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Foreword

As a child I loved to read books about eighteenth-century explorers. How courageous they were: trekking off into the absolute unknown where, inevitably, they were beset by all manner of dangers – hostile tribes, disloyal partners, wild animals and sickness. But when they returned, what amazing tales they had to tell. I felt sad that those days had gone – but, fifty years later, I met a modern version of those old adventurers: John Hare. Accompanied by a small team of Chinese colleagues, John set out to explore one of the most hostile and desolate regions on Earth, the Gashun Gobi desert in the Xinjiang Province of China, where there is no fresh water at all in an area three-quarters the size of Germany. This is the home of the mysterious, shy and fast-vanishing wild Bactrian camels.

This is a book rich in adventure, filled with fascinating historical facts and legends, shrewd observations about the people encountered and their way of life, and vivid descriptions of landscapes as alien to most of us as the surface of the Moon. Each expedition brought its share of excitement, hardship and danger; indeed, the adventures of John and his companions were every bit as amazing as those I had read about with such awe as a child.

John’s expeditions were not financed by some wealthy society; he struggled for funding, and for permission from the Chinese, on his own. He was successful partly because of his ability to establish such excellent relations with the Chinese. He gained high-level support and became the first foreigner to receive permission to enter that portion of the Gashun Gobi which had been closed for nuclear testing in the early 1950s. John became involved with the plight of the Bactrian camels because of his love for adventure, not because he was passionate about camels. But as the team learned more and more about these magnificent beasts, with their aloof faces and twin humps, he became increasingly concerned about their survival. The wild Bactrian is one of the most endangered species in the world – more so than the giant panda. There are, of course, many domestic Bactrians, but new research indicates that they are genetically different from their wild forebears. There are no more than 1,200 wild Bactrian camels in the world today; probably less than 800. Of these, 650 are to be found in China, divided into three separate groups each of which is severely threatened by hunting, mining and the despoiling of their habitat. Water is continually scarce. To save these camels is a race against time.

John Hare’s expeditions furnished compelling evidence of the need for swift action if the camels were to be protected. So well was this evidence presented, and so compelling the arguments, that the Chinese government has agreed in writing to create the Lop Nur Nature Sanctuary. This huge refuge for the wild Bactrians will cover 107,768 square kilometres in remote north-west China. It will protect a unique and quite unspoilt desert eco-system, with its diversity of life-forms, as well as saving the wild Bactrian camels living there. And this decision comes only just in time, since with the suspension of nuclear tests the area is under increasing threat from hunters and miners. The government will maintain the sanctuary for a minimum of ten years; John must find the money for the infrastructure.

And so this sanctuary will exist because of one dedicated and utterly determined individual. How wonderful to know that people like John Hare still exist in the materialistic and greedy Western world. The Bactrian camels and their desert environment are fortunate in their champion. And I feel honoured to know John, and that he asked me to write this introduction to his book. When you have read it, you will understand why I feel this way. I hope you will recommend it to friends, too, not only because raising awareness will help John help the camels, but because it reaffirms one’s faith in human nature, and the fact that, with imagination, courage, diplomacy, dogged tenacity, self-confidence – and a wonderful sense of humour – it is still possible to accomplish the impossible.

JANE GOODALL

March 1998
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Prologue:
How the Camel Quest Began


A journey of a thousand miles begins with one step

Chinese proverb



‘Walk?’ exclaimed Professor Yuan. ‘Where to?’

I got out of the jeep and pointed towards a barrier of sand dunes that stretched out interminably in front of us.

‘There,’ I said. ‘I want to walk there.’

‘Impossible,’ came the reply. ‘We can’t walk over those dunes.’

I could understand his reluctance. We were tired, dirty and thirsty and had been travelling for hours through the Chinese Desert of Lop, described by Marco Polo as ‘fearful’ and the scholar and traveller, Hsuan Tsang, as the ‘haunt of poisonous imps and fiends’. Finally, we’d reached the truly formidable range of the Kum Tagh sand dunes, spreading 400 kilometres east to west and forming a forbidding barrier south of the dry lake of Lop Nur. Admittedly, it didn’t look inviting, but I was undeterred.

The Professor and his team followed reluctantly, muttering and grumbling at my utter stupidity. I closed my ears to their mumbled protests and, as though mindlessly possessed, strode on ahead. We tramped on through a howling, dusty gale for about five kilometres, then, just as I rounded a massive dune, I saw the most extraordinary sight. Standing directly in front of me was a wild camel. The beast didn’t move, and at first I thought that it must be sick and dying. Moments later, I spotted what looked like a discarded sack at its feet. It was a young camel, no more than a few hours old. A female had just given birth.

The camel calf struggled unsteadily to its feet and began to suckle. All the disappointments and hardships of the previous weeks were forgotten as we watched, completely absorbed by the miracle of new life in one of the most desolate places on earth. We knew that there was no recorded witness of such a scene.

‘You must have second sight,’ whispered the Professor.

I had nothing of the sort. It was just another inexplicable link in a chain of events that had propelled me into the desert to search for the wild Bactrian camel.

It may seem odd, but I’m not a camel fanatic. I don’t, for example, feel that all-embracing fanaticism that grips many devotees of horses. It can at times be quite difficult to like camels. They can be as obstinate as any mule and as bloody-minded as an unbroken colt. They can bite and kick as well as any horse. I knew a Mongol herdsman who was quite literally scalped by a bull camel and a Kenyan girl who was beaten black and blue by sustained blows from a camel’s long neck. In addition, unlike horses, camels have the unpleasant habit of regurgitating their food and spitting it all over you. But in spite of all these unpleasant character faults I am a great camel admirer. This admiration started when I first used the animals for transport south of Lake Chad on the Nigerian– Cameroon border. Unlike African porters, who had head-carried my kit from one place to another, my camels didn’t complain about the distance or their wages. They didn’t get roaring drunk on pay-days, seduce the chief’s daughter or need their feet dusting every day with DDT to prevent jigger fleas from laying eggs under their toe-nails.

I also discovered that camels could go where porters couldn’t. They could push forward for days through wilderness and wasteland on a minimum of food and water. Unlike the porters, they didn’t have to reach a village before nightfall to ensure their contentment. A thorn bush would suffice for food, no matter how long and sharp the thorns. The porters were often very good companions, but a camel could keep me warm on a freezing desert night if I had smeared enough kerosene over my body to keep its greedy parasitical ticks away. I ended those days of West African bush travel with great respect for the cheerfulness and stoic qualities of the porter, but with an unreserved admiration for the camel.

Years later, in northern Kenya, I discovered that camels could take me to places where the toughest and most sophisticated four-wheel-drive vehicles could not go. They are able to cross the sharp, brittle lava flows south of Lake Turkana, a terrain that would instantly lame a horse and shred the tyres of a vehicle. When I was almost on my knees they cheerfully withstood the great heat of the Suguta Valley, and, in the soft sand of river-bed ‘luggas’, they glided along at five kilometres an hour while I struggled behind to keep up with them. It seemed, as one plodded after them over rocky outcrops and watched their lower hind legs contract and extend, that they had been blessed with natural shock absorbers. From time to time, urine would dribble down their hind legs to provide their bodies with an in-built cooling system.

Those days and nights of travel and travail in Africa were in the company of the dromedary, the single-humped camel that has been extinct in the wild for over 2,000 years. However, in the Gobi deserts of Mongolia and China, the single-humped camel’s double-humped cousin, the Bactrian camel (Camelus bactrianus ferus), still survives as a truly wild creature in some of the most inhospitable country in the world. We believe that there could be less than a thousand of them, and that they are more endangered than the giant panda. Their principal enemy is man, who hunts them, prospects for oil in the desert wastes where they struggle to survive, conducts nuclear tests in the heart of their homeland and poisons their limited grazing by using potassium cyanide in a search for gold.

In my quest for this timid and elusive creature, I have been led into some of the most breathtakingly beautiful yet hostile country imaginable. I have travelled through areas closed for over forty years, made a first crossing of the Gashun Gobi from north to south and been fortunate to stumble across a lost outpost of the ancient city of Lou Lan. I’ve taken camels over the forbidding Kum Tagh sand dunes and crossed the 200-kilometre-long dried-up lake-bed of Lop Nur. Whether walking behind the single or double-humped domestic variety or scanning the skyline for their wild relative, the camel has enabled me to do what I like doing best: exploring.

I am neither a qualified naturalist nor a scientist, but have always had the instincts of an explorer. I marvel at the links in the chain of events that have, in only three years, enabled me to visit the four enclaves in the Gobi in China and Mongolia where the wild Bactrian camel still survives.

The trail begins in neither of those two countries but in Moscow where, in 1992, I had arrived to stage an exhibition of environmental photographs in the Polytechnic Museum. In 1992, Moscow held diverse attractions for an adventurer. At night the city was a dangerous place. Communism had collapsed and, with it, law and order. I witnessed the torching of private-enterprise wooden shops and heard the sounds of street shoot-outs. The KGB men still stood in hotel and office lobbies reading their newspapers upside-down, my room telephone was bugged and I couldn’t persuade a persistent caller that my name was not Roger. Taxi drivers were as likely to rob you as to take you where you wanted to go, and the Metro, though still a model of efficiency, had been turned into a market place. I watched chickens being killed, plucked, eviscerated and sold at the top of the premier Metro station’s escalator, and scanned the sad faces of women, young and old, who lined the station environs and offered for sale anything from a toddler’s shoe to a cucumber. I also survived a rather frightening confrontation with a rough Muscovite, full of vodka, who, thankfully, slumped to the ground at my feet before he could relieve me of my wallet.

It was at a post-photographic exhibition party that I turned to a burly Russian, dressed in an ill-fitting brown serge suit and sporting a Stalin look-alike moustache, and asked him how he was managing to survive in lawless Moscow. At that moment, camels, the desert and the Gobi could not have been further from my mind, but the man’s soft blue eyes with a far-away look should have given me a clue.

‘I work for the Russian Academy of Sciences,’ Peter Gunin replied in hesitant English. ‘I lead the joint Russian–Mongolian expeditions to the Gobi desert. That takes me away from Moscow every year, and so I manage to survive.’

He said this as though it were of absolutely no significance. He might have been telling me that he was a lottery-seller in the Moscow Metro who occasionally managed to take a day off.

This was clearly no longer a moment for small talk. ‘Do you ever take foreigners on your expeditions?’ I asked. ‘I’d give my right arm to go with you.’

Peter Gunin stroked his bushy moustache. ‘There’s no market in Moscow for a foreigners’ right arm,’ he said with a smile, ‘even the Mafia aren’t interested in them. However, if you could find some foreign exchange . . .’ Since the collapse of communism, the Russian Academy of Sciences’ finances had clearly reached crisis levels. ‘What can you do?’ he continued. ‘Are you a scientist?’

‘Unfortunately not,’ I replied, searching desperately for something relevant to say. ‘I could take photos. I could come as your cameraman.’ My ability as a photographer is very modest but Canon, the sponsor of the photographic exhibition, had recently presented me with a new camera. I had yet to learn how to use it.

‘My colleague, Anatoly, is coming on the next expedition as the official photographer,’ Peter replied.

‘I could publicise the work you’re doing in Mongolia. I could take a video?’

‘That would be a help, but it’s not really enough. Is there nothing you can do that has a scientific background? I will have to justify your inclusion to the Academy.’

I realised that I was at the bottom of a barrel being scraped and that Professor Peter Gunin must be very short of funds.

‘Do you use camels on your expeditions?’ I asked. ‘I’ve had experience working with camels in Africa.’

Gunin’s face lit up immediately. ‘That’s it,’ he cried.

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Camels! We need a camel expert. We need someone to undertake a survey of the wild camel population in the Mongolian Gobi.’

‘I know nothing about the wild camel,’ I said. ‘Nothing at all. I didn’t even know there was such an animal.’

‘You will learn all about the wild Bactrian camel if you come with us,’ Peter said. He gave me a broad wink, ‘Provided you can get the foreign exchange.’

‘How much do you want?’

‘Fifteen hundred dollars plus your air fare.’

‘I’ll try to find it,’ I said without the slightest hesitation. I had no idea how, or even whether I would get leave of absence from my job with the Information Service of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). I only knew that this opportunity was too good to miss.

Peter suddenly became serious. ‘I can’t offer you a formal invitation to join us until I have tested your camel credentials,’ he said with the utmost gravity. My heart sank. I knew quite a lot about the camel’s behaviour patterns, but if I was to be quizzed on scientific detail, I was sunk.

‘Please, tell me why it is that the genital organ of the male camel points backwards, whereas in all other animals it points forward?’

Remembering an old Arab story, I told Peter that when God created the first animals He soon realised that He was going to have unending trouble replicating them when they died. So He sculpted an assortment of reproductive organs and summoned the newly created animals to a fitting session.

‘You must be a naturalist after all,’ Peter said with a smile. ‘I am obviously getting a very scientific answer.’

‘The first to come was a donkey,’ I continued. ‘He went off with the biggest organ that God had made, although he was definitely not the biggest animal. Then all the other animals made their choice, until only one organ was left. It was long and thin and had been poorly and hastily constructed. “Why have we got a spare organ?” asked God. “There must be an animal who hasn’t come forward to be fitted.” “It’s the camel,” the donkey replied smugly. “We’ve told him to come, but he just lifts up his long neck and looks down his nose. He says that he can’t be bothered to come for a fitting and that he’s got better things to do.” “He must come,” God commanded. At last the camel came, looking very grumpy and making a number of grumbling camel noises. Holding his head high, he said, “I don’t want it.” Then he turned his back on God and walked away. As you can imagine, God was very angry. “You will have it whether you want it or not,” God shouted, throwing the last organ at the camel as it started to walk away. It landed the wrong way round, and that’s the answer to your question, Professor Gunin. May I join your expedition as the camel expert?’

Peter burst into laughter. ‘To the Gobi!’ he shouted, holding up his glass of vodka.

‘To the Gobi,’ I echoed as we tossed the vodka down in one.

‘To the wild camel.’

‘To Mongolia.’

‘To the Sciences of Russian Academy.’

‘To the joint Russian–British expedition to the Gobi.’

‘What about the Mongolians?’

‘The Mongolians,’ we solemnly intoned.

‘To . . .’ Our bonhomie blossomed on an ocean of vodka.

Peter needed that foreign exchange. Two weeks later the invitation reached me in Kenya, signed by the very distinguished Academician Sokolov of the Russian Academy of Sciences. I accepted, even though I still had to find the money and, more importantly, the time. Peter wanted me to arrive in Ulan Bator in under six months, on 3 August 1993.

I made it, via an Aeroflot flight, only one day late. I had found the foreign exchange by tapping an unallocated resource in a friendly UNEP bureaucrat’s budget, and the time by taking the trip out of unspent home leave in England. Aeroflot stewardesses are renowned for their unsmiling countenances, but on this flight they grimly dispensed large quantities of vodka which eventually diverted the attention of the more nervous passengers from the poor condition of the plane. Across the aisle from me sat three noisy Spaniards who were rapidly drinking themselves into a stupor to celebrate the fact that they had managed to buy permission from the Mongolians to shoot the rare and highly-endangered snow leopard. I asked my travelling companion, a high-powered American lawyer who had been employed by the Mongolian government to try to sort out the country’s chaotic land laws, how much they would have had to pay.

‘Twenty-five thousand dollars is the going rate,’ he replied. ‘In Mongolia you can buy permission to do anything, except bring the Russians back.’

I looked out of the window. Lake Baikal, with its polluting cellulose factory and the surrounding vast expanse of forest, had given way to treeless steppe. The green rolling landscape was criss-crossed with vehicle tracks.

‘A nomad can’t keep to a straight road,’ said the lawyer, reading my thoughts. ‘The Mongolians drive their vehicles and ride their motorbikes in exactly the same way as they ride their horses – anywhere they want. It’s not surprising when you realise that there are just over two million Mongols and more than seven million horses. They’re used to having a horse at hand to take them anywhere.’

The Spaniards started to sing. The vodka bottles were empty. There wasn’t a stewardess in sight.

‘That’s the oldest game reserve in the world,’ said my companion, pointing to a forest of straggly trees on a hilltop. ‘The Mongols care about animals.’

‘Unless you have dollars,’ I commented wryly.

The sky was a brilliant blue and the strong scent of wild flowers hung on the pure cool air as we alighted at Ulan Bator airport. Three Mongolian ancients wearing dark-blue cloaks and knee-length boots with upturned toe-caps squatted outside the airport entrance. They stared as my Russian interpreter, Mike Samsonov, rushed forward, hand outstretched.

‘Welcome, John. Welcome to Mongolia. Peter’s in the car.’

Mike gave me a hug. He had been my interpreter in Moscow during the photographic exhibition. In his late fifties, a minor KGB official and an ex-military officer, he was out of a regular job and as thankful as I to be in Mongolia. He might have been planted to keep an eye on me, but that didn’t really matter in post-Soviet Mongolia. His soulful, sentimental rendering of Russian folk songs would enliven many a star-encrusted Gobi night, just as they had done in his apartment block in the outer suburbs of Moscow. Peter greeted me with yet another friendly hug and we drove off into the city.

‘I’ve found accommodation for you in an apartment,’ Peter said. ‘But first I want to take you to our expedition base, where you can pick up any clothing and equipment that you need.’

We drove past row upon row of fenced-off tents, the traditional round felt tent of the Mongol, or ger. These urban gers – rooted, numbered and immovable – were a partial solution to the capital’s housing problem, and infinitely preferable to an apartment in a soulless, concrete building.

‘I’d rather stay in one of those,’ I said, pointing to a tent set apart from the others and guarded by a large black dog with an upturned bushy tail.

‘That dog wouldn’t allow you to get within spitting distance of the front door,’ Peter said with a laugh. ‘Mongolian dogs are noted for their ferocity.’

Ulan Bator is not a pretty place, dominated as it is by two decrepit power stations and surrounded by crumbling concrete blocks of apartments, another dismal legacy of the Marxist architecture that can be found from Alma Ata to Zanzibar. As we passed one half-completed concrete building, Peter said, ‘That was to have been our permanent scientific base and expedition centre. Unfortunately, with the introduction of the market economy and the cutting of the ties with Russia, the Mongolians have seized it and put it up for sale on the open market.’

I realised that the Mongolians were catching on to the free market system as quickly as the Russians. Our driver turned sharply to the left, we drove through a huge puddle which tested the water-resistant qualities of our Russian-made jeep, and entered a compound of ramshackle wooden huts.

‘You can see why we needed a new centre,’ said Peter ruefully. I could indeed. The place was falling to pieces.

A small, dark-haired woman wearing military fatigues scuttled up to us.

‘Hallo, I’m Anna.’ She paused for a moment, and then added, ‘And I’m the boss.’ She gave a meaningful glance over my shoulder towards Peter.

I looked into Anna’s sad eyes and care-worn face. I’d been told by Peter that she was a leading expert on jerboas and gerbils. She seemed to me to resemble a related species, the hamster.

‘I’m even the boss of Peter,’ Anna continued, anxious to establish her position in the expedition hierarchy.

‘Everyone is number two to Anna,’ said Peter with a smile.

Anna rarely smiled. She gave me a rather wistful glance and waved towards a dilapidated hut. ‘Our store,’ she said with a sigh. ‘Go and pick up anything you need. It’s full of ex-army equipment.’

The Russians had been expeditioning to the Gobi for over thirty years and knew exactly what to take. I was given a thick and well-padded sleeping bag and a metal folding bed. Ten minutes later I was standing in front of a cracked and dirty mirror, laughing at the reflected image of a middle-aged Russian conscript.

I went outside to meet the other members of the expedition and was introduced to them one by one. There was wiry, willing, camera-festooned Doctor Anatoly Prischeper, Peter’s deputy, who was a geographer, a specialist in dry lands and the expedition photographer. Professor Nikolai Nikolayevich, a good-natured bear of a man who was a leading botanist from Leningrad University. Nikolai was also the expedition’s quarter-master. He insisted that cabbages, onions and tomatoes be sliced to his own meticulous standards, and no vehicle could be loaded, no box unpacked, without his watchful presence.

Peter’s brother, also named Anatoly, was an ex-army colonel who Peter had said was in need of a job. I never quite grasped what his expedition ‘job’ was, although when we returned to Ulan Bator he seemed to be skilled at selling off our surplus stores and equipment.

Drivers Vasily, Eugenie and Vanya completed the male contingent of the party. They were a trio of sharply contrasting personalities. Vasily, sombre and dour, thought only in terms of days, hours on the job and money; Eugenie was unaware of a world that existed outside his driver’s cab, except when it made an appearance disguised as a bottle of vodka; and Vanya, the smiling, singing, whistling, wild onion-picker and obsessive vehicle polisher, delighted in venturing into the Gobi.

There were also two Mongolian women: Sarantuya, a student of Peter’s whose name translates to Moonlight Dream, and Dashzeveg (Dasha), who was named after a Tibetan God. Sarantuya was never without a smile and seemed to be in a permanent state of happy intoxication. She confided, with a giggle, that her husband was very cross that she had left him to travel with the expedition. In complete contrast, the expressionless Dasha seldom smiled and, although loosely termed ‘a scientist’, she appeared much more concerned with the state of her nails than with scientific data. Neither Sarantuya nor Dasha conformed to the traditional Mongolian ideal of a woman, who should be ‘wonderfully fat, and she who has the least nose is considered the most beautiful’.

As the expedition progressed I had the uncomfortable feeling that Moonlight Dream and Dasha had been brought along more for their ability to peel potatoes and wash up than for their scientific qualifications. The bilateral ‘jointness’ of the expedition had a somewhat hollow ring.

Times had, however, changed. The Mongolians were the masters now and, after years of being treated as second-class citizens in what was virtually a colony of Russia, resentment of the continued and overt Russian presence was rife. Russian soldiers had recently been asked to leave and their base ransacked. All the scientific equipment had been stolen from Peter’s expedition base at Eikhyin Gol. Our team was definitely in Mongolia under sufferance. There was now a different foreign presence in Ulan Bator. The capital was awash with personnel from the UN and other international organisations. Many were Americans, who saw Mongolia and its vast rolling steppes in terms of Montana in the 1880s.

I spent the night in a spacious flat which Peter had hired. There were ‘girlie’ calendars in the sitting-room and pictures of Chinese factory workers on three of the four walls surrounding my bed. The windows looked out on to rows of identical crumbling concrete blocks. The double doors to the flat could only be unlocked with three keys. ‘They are all drunks and thieves,’ Mike had whispered to me before saying good-night. ‘Take great care.’ The thieves I didn’t encounter, but the drunks were audible. The night was punctuated with the crash of broken bottles and sounds of splintering glass. I had already been told about Mongolian drinking habits and how the tippler is encouraged to drink more and more until he eventually topples to the ground in a stupor. This, it is thought, is the best way to keep him from committing mischief. Not a foolproof system, I concluded, as I listened to much noisy and drunken mischief-making. Most of the early travellers to the court of the Great Khan from Genghis onwards commented how high Mongolian officials, and even the Great Khan himself, were frequently to be found in a state of complete intoxication.

However, next morning, when we visited the Vice-Minister for Nature, Dr Tserendulamyn Shiirevdamba, he was completely sober. We were given tea, and faced him across a table on which was placed a large and very dusty bowl of faded pink plastic tulips. Peter told him what we intended to do and precisely where we intended to go. The Vice-Minister nodded, smiled and wished us luck.

Later that morning, we picked up a very distinguished hitchhiker, George Schaller, the renowned American naturalist, who, because of the acute shortage of petrol, which was strictly rationed, had no other method of travelling to the Gobi. At 11.30 a.m., with driver Vanya at the wheel of our Russian army jeep, we drove south out of Ulan Bator. Behind us, two Russian-made Gaz 66 trucks followed, one laden with petrol and water, the other with foodstuffs and camp equipment. The tall chimneys of Ulan Bator’s two ageing power stations belched forth thick, black, acrid smoke in farewell salute.

‘To the Gobi!’ shouted Vanya, his eyes twinkling. ‘Perezd.’

‘Gobi, Gobi. Perezd. Perezd,’ we echoed in response. I turned up the flaps of my Russian army hat and pinched myself to make sure that it wasn’t all a dream.
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