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 Abstract

 The history of the Great Game in Asia, the contest between the British Empire and the

 Russian Empire for control of Central Asia, is dominated by popular writers attempting

 to uncover the "true" story of Rudyard Kipling's Kim, the story of the an orphaned
 Anglo-Irish son of a British soldier growing up in the streets and bazaars of British India.

 These books, often lacking any sense of historical context or a broader political nar
 rative, tend to forego judicious historical analysis in favour of salacious adventure
 stories.

 Keywords
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 As NATO troops prepare to leave Afghanistan, it seems likely that the "graveyard
 of empires" epithet will be thrown around again, as it was in 2001.1 Commentators
 with little more than a cursory knowledge of history will line up on news programs
 and editorial pages to point out that the NATO mission failed to learn from the
 ill-fated Soviet invasion. They will pronounce Afghanistan "unconquerable,"
 pointing out that the British Empire also failed, twice, to conquer Afghanistan.
 They will express disbelief that such obvious historical lessons could have been
 missed, and they will attempt to draw parallels with "the Great Game in Asia," the

 1. See, for example, Milton Bearden, "Afghanistan, graveyard of empires," Foreign Affairs 80, no. 6
 (November/December 2001): 17-30. As a former CIA station chief in Pakistan from 1986-1989,
 Bearden is well placed to discuss the details of the CIA's war in Afghanistan against the Soviet
 Union. His historical judgments are less authoritative. Cf. Tom Kuntz, '"Graveyard of Empires' -
 Not," New York Times, 3 August 2010, http://ideas.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/08/03/graveyard-of
 empires-not/ (accessed 23 March 2013).
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 19th-century contest between Great Britain and Russia for influence in Central Asia
 and control over strategic access to British India that was immortalized in popular
 imagination by Rudyard Kipling's 1901 novel Kim. Such historical comparisons
 may have already begun: the 2001 invasion of Afghanistan resurrected the myths of
 Kim—secret service, high adventure, and the struggle for empire—particularly
 since some of the first images to emerge from that war were of American Special
 Forces operating in the country in disguise.2 Even a series of plays titled The Great
 Game: Afghanistan, produced for the first time in 2009, made these tenuous his
 torical connections by essentially dividing the history of Afghanistan into three
 parts: the 19th century, the Soviet invasion, and the 2001 war.3

 Historical parallels are never so clean cut: the Soviet effort was hampered by the
 massive influx of weapons and materiel to the Mujahedeen, and while the British
 met with military disaster during the First Anglo-Afghan War (1839-1842), the
 Second Anglo-Afghan War (1878-1880) was more successful. More to the point,
 the British Empire was built on trade, not conquest. Still, with the reappearance of
 "The Great Game in Asia" on the horizon, it is worthwhile to examine some of the

 popular writings on the subject.
 The obvious place to start is with Kim, if only because its shadow is so long.

 Dubbed by one historian "the finest of all spy novels," Kim is the story of an
 orphaned Anglo-Irish son of a British soldier growing up in the streets and bazaars
 of India.4 Through a variety of fortuitous circumstances, Kim, the protagonist, is
 given formal education, groomed for secret service work, and ultimately sum
 moned to play "the Great Game that never ceases day and night throughout
 India." The Game appeals to Kim's love of adventure. Kim is a classic adventure
 tale, a paean to empire, disguised as a tale of spies and secret service. Though Kim
 is a work of fiction that owes almost everything to Kipling's imagination,5 popular
 Great Game writing takes its cue from the novel. While authors Peter Hopkirk,
 Karl E. Meyer, and Shareen Blair Brysac admit that Kipling's secret service never
 existed and that Kim's Great Game is equally unreal, their work nevertheless
 appears to operate on the assumption that something similar did exist. Books
 like Hopkirk's The Great Game: On Secret Service in High Asia and Tournament
 of Shadows by Meyer and Brysac describe the Great Game as an idea "lightly
 advanced and quietly incorporated into political or historical folklore" without

 2. Newshour, PBS, 16 November 2001, http://www.pbs.org/newshour/bb/asia/july-dec01/afghan_l I
 16.html (accessed 23 March 2013); "US Special Forces in Afghanistan," Getty Images, 16
 November 2001, http://www.gettyimages.com/detail/news-photo/special-forces-soldiers-ride-on
 horseback-as-they-work-with-news-photo/67I777 (accessed 23 March 2013).

 3. Michael Billington, "The Great Game: Afghanistan," Guardian, 24 April 2009, http://www.guard
 ian.co.uk/stage/2009/apr/25/tricycle-theatre-great-game-afghanistan (accessed 23 March 2013);
 Peter Marks, '"Great Game: Afghanistan' takes an exhaustive look at a much fought-over
 land," Washington Post, 20 September 2010, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/
 article/2010/09/19/AR2010091904274.html (accessed 23 March 2013).

 4. Christopher Andrew, Her Majesty's Secret Service: The Making of the British Intelligence
 Community (New York: Viking, 1986), 35.

 5. Rudyard Kipling, Kim (1901; reprint, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 1987), 175; Gerald Morgan,
 "Myth and reality in the great game," Asian Affairs 4, no. 1 (1973): 55.
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 being subjected to rigorous academic scrutiny.6 These books themselves are char
 acterized by innuendo, exaggeration, generalization, and a demonstrated lack of
 serious historical analysis.

 Kim is, perhaps above all else, a celebration of empire, and modern popular
 writing on the Great Game is little different. Hopkirk's Britons are invariably
 brave, honourable, and determined. They are the shrewd men on the ground
 who understand "the East" and whose intrepid gallantry is often thwarted by ill
 conceived official policies. Meyer and Brysac laud the courage and brilliance of the
 Game's European principals and criticize the "feckless irresponsibility of their
 older superiors, civilian and military."7 Native potentates are bloodthirsty, treach
 erous, and even more cunning than the Russians.8 Hopkirk writes of the Afghan
 ruler Dost Mohammad, for example, that like "all Afghan princes, Dost
 Mohammad had been schooled almost from birth in the arts of intrigue and treach
 ery." In this context of "brave" Europeans and "treacherous" Orientals, Captain
 Arthur Conolly, the man widely credited with coining the phrase "the Great
 Game" (circa 1840), attempted to rescue his comrade Colonel Charles Stoddart
 from the clutches of the capricious Emir of Bukhara. The emir imprisoned Conolly
 and Stoddart in a dungeon, where both men were ultimately beheaded.9 That
 Conolly and Stoddart were executed in 1842 by the Emir of Bukhara is true, but
 the graphic description of the horrors of their imprisonment (the dungeon was a pit
 "crawling" with "an assortment of vermin and other unpleasant creatures" that the
 officers shared with "common criminals") and treatment at the hands of an Asiatic
 prince implies a noble bravery on the part of the officers who were so unjustly
 persecuted.10 It is a tale in praise of imperialism.

 These invocations of British bravery raise questions that have not been ade
 quately answered in Great Game literature. Conolly had earlier attempted to travel
 to Khiva in disguise, the discovery of which, he writes, would "almost certainly
 spell death."" How do we know that the risk was so great? Can we be sure that a
 British officer, even if he were fluent in the local languages, could pass for a native?
 At any rate, in order to advance the interests of British India, Conolly and others
 would have had to reveal themselves to local potentates eventually. Would this
 deception not have offended their hosts? How would they safely travel back to
 India without their disguises? Stoddart travelled to Bukhara undisguised, where he
 was imprisoned for offending the emir, not for travelling openly. Moreover, the
 Russians, who never seem to have travelled in disguise, do not appear to have had
 the same concerns.

 6. Malcolm Yapp, "The Legend of the Great Game," Elie Kedourie Memorial Lecture, Proceedings of
 the British Academy, 111 (2001): 179.

 7. Karl E. Meyer and Shareen Blair Brysac, Tournament of Shadows: The Great Game and the Race for
 Empire in Central Asia (Washington, DC: Counterpoint, 1999), xx.

 8. Peter Hopkirk, The Great Game: On Secret Service in High Asia (London: John Murray, 1990), 143.
 9. Ibid., 278.
 10. Ibid., 230; Meyer and Brysac, Tournament of Shadows, 129.
 11. Hopkirk, The Great Game, 126.
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 Much of the popular Great Game writing is told through anecdotes and vign
 ettes and therefore lacks structure, or at least a broader historical narrative, though
 the stories themselves—involving people travelling in disguise to far-off places,
 soldiers thrown into dungeons—are exciting. Perhaps the most interesting of
 these Great Game vignettes is the story of William Moorcroft, a veterinarian in
 the service of the East India Company seeking a supply of horses from Turkestan.
 Moorcroft's belief that he was the first European to visit parts of Tibet was shat
 tered when he encountered, at the home of a Tibetan official, two small dogs of
 European origin, who performed tricks that seemed to mimic European military
 drill. The dogs, he reasoned, must have come from a Russian. His suspicions were
 confirmed when he was told that the dogs had been brought by "Oroos," a word
 Moorcroft understood to mean Russians.12 The story, true or not, is fantastic. But
 Hopkirk never questions it, and he certainly never steps back to offer his reader any
 consideration of the political significance of the episode. There is much about
 Moorcroft and his mission left out of the narrative. How, for example, did
 Moorcroft propose to get a large number of horses back to British India across
 such difficult terrain? If the country was as lawless and dangerous as the writers
 claim, would a herd of excellent horses not have presented a tempting target for
 bandits? Was Moorcroft a quack or a troublemaker? Was he insubordinate or at
 odds with his superiors?

 Some insight into this last question appears in Tournament of Shadows, in which
 we read that Moorcroft's superiors were understandably less interested in his per
 sonal effort to uncover Tibetan geography than in the horses they employed him to
 find.13 Incidentally, these "superiors" are never named; they are merely faceless
 bureaucrats and politicians in another omission that prevents these books from
 offering historical study of the mechanisms by which Britain's foreign policy was
 determined and British India protected. In fact, the "so what" component of
 Moorcroft's story is missing entirely. Of what value was the information that the
 Russians had already been to Tibet? How—if at all—did that information affect
 the conduct of British Indian foreign policy or influence efforts to defend India?
 The lack of historical analysis means that the Moorcroft story is never more than
 an isolated anecdote. The story's sense of excitement depends on the significance of
 Moorcroft's "discovery" and therefore on the hypothetical existence of historical
 activities resembling Kipling's Game.

 Hopkirk and Meyer and Brysac evoke Kipling in their anecdotes, which lack
 detail and historical context and resort to innuendo in the absence of hard facts.

 For example, Hopkirk implies that the players of the Great Game had an official
 connection to an organized scheme in his description of them as professionals sent
 by the East India Company to "gather intelligence of every kind," in contrast with
 amateurs—travellers of means—playing the "tournament of shadows."14 Elsewhere
 Hopkirk refers to the "clandestine and unauthorized (if indeed they were that)"

 12. Hopkirk, The Great Game, 90; Meyer and Brysac, Tournament of Shadows, 16.
 13. Meyer and Brysac, Tournament of Shadows, 25.
 14. Hopkirk, The Great Game, 5.
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 activities of Colonel Stewart, "monitoring" Russian troop movements in present
 day Turkmenistan.15 A chapter of Tournament of Shadows, misleadingly called "Her
 Majesty's Indian Secret Service," carries in its title the implication of secret intelli
 gence, while the chapter itself invokes Kipling. The chapter is mostly about the
 Pundits, a group of Indians trained by the British to conduct geographical survey
 work in areas where it was dangerous for Europeans to travel. Meyer and Brysac
 devote much of the chapter to one Pundit in particular, Sarat Chandra Das, who was
 allegedly the basis for the character Hurree Babu (codenamed R17) in Kim. But most
 of the Pundits' work was done to further the Great Trigonometrical Survey of India;
 there is no evidence that the Pundits formed a secret service corps. They were not
 given political or military training, and reporting on the activities of Russia beyond
 the borders of British India would have been outside the scope of their abilities.16

 The authors of The Great Game and Tournament of Shadows are interested in
 telling salacious adventure stories, rather than arriving at a clear and reasoned
 assessment of the 19th century Anglo-Russian contest over India. There is no
 other way to account for the near absence of broad historical context in these
 books. In the writings of Hopkirk and Meyer and Brysac, the Great Game
 might best be described as the blind stumbling of Great Britain and Russia through
 Central Asia, each country with little idea of what the other was actually doing
 and, on the British side at least, with only a vague notion that the security of British
 India rested on the ability to "beat the Russians" to someplace. These authors
 provide little in the way of structure or context to explain the importance of their
 stories, and certainly nothing to indicate that the stories represent a "clandestine
 struggle between Russia and Britain for mastery of Central Asia."17

 The lack of a wider historical context in popular Great Game histories calls their
 intellectual rigour into question. Hopkirk claims that the diplomat and MP David
 Urquhart, who did much to shape British public opinion toward Russia in the 19th
 century, accused Lord Palmerston of being in Russia's pocket.18 Since Hopkirk
 does not comment on the accusation, one wonders whether he understands that
 Palmerston was perhaps the most anti-Russian prime minister of the Victorian age.
 Elsewhere, Hopkirk writes that Tsar Nicholas I extended an olive branch to Great
 Britain after the First Afghan War, as though Russia were in some way responsible
 for the war.19 Hopkirk seems further confused about the Crimean War, as he
 apologizes for digressing upon a topic that is "not strictly part of the Great
 Game," only later to claim that it is.20 If the Great Game was about containing
 Russian ambition in Central Asia, then the Crimean War certainly was part of it.

 15. Ibid., 407.
 16. Morgan, "Myth and reality," 55; Derek Waller, The Pundits: British Exploration of Tibet and

 Central Asia (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1990); Matthew Edney, Mapping an
 Empire: The Geographical Construction of British India, 1765-1843 (Chicago: University of
 Chicago Press, 1997).

 17. Meyer and Brysac, Tournament of Shadows, xx.
 18. Hopkirk, The Great Game, 161.
 19. Ibid., 281.
 20. Ibid., 283 and 525.
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 Moreover, the Crimean War represents an important link between the Eastern
 Question and the British government's desire to maintain the balance of power
 in Europe while defending British India—a link a historian familiar with the lit
 erature on 19th-century great power diplomacy would have understood.21 Hopkirk
 is not alone in his lack of historical understanding: Meyer and Brysac are also
 guilty, though their sin manifests as historical parallelism. The Russian explorer
 Nikolai Przhevalsky, for example, on a trip to Asia in 1870-1873, describes Buddhism
 as a '"pretext for idleness, a religion that sapped vitality and hindered progress,'—an
 imperial sentiment that prefigures Mao Zedong's informing the Fourteenth Dalai
 Lama that religion was 'poison.'" 2 The connection between the two episodes is
 unclear. In another passage Hopkirk likens the dismemberment of the body of Sir
 John Mcnaghten in Kabul in 1841 to the public display of the body of Mohammed
 Najibullah, the Soviet-backed ruler of Afghanistan, in 1997. The two episodes, 150
 years apart, appear to have nothing in common but the bloodthirsty savagery of
 Afghans.23 Also erroneously, Meyer and Brysac state that the end of the viceroyalty
 of Lord Curzon in 1905 meant that the 1903-1904 British expedition to Tibet led by
 Colonel Francis Younghusband failed to resolve Tibet's geostrategic place in Anglo
 Russian relations. Nearly "a century later, the matter of Tibet remains unfinished
 business."24 In fact, the 1907 Anglo-Russian Entente largely solved Tibet's place in
 Anglo-Russian relations. While Tibet's status vis-à-vis China remained a matter of
 dispute, Tibet could no longer be considered a strategic key to India, or a source of
 Anglo-Russian tension, as Tournament of Shadows implies. Yet for Hopkirk, the Great
 Game (and his book) ends unceremoniously with the Younghusband expedition.25 For
 Meyer and Brysac, the Game morphed into a contest between Great Britain and Nazi
 Germany before devolving into a Cold War struggle with the Soviet Union. Meyer and
 Brysac's treatment of various "historical" disputes over Central Asia as a single nar
 rative is further evidence that the writers are poor students of history.

 There is relief, however, for the reader seeking a more serious historical discus
 sion. Those looking for a straightforward account of the realities upon which
 Kipling's novel was based would do well to consult a pair of articles, one by
 Gerald Morgan titled "Myth and reality in the great game" and another by

 21. See Edward Ingram, The Beginning of the Great Game in Asia, 1828-1834 (Oxford: Clarendon
 Press, 1979). The Eastern Question was the problem represented by the decline of the Ottoman
 Empire and the need to avoid a great power war over its component pieces if and when the empire
 broke up. Ingram would doubtless have considered the Crimean War an important link between
 Britain's European and imperial interests: while the war was fought against Russia to preserve the
 balance of power in Europe, the barrier to Russian expansion erected in Europe and the Near East
 meant that Russia would look towards Central Asia and the Indian sub-continent to fulfill its

 imperial ambitions.
 22. Meyer and Brysac, Tournament of Shadows, 230.
 23. Ibid., 101-102.
 24. Ibid., 309.

 25. The Younghusband expedition is discussed more intelligently, and from the Russian perspective, in
 an essay by David Schimmelpenninck van der Oye in one of the few such accounts written in
 English. See David Schimmelpenninck van der Oye, "Russian Intelligence and the Younghusband
 Expedition to Tibet," in Peter Jackson and Jennifer Siegel, eds, Intelligence and Statecraft: The Use
 and Limits of Intelligence in International Society (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2005).
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 Malcolm Yapp, "The Legend of the Great Game." Both offer reasoned analyses of
 the historical Great Game. Morgan engages the fallacies of Kim directly, while
 Yapp takes on the broader historical realities underlying the Game: India was
 never threatened by a Russian invasion; there is no evidence that the Russians
 ever considered such an undertaking, or even that those in charge of formulating
 policy on the British side gave the idea much credence. The real locus of Anglo
 Russian rivalry was not Central Asia but Europe.26 The biggest threat to British
 India, Yapp notes, was internal disaffection. The gradual approach of Russia
 toward the Indian frontier would have exacerbated Indian unrest, forcing Britain
 to maintain a larger garrison on the sub-continent and making the possession of
 India unprofitable. Britain's nightmare scenario was not the march of a Russian
 army across the plains of Afghanistan to the mouth of the Khyber Pass, as popular
 writing suggests, but a diplomatic crisis in Europe—probably over
 Constantinople—threatening war with Russia. Because there was little Britain
 could do to threaten Russia in Europe, and because Russian sea power was inef
 fective against the Royal Navy, such a crisis would likely have seen a Russian
 march towards Afghanistan with the intention of provoking rebellion in India.
 Even in such a scenario, which nearly played out in the late 1870s, the security
 of India rested on Britain's ability to preserve order internally. Domestic enemies
 were always a bigger threat to British rule than external ones; the Raj always had
 more policemen than soldiers.27

 No straightforward political history of the Great Game exists as an antidote to
 the likes of Hopkirk and Meyer and Brysac, but Edward Ingram's The Beginning of
 the Great Game in Asia is an excellent diplomatic history of the early period.28 It is
 a study of the place of British India in British foreign policy and of British and
 British Indian efforts to defend India from Russian expansion. Ingram's work is a
 classic piece of balance of power history. The British, he writes, attempted to
 reproduce in the Near East the conditions that gave them security in Europe.
 Geography having denied them the Asian equivalent of the English Channel (the
 Hindu Kush was an unsatisfactory frontier), they began to look for the political
 equivalent, seeking to establish a zone of buffer states stretching from Turkey,
 through Persia, to Khiva and Bukhara, with agreed-upon frontiers.29 Ingram's
 writing does not dwell on anecdotes or minor personages; his characters are secre
 taries of state, governors general, and prime ministers. Arthur Conolly, about
 whom so much ink was spilled by Hopkirk and Meyer and Brysac, Ingram dis
 misses by noting that Conolly's "taste for adventure led to his death in a dungeon
 in Bukhara." Ingram is similarly dismissive of Alexander Burnes, a hero of popular

 26. Yapp, "Legend," 188-189; Paul W. Schroeder, The Transformation of European Politics,
 1763-1848 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994); A.J.P. Taylor, The Struggle for Mastery in Europe,
 1848-1918 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1954); M.S. Anderson, The Eastern Question, 1774-1923
 (London: Macmillan, 1966).

 27. Yapp, "Legend," 197.
 28. For a later period, Jennifer Siegel's Endgame: Britain, Russia and the Final Struggle for Central

 Asia (London: I.B. Tauris, 2003) is of particular interest.
 29. Ingram, The Beginning, 13-14.

This content downloaded from 146.86.206.174 on Wed, 01 Mar 2017 19:46:32 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 402  International Journal 68(2)

 literature who was killed by a mob in Kabul in 1841 and whose influence upon
 Anglo-Indian policy has "always been over-estimated."30

 As the NATO mission in Afghanistan winds down, and political commentators
 drag out shallow historical tropes, readers interested in a more thoughtful perspec
 tive on the Great Game in Asia might do well to consider one of the more academic
 titles discussed above, or to simply grab a copy of Kim and indulge in an afternoon
 of escapism.

 Author Biography

 Geoffrey Hamm received his PhD in history from the University of Toronto, where
 his research centred on military intelligence and Britain's imperial interests in the
 Ottoman Empire and the Persian Gulf between the late 1890s and 1918.

 30. Ibid., 96 and 94.
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