamer Egypt and was soon
home among friends and family. When he was not fishing or hunting, or partying in
London at the Trocadero or the Ritz, he was concocting a bold plan to tackle the question of
the waterfall alone, as a private citizen, while on leave from the military.

By January 1911, Bailey was ready. He crossed the Channel and boarded a train in Paris,
bound for Moscow and eventually Peking. His sixteen-year-old former Tibetan servant boy,
Putamdu, had traveled all the way from Tibet to Peking at his behest, and the two took a
steamer up the Yangtze to Wanhsien, where they switched to sedan chairs for a two-week,
450-mile journey to Chengdu. (Bailey had been urged to take the chairs to give the
appearance of prestige, but he scorned his and walked much of the time.) From Chengdu
they set a course west and south, heading for the Tsangpo, with Bailey netting butterflies
and shooting partridge and hares as they went.



Meanwhile, all was not well in the jungles ahead. Around the time that Bailey and
Putamdu were sailing up the Yangtze, Abor tribesmen murdered the British political officer
in Assam, Noel Williamson, and thirty-nine of his men. Williamson had been well liked by
the natives—“largely cupboard love, I'm afraid,” Bailey explains, “for he used to give them
large presents of opium and other things.” Nevertheless, Williamson knew how
unpredictable the Abors could be; he was under orders not to trespass on their territory. The
last thing the British wanted was to stir up trouble on the far borders of the empire, only to
have to mount a costly punitive expedition. Williamson had ignored the order.

News of the massacre reached Bailey in Chengdu in the form of a cryptic four-word
telegram that his father sent to the consul-general: “Warn Bailey massacre Sadiya.” That
was all, and the consulate could provide no further news. “It was an alarming message,”
Bailey wrote, “because it failed to say who had massacred whom and why, and I had to
proceed with great caution.”

Later, he learned what had happened: Williamson and his men had crossed the Dihang
into Abor territory despite warnings from friendly locals that the party risked being
attacked. Brushing aside the advice, he marched upriver for several days until a number of
his Nepalese coolies became sick. Williamson’s medical officer, Dr. Gregorson, sent the three
worst cases back for treatment, along with a courier bearing letters about the progress of
the expedition. The men backtracked to the Abor village of Rotung, where they were
welcomed. But that night the self-aggrandizing messenger decided to impress his hosts and
took out the letters, flourishing them for all to see—a huge mistake.

The envelopes were white but bordered in black, to mourn the death of Edward VII. Each
had been sealed with red wax. The village chiefs asked the significance of the colors, and as
Bailey explains, the messenger answered:

““You see this white? That is for the two white men [Williamson and Dr. Gregorson]. And
this black line round them is Indian Military Police guard which surrounds them.’

‘And the red,” said the Abor, knowing that in his own tribe the symbol for anger was the
red of scarlet chilies, “that means anger?”

‘Yes,” said the letter carrier. ‘Great anger.’” ”

The letters, the village headman decided, must not be delivered to British authorities.
After the coolies and courier left Rotung the next morning, they were ambushed and killed.
Then the Abors chased down and slaughtered Williamson, Gregorson, and most of the
remaining porters.

“The whole affair in fact was caused by the foolish boasting of the Miri letter-carrier,”
Bailey wrote. “It was altogether a concatenation of foolish blunderings, though no more
foolish perhaps than the events which precipitate most wars.” To make the situation
stickier, matters between Tibet and China were at a crisis stage. In Lhasa, the widely
loathed Chinese viceroy and a hundred of his minions had been murdered. The Chinese
reaction was swift and brutal. Scores of Tibetans—men, women and children—were
beheaded or beaten to death. (Kingdon-Ward, it will be recalled, was in Yunnan province at
the same time as Bailey and met a minor Tibetan prince who had been beaten with heavy
clubs—fifteen hundred times. Bailey, in the Chinese town of Batang, met a lama who had
suffered twelve hundred blows one day and three hundred the next.) The whole of the gorge
country ahead was crawling with Chinese soldiers bent on revenge.



But Bailey had a passport from Peking that allowed him to be in Yunnan and Sichuan
provinces, and decided to take his chances. Traveling now by pony, with a New Zealand
missionary from Batang that he refers to only as Mr. Edgar, Bailey and his entourage
reached the Tibetan frontier at the Mekong River. Chinese soldiers were not inclined to let
Bailey use the cable crossing, but Edgar argued persuasively with them in Chinese and they
relented. The ponies were blindfolded, lashed to a wooden trolley that was hooked atop the
stout “cable” of twisted bamboo bark, and pushed off into space above the muddy Mekong.
The hundred-yard crossing took only seconds, and Bailey writes, “There was something
comic in their terror as they felt the ground disappearing from under their feet, and as they
flew across they stretched out their feet pathetically in all directions feeling for solid earth.”

The crossing—five men, three ponies, and six loads of luggage—took two hours. Finally,
in darkness, they stood on the opposite shore, now outside the bounds of Bailey’s passport,
in a war zone.

The deeply furrowed gorge country had them marching over fifteen-thousand-foot passes
in ice and snow, then descending into forests of colossal fir and cedar trees, some eleven
feet around at the trunk. Bears and goral, a kind of mountain goat with coarse reddish hair,
roamed the rugged slopes; overhead, noisy parrots darted through the forest canopy. The
group crossed into the Salween drainage and by June 15, 1911, they had reached the village
of Menkong, with its garrison of Chinese soldiers. Ironically, two days after they left,
heading for the Tsangpo, Kingdon-Ward pitched up in Menkong on his first prospecting
expedition for Bees & Company.

Edgar returned to Batang from Menkong, leaving Bailey alone with his men. For the next
two months, Bailey noted in his memoir, he did not see another white face. Chinese troops
had destroyed a number of monasteries that Bailey passed, and killed hundreds of monks,
but in the end it was not the Chinese who were his undoing. By the first of July, he had
reached the surviving monastery of Shugden Gompa, “on the very verge of the country into
which it had been my object to enter.” Streams flowing past the monastery fed a major
tributary of the Tsangpo called the Po Tsangpo, which flows south to join the main river at
the Tsangpo’s “Great Bend.” This confluence is not far from the location of Kintup’s reputed
waterfall, but to get there meant traversing territory controlled by the treacherous Poba
tribesmen, who were battling the Chinese and had killed five hundred of their troops. The
district administrator at Shugden Gompa refused to take responsibility for Bailey’s safety.
“[He] said I was certain to be killed,” Bailey wrote, “... [that] the Chinese would kill me for
a British spy, and the Pobas ... because they thought I was some kind of Chinese or because
they were in the habit of killing all strangers.”

When the administrator refused to supply Bailey with ponies and porters, there was
nothing left to do but turn back. “My disappointment when so near my goal can be
imagined,” Bailey wrote. “I spent the morning arguing about this, and it was not till two
o’clock that I reluctantly started on my return.”

Bailey’s furlough was nearly up, and he had to return to India by the most direct route—
straight down to Assam, or if the hill tribes along the route were still acting up, through
Burma. His plan was daring in its vagueness, especially considering that he still did not
know which tribe had been responsible for the Williamson massacre. To reach Sadiya, he
would pass right through the region where the murders had occurred.



He struck a course down the Zayul River with Putamdu, a second servant, and seven
coolies. The heat was oppressive: eighty-six degrees at five o’clock in the afternoon—and
this at an elevation of almost seven thousand feet. Bailey stuffed tobacco leaves in his
puttees to repel leeches, but to little avail. After one especially hard march, he discovered
his legs crawling with leeches—one hundred and fifty, and still counting when daylight
failed and he quit trying to remove them.

Along one trail, the party passed several wooden cages: display cases for the heads of
criminals decapitated by Chinese soldiers. “Though the heads had been removed, gruesome
traces were still left,” Bailey noted. At the village of Chikong, he discovered a garrison of
two hundred Chinese troops, but one of them recognized him from Batang and invited him
for a meal. Bailey treated several of the men with quinine, and the captain of the garrison
reciprocated by breaking out a bottle of champagne, putting him up in a comfortable hut,
and sending him on his way with two soldiers as escorts. Several months later, he learned
that the Poba tribesmen massacred the whole force and threw their bodies in the river.

Lower down in the hills, he met his first Mishimis—*“three dull, morose men with very few
clothes and wearing necklaces of dogs’ teeth, with long hair tied in a topknot on their
heads.” These were the “barbarians” the Chinese in Peking had told him about. They were
rumored to have tails, like monkeys. The closer he came to Mishimi country, however, the
shorter the reputed tails grew. Now they were said not to be “a luxurious curly thing ...
[but] a short stump about three inches long and very awkward to sit down upon. In fact,
you could always tell where a party of Mishimis had rested, as they were obliged to make
holes in the ground with sticks to tuck their tails into.”

Finally, he understood the source of the story: The Mishimis travel the hills with loads of
tea, and to take the weight off their backs, they lean on T-shaped sticks. The trails were
pitted with the holes of these walking staffs. The two Chinese soldiers escorting Bailey
refused to accept this explanation, pointing out that the three morose Mishimis were
wearing jackets just long enough to conceal a three-inch tail.

The Mishimi people were cordial to Bailey. They told him that the Abors had murdered
Noel Williamson and his party, which was a relief since the Mishimis were widely known to
have murdered two French missionaries sixty years earlier. Still, Bailey was wary and
became all the more so when he awoke one morning to see his Tibetan coolies slipping
quietly across a rope bridge and hustling up the trail toward home. Now it was just Bailey
and his faithful Putamdu.

The Mishimis wanted opium in exchange for replacement coolies, and Bailey was able to
oblige them. He had bought two pounds of it in China just for this eventuality. Under way
again, the small band proceeded along trails that Williamson had trod only five months
earlier. Bailey’s boots wore out, and he patched the soles with the hide of a takin—a sort of
mountain musk ox—that he had shot for his collection. In time the boots failed completely
and he had to resort to cutting up his canvas bathtub and strapping the pieces to his feet,
like mukluks. He developed a fever, his leech bites festered, and, he confessed, he “was in a
rather low state of health.”

Finally he reached Sadiya—clothing in rags, unshaven, scuffling along in his sorry
mukluks. The wife of a Captain Robinson invited him for tea. Luckily, Bailey noted, he still
had in the bottom of one tin box a blue serge suit, clean shirt, collar, and handkerchief



—*“and to my delight, a pair of bedroom slippers that I had completely forgotten.

“Washed and shaved and thus perfectly attired except for the bedroom slippers, I went to
call on Mrs. Robinson,” Bailey writes, “and the way I demolished her delicious but flimsy
cake must have astonished and dismayed her.”

Bailey was in hot water when he returned to India—officially, anyway. He was
reprimanded for having overstayed his leave and lost twenty days’ pay. But privately he
earned the congratulations of many in the Foreign Service, as well as medals from the
Royal Geographical Society and the United Service Institution of India. He had covered a
broad swath of uncharted and very strategic territory on his freelance journey, making
maps and picking up all sorts of intelligence about the region and its tribes. This was
critical information because the empire was about to strike back for the massacre of Noel
Williamson. The Indian government had decided to punish the Abors by sending a force
under the command of Sir Hamilton Bower, who even then was preparing to launch his
operation.

Bower’s avenging army was skilled in jungle warfare. Apart from seven hundred and
twenty-five Gurkha regulars, he recruited some three thousand five hundred Naga coolies,
who were the Abors’ blood enemies. The fierce Nagas went naked except for loincloths, and
each carried a long spear. Marching six abreast, they chanted a chilling war cry that
sounded like “He-hah! He-hoh!” It could be heard far ahead and was “calculated to put the
fear of God into all who heard it.”

Bailey had been a spy before, and he would be one again during his illustrious career in
Central Asia. For now, the foreign secretary, Sir Henry McMahon, knew an opportunity
when he saw one; he arranged for Bailey to return to the front to do “some quietly useful
work” as the punitive mission’s intelligence officer. This was the first opportunity anyone
had had in years to enter Tibet from Assam, McMahon realized, and Bailey was the ideal
man for the job. By October 1912 Bailey was back in Sadiya, itching to trek into the gorge
and find Kintup’s waterfall.

He would need a surveyor, and found a perfect match for himself in Capt. Henry
Morshead, a six-year veteran of the Survey of India who, Bailey could see, possessed
“extraordinary powers of physical endurance” and great enthusiasm for the project. When
the punitive mission began wrapping up, in the spring of 1913, he and Morshead began
scrounging supplies for their trek into the gorge—coincidentally at about the same time that
Frank Kingdon-Ward was collecting plants in neighboring China but entertaining visions of
lost Tibetan waterfalls. It was Kindgon-Ward’s great hope to put to rest all questions about
the Falls of the Brahmaputra during his 1913 expedition. But partway through it, he learned
in a letter from the RGS that Bailey and Morshead were intent on doing the same. Rather
than being let down or miffed, Kingdon-Ward applauded their effort. “[Bailey] will have got
to the falls by this time,” he wrote in an interim report to the RGS about his own progress,
“and he is not a man to fail.”

In pecioinG whicn route to take into the central gorge, where the falls was reputed to be,
Bailey and Morshead relied on the recollections of Tibetans from the village of Mipi, in the
lower canyon. These were the leftovers from a larger contingent of refugees who had fled
eastern Tibet in 1903, when the Chinese were overrunning them. Buddhist texts from the



seventeenth century refer to the gorge as Beyul Pemako, the “hidden land of the opening
lotus,” and prophesy that during times of strife it will serve as a sanctuary—an earthly
paradise where giant fruits grow that can feed a whole family, and crops flourish without
need for cultivation. Instead, the refugees found only a miserably inhospitable jungle and
hostile neighbors. Most of the immigrants had abandoned Mipi to return to the plateau,
perishing in droves on the homeward journey. About a hundred people had stayed behind,
too sick or too elderly to travel, and their headman, Gyamtso, became Bailey’s confidant
and route advisor (with the help of the village’s oracles).

The group—Bailey, Morshead, ten coolies from Mipi, and three jungle guides—set out in
the middle of May, traveling north. Morshead worked tirelessly and seemed utterly fearless.
“I believe he thought so little about danger that he didn’t realize that there was such a thing
as risk,” wrote Bailey. “[H]e would stand there covered with leeches and with blood oozing
out of his boots as oblivious as a small child whose face is smeared with jam. It worried me,
because I felt that I had to be responsible for Morshead’s tropical hygiene as well as my
own.” Some years later, on Mount Everest, Morshead’s cavalier attitude about his health
would cost him several fingers.

Advancing up the gorge, they came across a camp of “fleshless skeletons in rotting
clothes”—the remains of the Tibetan immigrants on their fatal retreat. The track vanished
into claustrophobic thickets of bamboo where the trees grew so close together that it was
impossible for a man to squeeze between them. Hacking their way through in pouring rain,
they trudged uphill to passes covered with waist-deep snow. Five of the coolies went
temporarily snow-blind, and Bailey touched off an avalanche but arrested his fall with the
handle of his butterfly net.

“I am often asked how Morshead and I planned our itinerary,” Bailey would write about
the trek years later, in No Passport to Tibet. “[Iln 1913 the idea never occurred to us that any
expedition should be routed and highly organized. There was so much to discover that once
we left Mipi, wherever we went and whatever we saw was important ... We were happy in
being opportunists ... [but] if we had been granted a vision of all that lay ahead of us, we
might well have flinched.”

When they neared the country of the savage Pobas, local officials again refused them
passage because of the danger of being murdered as Chinese collaborators. Instead, they
detoured around the region, planning to hit the Tsangpo again higher up and march down
the river looking for the waterfall. They reached Gyala on July 17 and saw a stream that
fell over a cliff the villagers called Singche Cho Gye. This was surely the waterfall to which
Kintup had referred, but it was just as surely not located on the Tsangpo. At Gyala, on a
rare clear day, they were treated to a spectacular view of Gyala Peri’s gleaming white
23,460-foot summit.

“In itself, it was one of the great mountains of the world,” Bailey wrote, “but what made
it so astonishing was that only thirteen miles away was the peak of Namche Barwa, 25,445
feet, and between them flows the Tsangpo over 14,000 feet below Gyala Peri and 16,000
feet below Namche Barwa.” It did not occur to Bailey that a canyon so deep might set a
world record. That “discovery” would be left for adventurers who would follow his footsteps
eighty years later, thinking of themselves as pioneers.

Each day below Gyala, the going became more difficult. At one point, nearing the



Pemakochung monastery, Bailey found a path leading down to the river and saw a
waterfall of about thirty feet, whose spray towered fifty feet above the riverbed. Morshead
spotted a rainbow in it and named it Rainbow Falls. Yet by that point, short on food,
exhausted, and feverish, they did not have high hopes for making much more progress. “We
did not admit it to one another, but each of us knew in his heart that we should never get
right through the gorges along the river bank,” Bailey confided. “It was getting worse and
worse ... as far as the western world was concerned, we were exploring country of which
nothing was known but much was speculated; one of the last remaining secret places of the
earth, which might perhaps conceal a fall rivaling the Niagara or Victoria Falls in grandeur.
The thought of what we might find in the next few days would anyway have kept me
awake, even if it had not been for the pain and throbbing of the cuts in my knees.”

But the discovery was not to be. Beyond the forlorn monastery, they were forced to claw
through the rhododendron thickets above the river, where the plants’ trunks were as thick as
a man’s leg. Their hands were raw and blistered from the constant chopping, and they were
now down to several days’ rations.

“Reluctantly we had to admit ourselves beaten,” Bailey writes. Although he and a guide
managed to go a few miles further into the canyon, he was in no shape to continue and had
to turn around. Their journey was far from over, however. Remarkably, Bailey and
Morshead surveyed the Tsangpo all the way back up to Tsetang, where Kintup and the
Chinese lama had started their survey. Then the two bedraggled explorers turned south and
crossed the Himalayas to India. After traveling more than sixteen hundred miles, mostly on
foot, they boarded the Eastern Bengal State Railroad at Rangiya looking more like tramps
than officers in the Indian government service. They reached Calcutta on November 17,
1913, and went straight to the Grand Hotel to celebrate with a hot bath and a meal.

When Bailey returned to London, he made a formal report to the RGS. “The falls reported
to be 150 feet in height have been proved to be merely an exaggerated rapid of 30 feet,” he
told a well-attended meeting on June 22, 1914. Yet at the same time, he acknowledged that
there remained an unexplored gap in the very heart of the gorge—in the very deepest,
darkest section, where the river disappeared as if it were pouring down a drain to the
center of the earth. The ten-mile-long gap was lined on one side by an almost sheer cliff
rising thousands of feet and on the other by a series of knife-edged ridges that sliced down
from the heights of Namche Barwa and plunged into the Tsangpo’s boiling white water.
Trying to work down into the gap from upstream or to penetrate it from below was simply
more than Bailey could contemplate, and he was made of tough stuff. To traverse those
ridges and follow the river into the inner gorge would have been like scaling the pleats of
some giant accordion, then rappelling down the other side, only to begin again.

In China, mucking about in the Mekong-Salween divide, Kingdon-Ward learned in a letter
from the RGS of Bailey’s uncertain findings on the Tsangpo. By leaving an unexplored gap
of ten miles in the Tsangpo Gorge, Bailey had left the door slightly ajar to the plant hunter
to make a name for himself as the discoverer of the Falls of the Brahmaputra. Kingdon-
Ward wrote back to the RGS and vowed to one day “solve some of the Indo-China puzzles”
himself, even if it meant dying in the attempt. A decade would pass—ten years that began
with a world war and ended with his marriage to a pretty blond socialite twelve years
younger than he—before he was able to make good his promise to carry on the search for



the mythical waterfall.

In ve vears during and immediately after the Great War, Kingdon-Ward had shifted around

widely. He saw noncombat duty with the 116th Mahrattas in Mesopotamia (now Iraq),
spent several years in Burma botanizing, then in 1920 returned to England for home leave.
At thirty-five years old, he was already going gray, due partly to genetics but also to the
stresses of prolonged work in the Himalayas. Terrible fevers had flattened him for weeks at
a time, and he was forever turning up at some godforsaken outpost of the empire such as
Fort Hpimaw on the Burma-Yunnan border, his boots flapping, his beard long and matted,
his green eyes looking haggard. Plant collecting and soldiering had forged him into a lithe,
wiry, five-foot-eight welterweight. His face was prematurely lined but ruggedly handsome,
and he had an eye for the ladies.

For all his stoicism in the field, Kingdon-Ward was quite the romancer while on furlough.
He seemed to be perpetually falling in love and proposing, only to be disappointed. On the
voyage back to England in 1920, he was smitten with a beauty named Alice and composed
an odd lyric about her:

Alice in wonderland,

Alice through the looking glass,
Alice for short

Alice,

Alice where art thou, (hiding?)
Alice blue gown

When he reached England, he would have pursued marrying Alice had not his letters to
her been intercepted by a meddlesome relative. Ultimately, Alice’s parents forbade their
daughter from carrying on with a vagabond botanist who barely eked out a livelihood
hunting for plants in China. Soon afterward a resilient Kingdon-Ward was carrying a torch
for another woman and decided to propose to her. She not only turned him down but
eloped with another suitor (the second time that had happened to Kingdon-Ward). Then he
fell for a golden-haired goddess named Florinda Norman-Thompson. She, too, turned him
down but after seeing him off to China in 1921 reconsidered his offer.

Florinda was twenty-three when the two met. Taller than Kingdon-Ward, she was fine-
boned, energetic, and charming. She usually wore her hair up, and she dressed in long skirts
and big hats—not particularly a la mode for the Roaring Twenties, but still alluring.
Although she had declined Kingdon-Ward’s hand in marriage, she thought him
“extraordinarily brave” and longed for his company while he was away. So, on the first day
of 1922, after taking a long early-morning walk, she sat down to write Kingdon-Ward, who
was then in Asia. “My Dearest,” she began, “In case you did not get last week’s letter, I am
making an amplification of it. My Dear, I wrote to ask if you would marry me when you
came home.”

It’s miraculous that any letters or cables could reach someone working in the wilderness
at the ends of the earth. But to the British, the reliability of the imperial mails was a point
of national pride. No destination was too remote, from the bush outposts of Rhodesia



(where mail was borne by runners in khaki shorts and fezzes) or the jungles of Burma to the
hill stations perched on the verge of the Indian Himalayas. The British historian James
Morris observed that regular mail service to the colonies “strongly appealed to the British
sense of far-flung order” if not their romanticism. Even before the turn of the century, a
letter to India took but seventeen days to travel from London to Calcutta by rail and
steamer.

Florinda had mixed luck with the mails. Her first proposal of marriage seems to have
gone astray, even though it was sent via the celebrated travel firm of Thomas Cook & Son,
which had worldwide offices and was so adept at logistics and communication that in 1884
the British government hired it to organize an expedition up the Nile to rescue Maj. Gen.
Charles Gordon, the head of the British government in war-torn Sudan, from which Britain
was withdrawing. The second missive reiterating her proposal she dispatched to a boyhood
friend of Kingdon-Ward’s, Kenneth Ward, who was then teaching mathematics at Rangoon
University. That letter found the plant hunter preparing to embark on an expedition that
would start in Yunnan province and finish in India. Kingdon-Ward had hoped to make this
arduous traverse in 1913 but had been foiled by political unrest in the region. This time it
was fever, probably malaria, that felled him in the mountainous jungles of northern Burma
not long after he started. Unable to take any food except a few raw eggs, Kingdon-Ward
grew so weak that his porters had to carry him back to Fort Hertz on a bamboo stretcher.
He was on the verge of death when he was admitted to the small field hospital there and
was still tremendously debilitated when he returned to England.

Florinda nursed him back to a reasonable state of health, and the couple was married in a
civil ceremony in April 1923. Yet even as they were settling into domestic bliss, Kingdon-
Ward was already planning his return to Tibet, this time to find the lost waterfall—“to go
right through the gorge and tear this last secret from its heart,” as he put it. So soon after
slipping the ring on Florinda’s finger did he immerse himself in the logistics of the
expedition that it seems doubtful that the mission (or any other that he would plan in the
years to come) was ever far from his mind. In any case, Mrs. Kingdon-Ward found herself at
the docks again in February 1924, wishing her new husband Godspeed and a safe return.
They had been married less than a year.

ThE vovace our to India took about a month. With Kingdon-Ward was Lord Cawdor, a game

twenty-four-year-old Scottish earl who had attended Cambridge. The fifth earl of Cawdor—
John, or Jack to his friends—was athletic, keen for natural history, and gung ho for
adventure, and Kingdon-Ward had recruited him for his brains, eagerness, and money. The
young peer had agreed to finance part of the expedition and also to be responsible for the
dreaded chore of surveying. He also willingly took on the task of studying the local tribes in
the gorge while Kingdon-Ward busied himself with finding and collecting plants and seeds.
In the end, Cawdor contributed the final two chapters of Kingdon-Ward’s The Riddle of the
Tsangpo Gorges, about the tribes: the Monpas, descendants of Bhutanese refugees who
resettled in the region in the early nineteenth century; the Lopas, a local term loosely
meaning “aborigines” (Kingdon-Ward describes them as short and “simian”-looking); and
the fierce and jungly Abors, who had murdered Williamson and his men.

The pair landed in Calcutta just as a crushing heat wave settled over the Gangetic Plain.



With daytime temperatures hovering around ninety degrees in the shade, and little respite
after sundown, they rushed to get out of “the city of dreadful night” as soon as possible. On
March 9, after four unbearable days, they boarded the night train for Darjeeling, the hill
station three hundred and fifty miles to the north and seven thousand feet higher, where the
British administration had its summer capital. At six o’clock the next morning, while
switching to the toylike narrow-gauge train that to this day makes the wheezing six-hour,
eighty-mile-long climb to the city, they caught their first glimpse of the Himalayas, hazy in
the distance.

Darjeeling was the traditional staging area for expeditions to Tibet. Younghusband had
launched his assault on Lhasa from there in 1904, and the ill-fated 1922 and 1924 British
expeditions to Mount Everest—whose numbers included George Leigh-Mallory and Andrew
Irvine—also used the so-called queen of hill stations as a staging area. It’s a lovely spot:
cool, misty, and surrounded by endless acres of tea plantations (a landscape that Kingdon-
Ward deemed “picturesque but monotonous”), and strategically located near the main pass
leading into Tibet, the Jelap La (la means “pass” in Tibetan) in nearby Sikkim.

The expedition stores had been held up in customs in Calcutta, so Kingdon-Ward and
Cawdor had a few days to linger in Darjeeling. They may have taken pleasant walks on the
Mall or drinks at the Rockville Hotel, but Kingdon-Ward’s account of the sojourn is all
business—checking on the delayed equipment, changing money for the expedition into
silver rupees, and hiring muleteers, among them an eager-to-please fellow that Kingdon-
Ward nicknamed Sunny Jim, whom he describes as a “cheerful idiot.” Gen. Charles Bruce,
the leader of the 1924 Everest expedition, met Kingdon-Ward and Cawdor in Darjeeling and
helped them find pack animals for the first leg of their journey and hire the camp staff.

Kingdon-Ward could be wickedly derisive of natives. He once observed gratuitously that
two Tibetan boys he had hired as collecting assistants “showed symptoms of intelligence.”
One senses, however, that his barbs grew out of a general frustration at not being able to
accomplish everything he set out to do. Cawdor, on the other hand, displayed the sort of
racist superiority that infected the Raj. Waiting for the expedition gear to arrive at the
railhead village of Kalimpong, near Darjeeling, he was disturbed in his sleep by a raucous
religious festival. “The local coons made a beastly wailing noise and beat drums far into the
night,” he grumbled in his journal.

In Kalimpong, the pair did some eleventh-hour shopping for spices and other foodstuffs,
but Kingdon-Ward knew better than to stock up for the full year that they would be gone.
Finding transportation via mule or yak couldn’t be guaranteed in the remote reaches of
Tibet, but in any case traveling heavy was not Kingdon-Ward’s style. “The essence of
traveling rapidly in Asia is undoubtedly to travel light,” he observed in a 1936 lecture
delivered at the Royal Geographical Society. “For the most part, my servants and I lived on
the country. It is always possible to get butter and milk in Tibet, and the older I get the
more easy I find it to live on milk. In fact, in my fiftieth year, I lived chiefly on milk just as
I did in my first year.”

A hardworking stoic, he placed no premium on fine dining in the field and rarely lingered
over meals before turning back to botanical work. Still, by his usual standards, this
expedition was lavishly stocked. Before leaving London, he had stopped in at Fortnum &
Mason and ordered six cases of provisions—a variety of jams, tinned butter, Quaker oats,



mincemeat, Heinz baked beans, dehydrated soup, Yorkshire relish, tinned paté de foie gras,
a smoked ham, bacon, Mexican chocolate bars, coffee, tea, and cocoa. Each case weighed
sixty pounds, the maximum load a porter could reasonably carry.

Because the provisions and equipment were slow to arrive from Calcutta, their host in
Kalimpong, the director of the Scottish mission, offered to forward the stuff to Phari or
Gyantse in Tibet, two trade posts where Cawdor and Kingdon-Ward would be stopping.
Kingdon-Ward was itching to cross into Sikkim. The country’s political officer—
conveniently enough—was now Eric Bailey, a veteran of two expeditions to the Tsangpo
Gorge. Bailey promised to be an invaluable source about routes in the gorge and would be
full of stories about his 1913 search for the lost waterfall. More important, though, he was
holding Kingdon-Ward’s and Cawdor’s Tibetan passports. Without the documents, the two
would go nowhere.

Permission to enter Tibet was easier to obtain than it had been ten years earlier, but
entry was by no means guaranteed, in part because of what Kingdon-Ward refers to as the
“antics of certain English travelers.” While he does not elaborate in The Riddle of the
Tsangpo Gorges, the “travelers” were the members of the 1921 Mount Everest reconnaissance
team, whose numbers included a geologist. Shortly after the team had finished its work and
left Tibet, in September 1921, Tibet’s prime minister had lodged a diplomatic complaint:
Local officials had reported to him that members of the team had desecrated the sacred hills
around Everest by digging turquoise and rubies and carrying the stones away. To the
Tibetans, Everest is Chomolungma, Goddess Mother of the World. The lands around the
massif are protected by malevolent deities, and, the minister explained, it was now feared
that they would seek revenge by causing epidemics to spread among the local people and
livestock. The prime minister suggested that future expeditions to Tibet might be barred.

Had it not been for Bailey’s intervention, along with that of Sir Charles Bell, a former
political officer in Sikkim and old Tibet hand himself, Everest might have remained off-
limits to the British until a later date. In that event, the lives of seven Sherpas lost during
the 1922 expedition, as well as those of Mallory and Irvine in 1924, would have been
spared. As it was, Bailey appealed directly to the thirteenth Dalai Lama, assuring him that
any reports of gemstone mining were false and that future teams would observe all Tibetan
customs. Bailey and Bell were among the few political officers in the Raj who could speak
fluent Tibetan, and both were on especially good terms with the god-king. They had helped
orchestrate his narrow escape from Lhasa in 1910, when two thousand Chinese troops
marched into the city to reassert Chinese control over Tibet. Bailey had come up with the
idea of disguising His Holiness as a dak wallah, a postal runner. The Dalai Lama—carrying
the official mailbag that Bailey had procured for him—slipped into India and spent the next
two years in Darjeeling as the guest of the British before the situation at home cooled down
enough for him to return.

Bailey and his wife were stationed in Gangtok, Sikkim’s capital. Kingdon-Ward and
Cawdor spent two “delightful” days with them, but Kingdon-Ward is otherwise unrevealing
about the meeting. In The Riddle of the Tsangpo Gorges, he offers up some boilerplate flattery
about Bailey being a “distinguished Tibetan explorer himself” but sheds no light on Bailey’s
heroic 1913 expedition to the gorge with Morshead, who coincidentally went on to join the
1921 Everest reconnaissance team. In 1922, climbing with Mallory on the first attempt at



Everest’s upper slopes, Morshead lost three fingers to frostbite.

Kingdon-Ward is hardly more illuminating about Cawdor. During their brief sojourn in
Sikkim, the great plant hunter was much more interested in observing the country’s
“wonderland” of alpine forests—strewn with white orchids, scarlet rhododendrons, and
mauve primroses—than he was in nattering with his young protégé. Cawdor was already
having second thoughts about traveling with a botanist as focused and dry as Kingdon-
Ward.

Riding ponies, the two crossed the pass into Tibet and made good time to Gyantse,
located about one hundred and fifty miles west of Lhasa. Kingdon-Ward was happy to be
back in Tibet, even to smell the familiar odor of the Tibetans, who never bathed and
smelled of campfire smoke and rancid yak butter. “Raw and monotonous as the landscape
is,” he wrote, “these wide, open empty spaces with the thin keen air rushing over them, and
the crude generous colouring of earth and sky, beckon man on and on, to investigate and
explore and enjoy.”

At Gyantse, while Kingdon-Ward was nursing an ulcerated tongue, Cawdor boisterously
fell in with the little community of British and Indian soldiers and administrators. The
Europeans numbered six, including a trade agent, medical officer, commander of the guard,
and principal of the school for Tibetans. Cawdor played soccer with them (on the Tibetan
team, facing the Sikhs), and finally encouraged Kingdon-Ward to stand for a couple of
matches of tennis and four chukkas of polo. In spite of a painful tongue and his seriousness
of purpose, Kingdon-Ward was a good sport. He had a ripping good time at polo, his first
taste of that sport. “Great fun,” he wrote. “First pony wouldn’t gallop, second wouldn’t go
near the ball.” He also made time to botanize around the town.

After a week, their equipment and food stores caught up with them. They loaded
everything on yaks, mules, oxen, and ponies, and on April 11, 1924, set out on the long
journey to the gorge. Bailey had given them directions, but in any event Kingdon-Ward
knew where he was going from his earlier expeditions to Yunnan and Burma. Still, once
they had passed Yamdrok Lake and left the northerly road to Lhasa, as Kingdon-Ward
notes, they quite literally rode “off the map.”

In a strict sense, Kingdon-Ward and Cawdor were not entering entirely uncharted territory

when they left Yamdrok Lake and rode into the great wastes of eastern Tibet. Although the
region was certainly not well known in 1924, it had been partially mapped by the pundits
and Bailey and Morshead, and written about by various clerics, military men, civilian
explorers, and the odd plant collector or two, including himself. But theirs was a small
fraternity: In the six centuries preceding the British invasion of Lhasa in 1904, fewer than
two hundred Europeans—invited guests and gate-crashers alike—had managed to penetrate
Tibet’s diplomatic isolation and return home to write about their travels.

Their maps and written accounts gave shape first to the country’s physical and cultural
geography. But there were stories, too, that conjured up a rich supernatural landscape in
Tibet and the relationship to it enjoyed by Tibetan Buddhists. By the time Kingdon-Ward
and Cawdor began their journey, Tibet was perceived not just as a land of high mountains
and vast open spaces, as it had been, but now also as a realm of magic and mystery. Here
were lamas capable of levitation, flying mountains and magic lakes, reincarnated deities



whose excrement was packed into sacramental pills, poison cults, oracles who selected the
nation’s maximum leaders by divination, and cave-dwelling hermits who endured subzero
temperatures purely through the power of meditation. Tibet was imagined to be a kind of
Buddhist Arcadia, an island of enlightenment hovering in the sky, where lamas retained
esoteric knowledge lost to the modern world. That it was cut off by stupendous mountains
and vigilant border guards simply fed the fantasy.

The Australian cultural historian Peter Bishop has called Tibet an “imaginable
complexity,” arguing that it has been embroidered out of travelers’ tales over the centuries
and transformed into a sacred place. “Travel writing is not concerned only with the
discovery of places but also with their creation,” Bishop writes in The Myth of Shangri-La. In
devouring the literature on Tibet—and his bibliography is massive, encompassing references
on everything from Jungian dream analysis to Western fantasy making—Bishop concludes
that the country began almost as “a mere rumor in the mid-eighteenth century, but a
hundred years later had evolved into one of the last great sacred places of Victorian
Romanticism. Its significance still reverberates strongly through European fantasies to this
day.”

Consider the contribution to this myth by Alexandra David-Neel, the French orientalist,
explorer, and author who in 1923 became the first European woman to reach Lhasa. Her
difficult four-month journey took place while Kingdon-Ward and Cawdor were making final
preparations in England for their Tsangpo expedition, and her book about the trip, My
Journey to Lhasa, came out in 1927, the year after The Riddle of the Tsangpo Gorges. A
sensation in its day and now a cult classic, My Journey to Lhasa is a window onto Western
perceptions of Tibet during the Jazz Age, when all things occult were in vogue, from Ouija
boards to Theosophy. It brims with stories about paranormal phenomena and esoteric
meditative practices, one of which—called thumo reskiang, or the art of increasing one’s
body temperature—kept her alive one bitter night en route to Lhasa. (“I saw flames arising
around me,” she writes. “They enveloped me, curling their tongues above my head. I felt
deliciously comfortable.”)

David-Neel was a respected scholar of Tibetan Buddhism. She had met the Dalai Lama in
Darjeeling during his 1910-1912 exile and so impressed him with her knowledge of Sanskrit
that he urged her to further her studies. So in 1914, while the First World War was raging at
home, she crossed illegally into Tibet from India and spent a year at a monastery several
miles inside the frontier. In 1916, after living with a hermit-tutor in a cave in Sikkim, she
crossed the border again, this time visiting Shigatse, the seat of the Panchen Lama, who is
considered by some Tibetan religious leaders to be the spiritual superior of the Dalai Lama.
Because David-Neel had violated both the British administration’s ban on crossing into Tibet
and Tibet’s own ban on travel, Sir Charles Bell himself ordered her thrown out of Sikkim
and fined her. That only stiffened her resolve to reach Lhasa and meet the Dalai Lama,
which she ultimately succeeded in doing—by traveling as a beggar, dressed in rags and
carrying a revolver under her robes. As a rogue Frenchwoman, she did not have the consent
of the British or the Tibetans that Kingdon-Ward and Cawdor enjoyed on their officially
sanctioned expedition. This galled her no end.

Several years after the appearance of My Jourmney to Lhasa, David-Neel published With
Mystics and Magicians in Tibet. In it, she recounts a story that embodies the enduring fantasy



that all things might be possible in Tibet. The tale concerns an encounter with one of Tibet’s
legendary wind runners, or lung-gom-pa, who appeared one day while she and her servants
were crossing northern Tibet:

“Towards the end of the afternoon ... I noticed, far away in front of us, a moving black
spot which my field-glasses showed to be a man [proceeding] at an unusual gait and,
especially, with an extraordinary swiftness,” she begins. A servant takes a closer look
through her binoculars and pronounces the figure to be a lama Ilung-gom-pa. He warns
David-Neel not to break the lama’s trance, for if suddenly roused, the man might perish.
When the runner approaches, David-Neel could see

his perfectly calm impassive face and wide-open eyes with their gaze fixed on
some invisible far-distant object situated somewhere high up in space. The man
did not run. He seemed to lift himself from the ground, proceeding by leaps. It
looked as if he had been endowed with the elasticity of a ball and rebounded
each time his feet touched the ground.... His right hand held a phurba [magic
dagger]. His right arm moved slightly at each step as if leaning on a stick, just as
though the phurba, whose pointed extremity was far above the ground, had
touched it and were actually a support.

After the lama passes by, they pursue him for about two miles, but he vaults up a steep
slope and disappears into the mountains. “Riders could not follow that way, and our
observations came to an end,” she writes. “We could only turn back and continue our
journey.”

On the strength of such enchanting tales, David-Neel became, according to sinologist and
journalist Orville Schell, “the guru of choice for those Westerners with a yearning to believe
in an idealized Eastern never-never land.” Kingdon-Ward was not much interested in all this
mumbo jumbo. He was seeking flowering plants first and a waterfall second. The
mythology of Tibet and in particular that of the gorge as a sacred hidden land, or beyul,
would play into his story, but not to any great extent. It would take another generation of
more spiritually minded explorers to actually go looking for the entrance to the never-never
land in the Tsangpo Gorge, which according to some accounts lay within the ten-mile gap
that had defeated Bailey and which Kingdon-Ward and Cawdor were about to face.
Ironically, the object of their search in the gap, the elusive waterfall, would play a central
role in the latter-day hunt for the earthly paradise that Tibetans know as Beyul Pemako.

On their expedition, Kingdon-Ward and Cawdor were driven by questions about the
physical geography of the gorge, not its spiritual landscape. As the pair rode east toward
the gorge, they were filled with hope that they would finally lay to rest all questions about
the lost waterfall.

“We approached the matter with open minds and were prepared for almost anything,”
Kingdon-Ward wrote, “except the possibility of failure.”

CawpOR AND KINGDON-WARD Were not a great match as traveling companions, and not long after

leaving the small comforts and companionship of Gyantse, the young lord had grown
prickly. Four days into the trip, in the midst of an awful dust storm, a piece of Cawdor’s



pony’s tack had broken. Kingdon-Ward, perhaps being phlegmatic or maybe just lost in
thought, had not stopped to offer a hand, and Cawdor lit into him, cursing “quite
unreasonably,” he lamented to himself later that evening in his journal.

Although only a brief row, it revealed a tension between the two men. They “made it up”
right away, Cawdor notes, “and felt the atmosphere lift immediately,” but it would soon
darken again.

“There’s not much companionship to be got out of such a chap,” Cawdor recorded in his
journal some months later. “In my whole life, I’ve never seen such an incredibly slow
mover ... [and] if I ever travel again, I'll make damned sure it’s not with a botanist. They
are always stopping to gape at weeds.

“Evidently,” he concluded, “God never intended him to be a companion to anyone.”

That was an impression others took away as well, not least Ronald Kaulback, who joined
Kingdon-Ward as surveyor on a 1933 collecting trip to the hill country of Assam just below
the gorge. Kaulback, who was twenty-three, recalls feeling slightly unnerved by Kingdon-
Ward when the two first met in London, and as their train clattered east from Calcutta
toward Assam, he felt that Kingdon-Ward was studying him. The stoniness rarely cracked,
not even after the two reached their base camp in the lush hills of Assam. As Kaulback told
Charles Lyte, Kingdon-Ward’s biographer, “He was, to start with at any rate, until I got to
know him, a very, very difficult man to travel with, simply because he could so easily fall
into total silence, which would last for two or three days. Not a damn thing. He might say,
‘Good Morning,” [but] otherwise he would just march along, and at the end of the day sit
down and have a meal, but nothing, not a word.”

In time, Kaulback stopped worrying about Kingdon-Ward’s silences. They were stress-
related, he decided, the product of the intense strain Kingdon-Ward put himself under while
working in the field. “He always felt he could have done better, and should have done
better,” Kaulback said. “He was never satisfied.” Progress reports that Kingdon-Ward
regularly sent back to the RGS display a trace of this anxiousness, perhaps even a tinge of
insecurity. His letters are relentlessly upbeat, except when he is being hard on himself.

Nevertheless, Kaulback never made an issue of the silences. Kingdon-Ward was the classic
loner, Kaulback decided, and one tough, self-sufficient loner at that. But he was not always
dour. After a few days of moodiness, he would “snap out of it and be great fun,” Kaulback
noted. Once, while celebrating Easter at a boozy dinner with a provincial official, Kingdon-
Ward broke out his ukulele and tore through a medley of minstrel tunes while Kaulback
danced the Black Bottom and the Charleston. They were an immense hit with the villagers.

“It was one of the only times I saw him laugh,” Kaulback recalled. “He was laughing
away like mad at a table piled with that god-awful Chinese spirit, and twanging away at
this evilly played ukulele.”

Kingdon-Ward never showed this side of himself to Cawdor. The younger man grew
homesick and physically ill, and he had to rely on Kingdon-Ward to communicate with the
camp staff, since he spoke no Hindustani. The food was not to Cawdor’s liking, either, in
spite of Kingdon-Ward’s efforts at Fortnum & Mason. He grumbled in his journal about the
toughness of a locally procured chicken. “It was such hard work to eat that one was
hungrier at the end than at the start,” Cawdor wrote. “By God I could do justice to a
damned slice of Figgy Duff [a baked desert] tonight.”



Beyond Yamdrok Lake, they traveled through a valley of sparkling streams and April’s
green pastures, where “birds sang in groves of budding trees and whitewashed houses
loomed through a pink mist of almond blossom,” Kingdon-Ward rhapsodized. “If this is the
real Tibet, what a maligned country it is! Could anything be more charming and peaceful,
more full of spring grace and freshness?”

But the trees soon vanished as they pushed east, leaving a landscape of bare brown hills.
Their route intersected the Tsangpo River at Tsetang, roughly fifty miles southwest of
Lhasa. Wet snow fell there, leaving the streets ankle-deep in slush and mud. The river was
“mooning sluggishly along between harsh barren mountains,” the wind was roaring, and
the air was thick with blowing sand from the dunes piled up alongside the river. Though
wide and sluggish, the river carried an enormous volume of water that acted like a great
mill, grinding together granite boulders in the riverbed and producing an “inexhaustible
supply of sand.” Several villages on the river below Tsetang had been abandoned after
blowing sand smothered their croplands.

By this time, Kingdon-Ward and Cawdor had fallen into their routines. Cawdor was
surveyor, but he had also become, as he put it, “head transport wallah, Quartermaster,
Good Samaritan and Pioneer Sergeant.” In other words, he did all the scut work that
Kingdon-Ward couldn’t be bothered with. The great plant hunter was there to look for
plants. He had commissions to fulfill, including one as a favor for the Dalai Lama, who had
a green thumb and wanted Kingdon-Ward to bring him seeds for the gardens around his
house in Lhasa. “KW,” as Cawdor referred to him in journal entries, was also collecting for
the British Natural History Museum and the Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew, a massive job
that required him to put up specimens of just about every plant along their route, whether
or not it had any ornamental value for gardeners back home.

Downstream from Tsetang, earthquakes had destroyed trails along the south or right side
of the Tsangpo, so they ferried across to the north bank in a flotilla of five coracles, little
circular boats with willow frames and yak-leather hulls. From there, they walked over the
breathtaking Lung La in a driving snowstorm, postholing into knee-deep snow at the
sixteen-thousand-foot summit of the pass. Their transport fell far behind, and by nightfall,
the two were resigned to spending a long night out. Just then, they heard a shout and saw a
torch through the swirling snow: the monastery of Chokorchye. Hot buttered tea and a
night’s sleep next to a charcoal fire revived them.

The caravan crept forward at an exasperating pace—as slow as the sluggish Tsangpo,
Kingdon-Ward complained. According to local custom, they had to stop and change pack
animals in every village. Their retinue took on a dozen women and girls to carry the
bundles that could not be piled on the “kicking ponies and sleepy oxen.” The women were
short and sturdy, and as Kingdon-Ward remarked, “their habit of smearing black varnish
over their faces does nothing either to conceal a latent comeliness or to intensify their
ugliness.”

At the village of Trungsasho, they were introduced to the Dalai Lama’s sister, who was
taking her ponies to water. “She was just a simple country wench, with a rather pronounced
goiter, living on in the old village, completely unaffected by the knowledge that her brother
was the ruler of all Tibet, and venerated as a god by millions outside the country,” Kingdon-
Ward wrote. State oracles had sought the boy out and proclaimed him to be the



reincarnation of the previous Dalai Lama after he recognized certain holy objects.

Unlike the hostile natives of the lower Tsangpo, villagers in this region were welcoming.
They brought gifts of milk, butter, and eggs, sticking out their tongues in greeting to show
that they were not demons. (In the pre-Buddhist Bon tradition, all demons were said to
possess black tongues.) Living on the verge of Pemako, the locals were well aware of the
spiritual significance of Kingdon-Ward and Cawdor’s destination. In both Buddhist and Bon
mythology, the gorge and mountains guarding it are gateways to a promised land beyond
time and space, where one might break free from the endless cycle of death and
reincarnation. According to scripture, only those with pure intentions and sufficient merit
can enter the hidden land; all others will find only empty mountains, blinding storms,
landslides, floods, and perhaps even death.

It was an unusually bleak spring—wet and very windy, with many passes to the south
still closed by snow. The wind howled all day, kicking up a maze of dust devils that danced
across the riverside dunes and gradually flowed together into what Kingdon-Ward described
as a “dense fog” of sand. “Fierce draughts spun the sand aloft, rasping the cliffs,” he wrote,
“and under the pewter-coloured skies, the leaden water, dully gleaming, nosing its way
amongst the wet dunes and snow-clad mountains, looked very forlorn.”

Cawdor came down with fever, a dog bit one of the staff, and the ponies bolted
repeatedly, strewing stoved-in packing cases and ripped-up valises along the trail.
“[A]ltogether, we were in a bad way,” Kingdon-Ward confessed.

Everyone needed a rest, he decided. He called a halt at the fortress of Tsela Dzong, where
he and Cawdor settled into a comfortable house, much relieved by the thought of not having
to repack their kit for the next two weeks. For Kingdon-Ward also came the excitement of
planning his first botanical reconnaissance of the expedition. The fort overlooked the
confluence of the clear-running Gyamda River and the muddy Tsangpo, and the
surrounding hills were splashed with rhododendrons smothered in blooms of lemon yellow,
salmon pink, mahogany, and bright purple. Once the wind died in the evening, you could
stand on the ramparts of the fort and see the distant, snowbound summit of Namche Barwa
towering above the deepest part of the gorge.

In fact, they stayed in this idyllic spot for three weeks before moving a couple of days
east to the village of Tumbatse, which Bailey had recommended using as a base of
operations. Situated up in the fir forests at about twelve thousand feet, Tumbatse was a
smart choice: close to the gorge, with a fine climate and picturesque scenery, and with
masses of flowering plants to collect locally. It was June when they arrived, and the alpine
meadows were bursting with spring flowers. Snow-white clematis hung in frozen cascades
from the treetops, rhododendrons bloomed profusely in the boggy clearings, and along the
rushing brooks an especially beautiful poppy was just opening its sky-blue flowers. This was
the soon-to-be-celebrated Meconopsis baileyi, named after Eric Bailey.

Bailey had collected one specimen of the poppy during his and Morshead’s 1913
expedition. They were riding out from the fort where Kintup had been enslaved, hoping to
find the fabled waterfall, when they passed through a series of grassy meadows below the
fifteen-thousand-foot Nyima La north of the Tsangpo’s upper gorge. It was July 10, and
Bailey made this entry in his journal: “Among the flowers were blue poppies I had not seen
before.” He’d been riding on a hard, uncomfortable Tibetan saddle for sixteen and a half



hours that day before sitting down to write in his journal. Forty-four years later, he ribbed
himself about the glancing reference to the plant that made him famous: “What a
pedestrian way to record one’s assignation with the immortality of a seedman’s catalogue!”
he wrote in No Passport to Tibet. “If 1 had been a plant hunter, I might have been struck by
the possibility of growing these blue poppies elsewhere. But I could have done no more than
I did, because I saw them in the glory of the flowering season and there was no means of
gathering seed.”

On this trip Kingdon-Ward was on the lookout for M. baileyi. He first spotted it blooming
under some bushes near Tumbatse and mistook it for a bird with exotic plumage. “This fine
plant grows in clumps, half a dozen leafy stems rising from the perennial rootstock to a
height of 4 feet,” he wrote. “The flowers flutter out from amongst the sea-green leaves like
blue-and-gold butterflies; each is borne singly on a pedicle, the plant carrying half a dozen
nodding, incredibly blue four-petalled flowers, with a wad of golden anthers in the center.”

Kingdon-Ward recognized immediately that M. baileyi would be a winner back home.
“Never have I seen a blue poppy which held out such high hopes of being hardy, and of easy
cultivation in Britain,” he predicted. Most of the seeds that he later collected and sent back
to Britain survived the trip, and produced fabulous blooms in fifty different test gardens
around England and Scotland. The flower became a sensation, earning awards from
horticulture societies across Europe. Seedlings of Bailey’s blue poppy sold for five dollars
apiece at the 1927 Chelsea Garden Show.

Kingdon-Ward and Cawdor set up a temporary base at the Temo monastery, a half day’s
ride from Tumbatse and not far from the Nyima La into the Tsangpo drainage. The blockish,
imposing gompa stood on a low hill surrounded by emerald pastures, and its guest house had
a well-tended garden shaded by willow trees. Striding out in the morning for a day in the
hills, “with larks singing overhead and butterflies playing underfoot,” Kingdon-Ward was
“fresh and eager” to see what new plants he could find. “After the long journey by sea and
land,” he wrote, “it is immensely refreshing to settle down to a serious job.”

After several days of botanizing above the monastery, Kingdon-Ward and Cawdor moved
back to Tumbatse and rented two rooms in a peasant family’s house, a shingled, two-story
structure with the living quarters one flight up from the ground-level stables. Big barnyard
dogs snarled at the men, and the cocks crowed incessantly. But the roof did not leak, and
while their rooms were dark and drafty, Kingdon-Ward considered their circumstances
“pretty comfortable.” For the next five months, they would spend about a week each month
at this base, sorting and preserving specimens and drying themselves out as well. The rest
of the time, they would be slogging around in the gorge.

Their first serious collecting expedition, they decided, would be to the Doshong La, a well-
traveled pass at the head of the Tsangpo Gorge. The Doshong La was and still is a key
trading route between the Tibetan Plateau and the hill country at the bottom of the gorge.
It links the village of Pe at the mouth of the canyon to the settlements scattered along the
lower Tsangpo, where the river tumbles through the jungle, heading for the plains of Assam.
British surveyors had walked across the pass in 1913 but made no notes about the flora. For
Kingdon-Ward, this was virgin collecting territory.

He and Cawdor pulled out of Tumbatse on June 20 with several porters and crossed into
the Tsangpo drainage. It was a fine day, and as they clambered down the trail from the



heights they could see straight across the top of the abyss swallowing the Tsangpo to the
snowy mountains on the horizon. Cawdor spotted a new species of dwarf poppy with sky-
blue flowers and a heady fragrance. Kingdon-Ward named it M. cawdoriana and entered it
in his field notes as K.W. 5751.

The ferry across the Tsangpo to Pe consisted of two dugout canoes supporting a deck big
enough for three ponies. After spending the night in Pe, Kingdon-Ward, Cawdor, and their
coolies trudged up the boggy trail to the top of the Doshong La in a perpetual drizzle.
Topping out at a relatively low thirteen thousand five hundred feet, the pass forms a dip in
the Himalayas between Namche Barwa and peaks to the southwest, and is constantly
battered by storms shrieking up from Assam. (Kingdon-Ward referred to the weather on the
pass as “rain-wind.”) From the top, on a rare clear day, you can look down on the Tsangpo
flowing north from Pe and pouring into the gorge, then turn around and see the river, only
thirty miles away, heading south through the jungle as the Dihang. What’s not visible is the
river’s steepest, narrowest section, where it carves through the Himalayas and makes a big
loop whose apex is the Great Bend. Somewhere in that “knee-bend” Kingdon-Ward and
Cawdor hoped to find the waterfall that had eluded Bailey and Morshead.

The Doshong La was a fairyland of rhododendrons and primroses. One day Kingdon-Ward
spotted three new species of rhododendrons without moving from camp. At upper
elevations “a turmoil” of dwarf rhododendrons grew amid the sloppy snow. “There was
nothing but rhododendron in fact,” Kingdon-Ward wrote, exulting about the “sulphur seas
of Yellow Peril (K.W. 5853), lakes of pink ‘Lacteum’ (K.W. 5863) and a vast confusion of
‘Anthopogons’ of all sizes and colours.” One species consisted of a mat of miniscule red
flowers that hugged the rocks and spread out like “tongues of fire.” Kingdon-Ward dubbed
the plant “Scarlet Runner.” No part of it grew to a height of more than two inches,
indicating the severity of the wind and cold.

Clouds poured over the top of the pass from the Assam side. From time to time they
parted to reveal the snowy valleys below in Pemako. Peering down into the mists, Kingdon-
Ward could see that they were standing on top of “a giant stairway of smooth rock, whose
steps, ice-carved, ledge by ledge, were filled with dwarf rhododendron in astonishing
variety.” He and Cawdor returned on another day with two local guides and started down
the staircase. It had been sunny coming up the Doshong La from their camp, but that was
only because the howling wind was keeping a lid on the dirty weather trying to rise out of
Pemako. The four dropped into the sea of heaving black clouds and made their way
downhill, traversing glaciers that ended in sheer cliffs and wading through thickets of
flowering rhododendrons. Streams of meltwater spilled down from the heights, cascading
through these colorful thickets.

At the bottom, a wide amphitheater was piled with snow fifty feet deep—avalanches,
Kingdon-Ward explained, that had been “vomited into the valley” from above. They went
about five miles, marking the location of plants whose seed they would return to collect in
late October. Where the snow stopped and forest began, they ran into an immense swamp
and decided to turn back. It was raining steadily now, the wind had turned raw, and a
three-thousand-foot snow-covered wall stood between them and their camp. They never did
get warm during the two-and-a-half-hour climb to regain the pass. Standing at the windy
crest, thoroughly soaked and freezing, they looked down toward Pe to see the sun still



shining over their camp.

The day was a great success in Kingdon-Ward’s view. What had struck him most about
Pemako, apart from the constant rain, was its riotous botanical diversity. He and Cawdor
had collected forty species of rhododendrons alone on their short exploration, and expected
to find another twenty in Pemaks’s gorge country. Yet it was also clear what they were up
against in the coming months. Kingdon-Ward thought the prophecy about Pemako being a
promised land rather quaint, but he had no doubt about why it had been chosen as a hidden
land: “Pemako consists entirely of ranges of lofty mountains separated by deep and narrow
valleys,” he wrote in perhaps the best description of the landscape ever written:

The Assam Himalaya, with its mighty peaks Namche Barwa and Sanglung, forms
as it were the solar plexus, and from this, great ranges radiate in every direction,
throwing off in turn a confusion of spurs; and the whole, from the snow-line to
the river gorge is covered with dense forest.

Add to this a scanty population confined to the main valleys; a climate that
varies from sub-tropical to arctic, the only thing common to the whole region
being perpetual rain; snakes and wild animals, giant stinging nettles and
myriads of biting and blood-sucking ticks, hornets, flies and leeches, and you
have some idea of what the traveller has to contend with.

sune 15 A strenuous month for the plant collector. To keep up with the flush of spring

flowers, Kingdon-Ward put in twelve-hour days collecting, cataloging, and preserving
specimens. After a couple of months of this, he knew from experience, his batteries would
run down. The rain and altitude would start to grate on his nerves; he would grow peevish.

“You must keep yourself well in hand, and keep a firm grip on things,” he explained. “If
you can get through August with your flag still nailed to the mast, you are all right.” The
rain tapers off, the weather grows finer as September approaches, autumn flowers are
blooming, and seeds are ripening. All is well until winter, when “a tiredness which knows
no equal” sets in. This is not a tiredness that can be cured by a night’s rest or even a week’s
rest, he wrote. “Every cell and fibre in one’s body seems worn out.”

Not until November would there be time to go looking for the waterfall—just about the
time Kingdon-Ward’s and Cawdor’s batteries would be at their lowest ebb. Even when they
trekked down the canyon to Gyala in July, Kingdon-Ward was more concerned about
finding new plants than investigating the big waterfall that Kintup’s report mentioned.
They made a stab at hiking down below Gyala for a close look at a large rapid, but the river
was at flood stage and the trails downstream were submerged in waist-deep water. Some
days later, after the Tsangpo had dropped by ten feet, their second attempt to reach the
spot also failed. The trail simply stopped at an insurmountable cliff.

After toiling all summer and into the autumn, Kingdon-Ward was fired up about his
collection of new plants: almost fifty species of rhododendrons, forty of primroses, and ten
of poppies. The yellow blooms of one dwarf poppy reminded him of Florinda’s blond hair,
and he named the species M. florindae. The seeds of these plants were ready for harvesting



in October, just about the time the weather once again acquired the “sting of winter.” Some
days on the Doshong La, Kingdon-Ward dug down into the snow to rhododendrons that he’d
spotted the preceding June, only to discover that they had set no seeds. But his success rate
was much better than expected, and with his bountiful seed harvest safely stored, he and
Cawdor could at last turn their attention to the unexplored gap.

Trekking out of Gyala on November 16, their caravan included twenty-three porters, the
cook and headman from Darjeeling (now nicknamed Dick and Tom), an energetic lama
from Pemakochung (“the Walrus”) to guide them, two dogs, and a sheep. Instead of trying
to walk downstream, they climbed straight uphill through the pines until they were about
three thousand feet above the river, then began moving laterally, undulating up and down
across spurs that plunged into the river far below. One minute they would be thrashing
through a mixed forest of maples and birches, the next clawing up through a grove of forty-
foot-tall bamboo trees. The grades were so harrowingly steep that the porters had to build
platforms on which to sleep.

When they descended again to the Tsangpo some miles downstream, they found a river
that was “all foam and fury.” The breakwater of house-sized boulders lining the channel
bristled with shattered tree trunks, and even at low water the river’s roar was deafening.
“The great river was plunging down, down, boring ever more deeply into the bowels of the
earth,” Kingdon-Ward wrote about the scene. “The snow peaks enclosed us in a ring of ice.
Dense jungle surged over the cliffs, filled the glens and marched boldly up to battle with the
snow.”

Four days after leaving Gyala, the entourage arrived at the Pemakochung monastery.
Kingdon-Ward was still preoccupied with rhododendrons and did not join Cawdor on a hike
down to see Morshead’s so-called Rainbow Falls and to take a boiling-point reading beside
it with his hypsometer (the temperature at which water boils can then be converted to a
quite accurate altitude reading). The drop at Rainbow Falls—actually more of a rapid this
late in the season, Cawdor reported—is about eighty-five hundred feet above sea level, and
the river at that point is galloping downhill at more than a hundred feet per mile. (The
Colorado River, by comparison, loses about eight feet per mile through the Grand Canyon).
At high water, the rapid would probably resemble the thirty-foot waterfall that Kintup,
Bailey, and Morshead had seen.

In The Riddle of the Tsangpo Gorges, Kingdon-Ward refers to the rainbow-crowned cascade
by Pemakochung as “Kinthup’s Fall.” It is the same drop that Morshead named Rainbow
Falls. Downstream from it, the riverside trail was impassible, so the caravan took to the
hills again, now so steep that, facing one pitch, several of the women porters sat down and
cried. Eight grueling days of climbing up and down brought them to a spot where they could
descend to the river again. From their camp among the boulders, Kingdon-Ward and
Cawdor could see that about a quarter of a mile ahead, the river ran headlong into the foot
of a thousand-foot cliff, turned sharply left, and disappeared from view. The earth shook
from the river’s power.

Scrambling downstream over giant boulders, the two reached the base of the cliff and
turned a corner. A half mile ahead, billowing above the lip of a big drop, was a “great cloud
of spray” decorated with rainbows. “The falls at last!” Kingdon-Ward thought. But it wasn’t.
As they climbed higher above the river, it became apparent that the drop was just another



forty-footer, which they also dubbed Rainbow Falls.

Photographs that the pair made show why their progress was blocked. Below the falls, the
river rushes along calamitously for several hundred yards before smashing into another spur
that angles sharply down from the right. The obstruction sends the river zigging to the left
out of sight, but how it zags back is not clear. Directly behind the spur, an awesome
monolith of glistening black rock seems to block all further progress. The wall juts up half a
mile or more, and high up against the skyline, “a few trees cling like fur to the worn rock
surface,” Kingdon-Ward wrote. “Obviously we could get no further down the gorge; to scale
the cliff seemed equally impossible.”

Their only recourse was to backtrack and then detour up and around the impasse. “Of
that climb, I have only an indistinct recollection, beyond that it was a nightmare,” Kingdon-
Ward wrote. Slabs of near-vertical rock above them were riven with upward-slanting cracks
and horizontal crevices, from which bushes grew. Often, the only way to ascend a pitch was
to grab hold of a bush and haul oneself straight up. The porters inched across bare rock
streaming with meltwater, where one slip meant a fatal fall into the maelstrom hundreds of
feet below. Higher up, the party reached forest and felt more secure in the trees—though no
less exhausted as they clawed their way uphill. The fastest route, they discovered, was along
tracks that the immensely muscular takin had bulldozed through the undergrowth. An oxlike
species (Budorcas taxicolor) that weighs about five hundred pounds as an adult but stands
just three feet at the shoulder, a takin can crash through rhododendron thickets with no
more apparent effort than a rabbit expends scampering across an overgrown meadow.

Exhausted as they were after eight months in the field, it is little wonder that Kingdon-
Ward and Cawdor failed to make much more headway downriver than Bailey and
Morshead. But they were not completely done in. At the crest of the ridge, now almost four
thousand feet above the river, they saw in the distance a cultivated field—the village of
Bayi. From there, they would mount another assault on the gap from below. “A last effort
was required,” Kingdon-Ward wrote.

From Bayi, they moved up toward the Great Bend, where the Po Tsangpo joins the main
Tsangpo, with a platoon of eight barefoot coolies—short, sturdily built men with mops of
shingled black hair. Kingdon-Ward made them out to be Lopas and noted that they were
“dwarf in stature and had almost simian faces; nor was their intelligence much ahead of
their looks.”

In a village near the confluence of the two mighty rivers, they met a Monpa hunter who
told them that no one ever went where they wanted to go. There were no trails along the
river leading into the gap, he said, and none into the hills above it from which one could
peer down into the canyon. But Cawdor went exploring and found a trail leading in
precisely the direction they needed to go. The hunter had been lying, as it turned out,
because the Monpas were afraid to trespass on Poba hunting grounds in that part of the
gorge.

“No sooner did we call the bluff than the opposition collapsed,” wrote Kingdon-Ward.
“The Monpas were delighted to come with us!” Eight men were recruited. Descended from
the original Bhutanese refugees to Pemako, they had chiseled features and were as lean and
strong as the game they pursued through the mountains. They wore Tibetan boots and capes
of goral (the nimble goatlike species Nemorhaedus cranbrooki) with the coarse reddish fur



turned out against the rain, and carried crude matchlock rifles and powder flasks made of
takin horn. And as long as they were going to trespass on the Pobas, they figured, they
might as well poach a takin or two.

Cawdor was not well when they broke camp on December 12, in a steady drizzle. He’d
been plagued by a bad toothache for days and had not been sleeping well. The Monpas led
them straight uphill, rising out of the rain forest, where vines and orchids twined through
gigantic bamboo and fig trees, into a band of temperate forest of maple, birch, magnolias,
and huge old oaks. Above eight thousand feet they entered an evergreen forest where
Himalayan hemlocks dripping with epiphytic orchids and rhododendrons towered two
hundred feet overhead. The orchids seemed to thrive even up in the snow zone.

The Monpas were consummate woodsmen. They could have a fire going in no time, even
in the rain with wet wood, and could always come up with a pheasant or two for dinner.
One night they shot a goral; on another, two takin. Up and down ridges they led Kingdon-
Ward and the suffering Cawdor. One camp was on a landslide scar so steep that they had to
dig themselves in to avoid rolling downhill to the river, surging along two thousand feet
below.

“We presented an odd spectacle dotted about the hillside, a man under a tree stump here,
two huddled under a rock there, like a lot of rabbits,” Kingdon-Ward wrote.

The mist and drizzle the next morning gave way to clear skies at about ten o’clock.
Cawdor was done in. He stayed in camp, such as it was, while Kingdon-Ward started down
toward the river with four Monpas. The hunters “moved with the stealth of policemen on
night duty,” Kingdon-Ward wrote, stopping now and then to remark among themselves
about some distant object or animal. The hill fell away so precipitously that they could not
see the river, only hear it.

After an “unpleasant” descent, the group came out on a boulder-strewn beach and
witnessed the frightening power of the Tsangpo. Just where the riverbed tilted down
sharply, the river turned its full force onto a wall-sided spur that jutted across from the
opposite bank. The Tsangpo had blown a hole fifteen feet wide right through the middle of
solid rock and was pouring through the breach. At flood stage, the water would be forty or
fifty feet higher and jetting over the top of the obstruction, creating a thirty- to forty-foot
waterfall, Kingdon-Ward reckoned.

Below that point, they could only guess what happened to the Tsangpo. After hurtling
through the fifteen-foot-wide breach, wrote Kingdon-Ward, “[it] rushes headlong into a
gorge so deep and narrow that one could hardly see any sky overhead; then it
disappeared.”

In order to gain a view downstream, they climbed off the beach using a makeshift ladder
that the hunters fashioned from a small tree, then struggled up through the bushes for about
a hundred feet. The river, they could see, flowed fast and green into the dark abyss, leaping
in sleek waves over ledges forty feet high, then surged away around another corner.

Back on the beach, they took a boiling-point reading to determine their altitude. The river
had dropped about thirteen hundred feet from the point of their last reading, at Rainbow
Falls, and it was another five hundred feet down to the confluence, for a total elevation loss
of about eighteen hundred feet. According to sacred texts at the Pemakochung monastery,
there were seventy-five waterfalls in those fourteen miles of gorge. If that were true, and if



each of the seventy-five drops was only about twenty feet high, altogether they would
account for almost the entire drop.

Kingdon-Ward and Cawdor had been able to look down into all but about five miles of
the canyon’s “narrowest and most profound depths.” Based on their calculations, they could
not imagine a waterfall of a hundred feet or more in the five-mile gap, but they left the
possibility open, if only by a crack:

“We are, therefore, unable to believe that there is any likelihood” is Kingdon-Ward’s
tentative phrasing.

On the way back to Bayi, the hunters butchered one of their takin and presented a slab of
its meat and a pheasant to Cawdor and Kingdon-Ward as a parting gift. “They were a most
remarkable body of men, and had behaved splendidly,” Kingdon-Ward wrote. “It was with
real regret that we bade goodbye to [them]. They were intelligent, loyal and hard-working;
once they had made up their minds to take us to the hunting preserves, they did everything
they could to help us.”

Or so he thought. What he neglected to list among the Monpas’ qualities was that they
also were very cunning, and they guarded their secrets closely.

Tue riButes ror Kingdon-Ward were warm and free-flowing at the Royal Geographical

Society’s meeting of May 25, 1925. Cawdor was congratulated, too, but in absentia. He had
only just arrived in England the day before and sent regrets that he was committed to
attend the Royal Caledonian Ball on the night of the lecture. Of course, he had also just
finished a year in the field with Kingdon-Ward and was probably in no mood to relive the
experience.

Lucky for Cawdor that he skipped the meeting. While he was hobnobbing with royals and
dancing set reels at the charity ball, across town at the RGS, the society’s president, Lord
Ronaldshay, lauded Kingdon-Ward as “the seasoned traveller of the two.”

Kingdon-Ward’s long, plodding lecture that night pretty well popped whatever remained
of the romantic bubble about the Falls of the Brahmaputra. Twenty years earlier, when the
dream of a Tibetan Niagara was fully alive and the British were eager to open new routes
into Tibet, the distinguished geographer and former surveyor general of India, Sir Thomas
Holdich, had rhapsodized about the possibilities that lay within the unknown canyon.
Holdich envisioned a Tibetan branch of the Assam railway chuffing up through the gorge to
the Tibetan Plateau, with an intermediate stop at “a spacious hotel for sightseers and
sportsmen” overlooking the imagined waterfall.

Holdich had been loath to give up this vision. When Bailey and Morshead had returned to
India discounting the likelihood of a huge waterfall on the Tsangpo, Sir Thomas had told the
London Morning Post, “Unless Captains Bailey and Moorsom [sic] have been able to visit the
supposed site of the falls ... and have seen for themselves that there are no falls ..., the
evidence of their non-existence is imperfect.” Holdich went on to cite a Tibetan lama who
claimed to have visited the waterfall and later sketched it for one of the Raj’s most trusted
frontier officers. “This rough sketch bears out what the survey of the Indian explorer Kintup
proved about those falls,” Holdich said. “Until Captain Moorsom ... can give us a full
account of the extreme point to which his exploring party penetrated, and the exact route
followed, the question of the falls must remain still in the air.”



But Bailey won the day. Using his extensive sources in the native community, he managed
to track Kintup down. The pundit, now in his fifties, was living in Darjeeling, making ends
meet as a tailor. Bailey was eager to meet the man in whose footsteps he had just trod, and
arranged for him to come to Simla for another debriefing. Kintup was built like a takin. He
wore a graying goatee and had a steady, proud, distinguished look about him—clearly a
man of character. One survey officer who’d hired him to help map Kangchenjunga, the
snowy peak visible from Darjeeling, described him as a “thick-set, active man with a look of
dogged determination on his rugged, weather-beaten features:

“His deep-chested voice I have often heard calling clearly from a hill-top some miles
away, like a ship’s captain in a storm. He has all the alertness of a mountaineer, and with
the strength of a lion he is a host in himself.”

After thirty years, Kintup’s memories of Pemako were still acute, and he recalled details
of the gorge’s topography that Bailey knew to be accurate, having just covered the same
ground. Kintup denied saying that he’d seen any waterfall on the Tsangpo higher than
about thirty feet, roughly the height of the house in which their meeting occurred. The 150-
foot waterfall was on a small tributary stream near Gyala, he told Bailey, and the deity
Singche Chogye was carved or painted on a rock behind the cascade. The “lake” at the foot
of the falls was probably the calm, wide stretch of the Tsangpo below Gyala, where it
pooled up before rampaging into the inner gorge. Somehow, all this had gotten garbled in
the original debriefing, either because Kintup’s interviewers had misunderstood him, Bailey
figured, or because the Hindustani transcript of the interview had been mistranslated.

Six months later, in June 1914, Bailey and Morshead returned to London to address the
RGS. By then, Holdich had changed his tune: “I am afraid we must give up any idea of
magnificent falls in the Brahmaputra,” he told the lecture hall following Bailey’s
presentation. “We expected magnificent falls there, and we are to a certain extent, I think,
disappointed that we have not found them.”

The RGS awarded Bailey a gold medal in 1916, elevating him to a league of luminary
explorers that included David Livingstone (who won the medal in 1850 and 1855), Richard
Burton (1859), John Hanning Speke (1861), Samuel Baker (1865), and the ill-fated polar
specialist Robert Scott (1904, and posthumously in 1913). Bailey’s old commander in Tibet,
Francis Younghusband (who won it in 1890), nominated him for the honor, and Sir Thomas
Holdich (a recipient in 1887) supported it.

Younghusband was on hand for Kingdon-Ward’s lecture to the RGS in 1925. Then in his
early sixties, and a prolific author himself, he reacted with delight at seeing photographs of
the inner gorge from the comfort of an armchair. “We now have in detail, right from one
end to the other, the whole [natural] history of the Tsangpo,” he said after the talk,
overlooking the five-mile gap that no one had been able to traverse. Lord Ronaldshay, the
society’s president, was equally effusive, noting that it had “fallen to [Kingdon-Ward’s]
fortune to solve finally one of the few problems of exploration which the nineteenth century
left to the twentieth century.”

The long-held dream of a huge waterfall on the Tsangpo was pronounced dead that night.
It was, the august body of explorers concluded, the end of an era.

In 1930 kivgpon-warp Won the RGS’s Founder’s Gold Medal, “for geographical exploration, and



work on botanical distribution in China and Tibet.” He told a fellow plant collector, E. M.
H. Cox, that he was prouder of that award than any other received during his long career.
“There is no doubt that pure exploration is his first love,” Cox said, “but alas ... one cannot
live by exploration alone.”

Indeed, indulging his infatuation with the wilderness came at a high cost. Kingdon-Ward’s
health suffered, and he was perpetually on the brink of financial calamity, right up until his
final days. His income from writing books and magazine articles was pitful: The Mystery
Rivers of Tibet, for example, earned him an advance of thirty pounds, and his total income
from writing in 1944 brought in the equivalent of roughly a thousand dollars.

His marriage was another casualty. He was away in Burma for the birth of both his
daughters, and he never stayed in England for very long. Kingdon-Ward was at home with
Florinda for perhaps four of their fourteen years as husband and wife. Money was always a
worry, but Florinda spent it at a rate that alarmed and irritated him. After the girls were
born she moved into an Edwardian mansion overlooking the Thames, with seven acres, a
lake, and a domestic staff, and she entertained lavishly whenever Kingdon-Ward was at
home. The atmosphere around the house was strained, with Kingdon-Ward sequestered in
his study or sulking at the breakfast table. Friends noticed a lack of affection between them.

The couple nearly divorced in 1934 but decided not to for the children’s sake. By the
following spring, Kingdon-Ward was drawn back to the Tsangpo Gorge area, to botanize
and survey north of the river into the Yigrong Valley, which he and Cawdor had not been
able to reach in 1924 because of severe weather. The clouds parted one day as he and his
porters were cresting a pass, and he was rewarded with a brief glimpse of the Yigrong’s
source, in a high valley “gripped by a ring of ice.” The frosted pinnacles enclosing the
valley reminded him of a Gothic cathedral. “If I had waited, and dreamed, for ten years for
that brief glimpse only, I had not lived in vain,” he wrote. “It epitomized a life’s ambition; a
worthwhile discovery in Asia, truly finished.”

He and his porters trekked eight hundred miles across southern Tibet on that expedition
before turning for home. When he arrived in England, it was clear that his marriage was
over. “I should ... think it highly unlikely that either of [us] will venture again into the
perilous and uncharted seas of matrimony,” he wrote to his sister while sailing again for
Burma and Yunnan in 1937, soon after the split was finalized. “For my part, I am too old,
too wedded to exploration, too poor and perhaps too wise.”

Some years later, Florinda had her gardener burn some of Kingdon-Ward’s field journals
that she felt were cluttering up the attic. Fortunately, the Tsangpo diaries were not among
them.

Kingdon-Ward did anything he could to stay in the field—teaching jungle survival to
airmen during World War II, searching the Burmese highlands for downed U.S. planes,
managing a tea plantation in Assam after the war. He was unemployed at times, and his
letters home reveal loneliness and depression, but finally, in 1947, he found lasting
happiness. That year, at the age of sixty-two, he married again, to a woman of twenty-six
named Jean Macklin. The two had met in 1944 over lunch in Bombay, where her father was
a distinguished judge. Her parents were staunchly opposed to the marriage; Kingdon-Ward
was poor, divorced, and thirty-six years older than their daughter—“a rather small,
shrunken, shriveled little man,” as one observer described him. But he and Jean realized



they were soul mates and took the plunge.

Unlike Florinda, Jean was not averse to living in a soggy tent in a leech-infested jungle.
A month after their wedding, they sailed to India for a collecting expedition, and in 1950
they lived through the devastating Assam earthquake while camped in the foothills below
the lower Tsangpo Gorge. (Among the ten most violent quakes ever recorded, it registered
8.6 on the Richter scale. Whole mountainsides crashed down into the Tsangpo, blocking its
course, causing floods and debris flows, and completely rearranging the landscape.
According to Kingdon-Ward’s measurements the next day, the spot where they were camped
had risen two hundred feet in elevation.) The two were sure they were done for, but
survived and made it back to England.

They traveled together through the 1950s—to Burma mostly—collecting for nurserymen
and private benefactors. Kingdon-Ward celebrated his sixty-seventh birthday on the road to
northern Burma with Jean. He might have considered returning to the Tsangpo Gorge had it
not been for the Communist takeover of eastern Tibet in 1950 and the virtual closure of the
country to all foreigners. By the mid-fifties, the Communists were assaulting Burma, too,
and the country was in turmoil: “violence everywhere, deliberate provocation to war,” he
wrote. “In such a world plant hunting and peaceful gardening seem to have no place.”

Their final expedition was to Ceylon, in 1957, to collect orchids. Back in England,
Kingdon-Ward considered mounting expeditions to New Guinea and Vietnam—at age
seventy-three. But on Easter Sunday 1958, while sharing a drink with Jean in a London
pub, he felt a tingling in his right foot. This had happened before, and he stood up to shake
it off but collapsed after a few staggering steps—a stroke. Rushed to a h