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INTRODUCTION

INTRODUCTION

Imagine you were left a fortune and overnight became a multi-millionaire.
What would you do? Quit your job and live a life of self-indulgence? Most
of us would be sorely tempted, but William Gill of the Royal Engineers did
neither. He stayed in the army and used the fortune he inherited to finance
the journeys of exploration that he loved, at the same time gathering
intelligence for the British government. Consequently he died prematurely,
murdered in the Sinai desert at the age of 39, whilst on his way to cut the
telegraph lines between Constantinople and Alexandria. But by that time his
missions had taken him to Persia, China, Tibet, India, the Balkans, Turkey
and North Africa, and he had been awarded the gold medal of the Royal
Geographical Society.
All through his travels, in addition to his meticulous scientific
observations and geographical surveys, William Gill kept travel diaries,
which he posted home to his mother in instalments. These are fascinating
accounts covering not only the exotic places he explored and the interesting
people he met, but also the minutiae of public transport, hotels and catering,
architecture, military uniform and even the behaviour of his fellow Brits.
Much of the present book is taken from these travel diaries, which are kept
in the archives of the Royal Geographical Society to whom they were
bequeathed in 1932 by a Mrs Rea. In most cases, I have transcribed directly
from William Gill’s handwritten copies. Occasionally, I have used
transcriptions that appeared in either the Royal Engineers Journal in the
early 1880s or in Gill’s book, The River of Golden Sand.
Spellings of place names where quoted by William Gill have been left in
their original Victorian form but elsewhere have been modernised. Where
there is a risk of confusion, an alternative spelling has been given in
parenthesis.
The city views are from Round the World, published in 1895 by George
Newnes Limited, London. They show the places much as William Gill
would have seen them, having been taken not long after his death and
before the impact of the internal combustion engine. These images have
been digitally enhanced for greater clarity. Most other illustrations are from
the condensed version of William Gill’s own book, The River of Golden
Sand, published by John Murray in 1883.
I became interested in William Gill because he was my great-great-uncle.
Our family knew that he wrote a book about China, that he died a heroic
death at the hands of the Bedouin, was buried in St Paul’s cathedral and
commemorated in Rochester cathedral. But we did not know much more
than that. Following my research for this book, we know a lot more. So join
me, if you will, for some glimpses of this extraordinary Victorian hero:
glimpses of him through your eyes, and glimpses of his fascinating world
through his own.
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A COLOURFUL FATHER

1
A COLOURFUL FATHER

William John Gill was the second child of Major Robert Gill whose life
could hardly have contrasted more with that of his father, a London
stockbroker.
At the age of 19, Robert Gill was appointed to the newly formed 44th
regiment of the Madras Native Infantry (M.N.I.). He was promoted
Lieutenant two years later but had to wait another 14 years before making
Captain. When he was 36, he returned to England on furlough (leave) to
marry 24-year-old Frances Flowerdew Rickerby at St. Luke’s church,
Chelsea. After a three-month voyage from Portsmouth on the
‘Seringpatam’, the couple arrived at Madras in September 1841. Their first
child, Frances, was born there the following summer.
William was the Gill’s first son and came into the world on 10th
September 1843. He was born at Bangalore, which had become a British
administrative centre a dozen years earlier. Three more siblings followed.
The first was Rose, who died in infancy. Then there were Robert and Lucy
Annie, both born at Jālna, a city 200 miles inland from Bombay.
In 1845, Captain Gill was appointed by the Court of Directors of the East
India Company to ‘make drawings of the fast perishing Frescoes of Ajunta,
before decay and the recklessness of Tourists had entirely obliterated
them’ — as James Fergusson put it in the preface to his book The Rock-Cut
Temples of India. These frescoes were in caves cut into the walls of a ravine
near Ajanta, 50 miles north of Jālna and on the opposite side of the
mountains known as the Ajanta Range. Situated near the site of
Wellington’s victory in 1803 over the Marathas at Assaye, Ajanta was a
picturesque little town at the head of the ravine. Robert Gill based himself
in the local palace, the Bara Durree, which had been used as a field hospital
during the battle of Assaye. Gill’s copies of the Ajanta frescoes were highly
regarded and he was praised for his competence, artistic skill, truthfulness
and fidelity. His work was exhibited in the Indian Court of the Crystal
Palace at Sydenham, until destroyed by fire in the late 1860s.
Seven years after his civil appointment to Ajanta, and three years after the
birth of his last child by Frances, Captain Gill was invalided out of the 44th
M.N.I. He was only 47 and was thereafter carried on the 2nd Native
Veterans Battalion. Whatever his health problems, they do not seem to have
inconvenienced him too much. He continued to spend most of his time at
Ajanta, hunting and taking photographs, and was even promoted Major.
In spring 1863, Robert Gill sent home nearly 200 stereoscopic views of
Indian subjects. About half were of hunting scenes, views of Indian life,
Muslim architecture and the scenery around Ajanta. The rest were of rockcut temples. Stereoscopic photography was then a relatively new art: The
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appears in the photos below of
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London Stereoscopic and Photographic Company had been established 13
years earlier and it was only four years since the London publisher Simpkin
put out a booklet entitled How to Take Stereoscopic Pictures, by W.
Ackland.
In 1864, two books of Gill’s photographs were published in London.
Cundall, Downes, & Company of New Bond Street, London, issued One
Hundred Stereoscopic Illustrations of Architecture and Natural History in
Western India, photographed by Major Gill and described by James
Fergusson, F.R.S., M.R.A.S. A smaller volume was published by John
Murray of Albemarle Street: The Rock-Cut Temples of India, ‘illustrated by
seventy-four photographs taken on the spot by Major Gill’, again with
descriptions by the architect James Fergusson.
Major Gill kept an Indian mistress called Paroo at Ajanta. She died
and he took another Indian mistress, who gave him two daughters;
the younger, Mildred Mary Gill, was this author’s great-grandmother,
born in 1866. Mildred kept secret the fact that she was Anglo-Indian,
claiming her mother was Gill’s second wife and of Spanish descent.
Major Robert Gill died 13 years later of fever and exhaustion. He was
said to have been 67 years old but was in reality 74. He was buried at
Bhusāwal some 35 miles north of Ajanta in 1879.

Clockwise from top left:
Major Gill with another of the Ajanta caves.
Two views of Ajanta.
Major Gill.
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A SERIOUS BOY

By January 1856, Mrs Gill was living at Brighton, on the south coast of
England. She appears to have left her husband to his hunting, drawing,
photography, and mistress in Ajanta. William was now twelve years old, so
his mother entered him as a day pupil at nearby Brighton College. He was a
serious boy and asked his older sister Frances to make him a large card
bearing the words England expects every man to do his duty, which he hung
on the wall of his bedroom. To ensure that he got up promptly each day, to
do homework before breakfast, William devised an alarm mechanism to
pull the bedclothes off him automatically.
William Gill soon ‘showed signs of unusual ability, and a special aptitude
for Mathematics, combined with a taste for History and Geography,’ as his
obituary in the Brighton College Magazine put it. For the next five and a
half years, he studied diligently at Brighton, gaining prizes for Mathematics,
Divinity and Drawing, and becoming head of the Modern Department. He
left in June 1861 with the first prizes for Mathematics and Divinity, and a
glowing testimonial from the headmaster, Dr Griffith, who stated: ‘I have
written no testimonial with greater confidence and satisfaction than this.’
Remembered at Brighton College as having ‘a most modest and retiring
disposition,’ William then went to a private tutor, Rev. E. A. Claydon, for
six months. Early in 1862 the young Gill was admitted to the Royal Military
Academy at Woolwich. He was commissioned in the Royal Engineers in
June 1864, gaining the equivalent of 88% in his examinations. He was not
quite 21.
William spent most of the next nine years with the Royal Engineers on
home soil, apart from an eighteen-month trip to India. He was sent to the
land of his birth in September 1869, and served there until March 1871. He
returned, doubtless via the newly opened Suez Canal, having inherited a
huge fortune from a distant relative on his mother’s side of the family,
Frederick Heusch of Wimbledon, who had no children of his own. This
fortune was so great that, when he died, William Gill left more than
£160,000, equivalent to £7.4 million today. As Gill’s obituarist put it in The
Royal Engineers Journal:
Handsome fortunes do not abound in the Corps, and this circumstance
was the subject of various stories more or less mythical. It enabled Gill for
the rest of his too brief career to give scope to the intense desire for
exploration and adventure which was born with him, but which was in every
opportunity turned by him into that channel which seemed best calculated
to serve the need of England at the time. It seemed indeed as if Gill had
adopted as his motto, but with a difference, the favourite maxim of treason:
England’s necessity was his opportunity.
5
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3
TO PERSIA

In April 1873, two years after his return from India, Lieutenant William Gill
set out on his first major expedition. He joined Colonel Valentine Baker on
an eight-month journey to Persia. Colonel Baker was a cavalry officer who
had served in the Kaffir and Crimean Wars.
The party travelled to Tbilisi (Tiflis) in Georgia, thence to the port of
Baku in Azerbaijan on the Caspian Sea. They crossed the Caspian and
travelled inland some 300 miles to Ašchabad in Turkmenistan, among the
foothills of the Kopetdag Mountains which form the frontier with Iran (then
Persia).
Baker and Gill had intended to explore the Atrek valley, which runs from
these mountains to the southeastern corner of the Caspian Sea. Unable to do
so, they headed more than 400 miles southwest to Tehrān in Persia.
Searching for ibex and moufflon (wild goats and wild sheep respectively)
the party explored the Elburz Mountains that lie between the city and the
Caspian Sea. They crossed the range by a pass 12,000 feet above sea level
and William Gill described the scene:
The tops of these mountains are covered with loose stones. In the winter
the cold is of course intense at these immense altitudes, the water in the
numerous course freezes, and the expansion bursts the rock into
innumerable fragments. In these solitudes (where down below lies the vast
and arid plain stretching towards the horizon, invisible, in the dim haze of
the desert) is the home of the ibex and moufflon; and often when no other
sound is to be heard but the scream of an eagle astonished at the unwanted
sight of a human being, the metallic ring of the loose stones rolling down
the mountain-side attracts the sportsman’s notice to a herd of these
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animals, dashing up what would appear an almost impassable precipice.
The party next skirted Mount Demāvand, which reaches half as high
again. They then descended into the dense Mazanderan forests, recrossed
the mountains to Damghan and followed in the footsteps of Marco Polo
along the northern edge of the Khorāsān desert to Mashhad.
Baker, Gill and their companions had now travelled more than 500 miles
east from Tehrān. Heading north, they next visited Kila’t, a place then
shown in two different locations on British military maps. This had been the
stronghold of Nadir Shah, who before his assassination in 1747, briefly
controlled a Middle Eastern Empire including Iran, Afghanistan, western
Turkistan and northern India. William Gill was clearly impressed:
Kila’t is one of the most remarkable places in the world; it is a natural
fortress, and if anything in the world can be impregnable, it is certainly
Kila’t. The description of the Happy Valley in the romance of ‘Rasselas’ [by
Samuel Johnson] might almost be taken for it. It is a large valley,
surrounded on all sides by mountains absolutely inaccessible from the
outside. At the tops of these mountains can be seen perpendicular cliffs,
some 200 or 300 feet high. There are five entrances to the valley, through
narrow gorges only two or three yards wide, the cliffs on each side towering
up like walls. The valley, beside a stream that runs through it, is plentifully
supplied with water from springs … The inhabitants have their herds, and
cultivate their corn all in the valley, and consequently they could not be
starved out.
The party then trekked to Darreh Gaz in the Kopetdag Mountains, about
60 miles southeast of Ašchabad. This was a fertile area on the northern edge
of the mountains, looking down onto the steppes of Turkmenistan. It was
home to an old but flourishing colony of Kurds, led by their hereditary
chief, Hayar Khan. The best British maps showed this place merely as a
town or village, rather than a large and thriving autonomous district. Here
William Gill was lucky to survive an accident with his gun. Expedition
leader Valentine Baker described the incident in his book Clouds in the
East:
The hillside was broken by steep and rocky ravines, and one had to
descend very carefully, creeping down over sloping slabs of rock. Gill, it
appears, was making his way down one of these places with his gun loaded,
but on half-cock, and he had rested it for a moment on a projecting ledge,
when, to his horror, it suddenly slipped, and, sliding down muzzle upwards,
went off, the discharge being straight at him within three yards. … One of
his boots (high brown leather riding boots), was cut all to pieces by the
shot, and it was an anxious time until we got them off and examined the
injury. … Neither vein nor artery had been injured. It was a most merciful
escape.
Recrossing the range, Baker and Gill finally fulfilled their ambition of
exploring the upper Atrek valley. This revealed again that the existing
British maps were very inaccurate. Gill and Baker’s survey work here was
to be of great importance in settling the disputed boundary between Persia
and Russia, as it enabled Britain to support the Shah’s position on a factual
basis. Finally, travelling southwest via Jājarm and Emāmshahr (Shāhrūd),
the party rejoined the main road from Mashhad to Tehrān.
Colonel Baker was greatly impressed by the young Lieutenant Gill and his
survey work during the expedition. Baker published Clouds in the East, his
8
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account of the journey, in 1876. Gill read his own brief account to the
British Association at Belfast in 1874, which was published that October in
the Geographical Magazine, accompanied by a map embodying his own
route surveys. The expedition was judged to have made ‘a substantial
addition towards a correct knowledge of the Geography of Persia’. It
contributed significantly to the new map of Persia then being compiled at
the India Office.
On 17th June the following year, Baker was on the Portsmouth to London
Waterloo train when he met a buxom lady named Rebecca Dickinson. After
making small talk with her, and as the train approached Woking, he made
advances that progressed to sexual assault. He was arrested at Waterloo,
convicted at Croydon Assizes on 2nd August and sentenced to imprisonment
with hard labour in Horsemonger Lane jail. But being a well-connected and
widely respected officer, he had complete liberty in prison. He was allowed
to wear his own clothes, send for food from outside and receive friends.
After release, he served the Turks as Baker Pasha during the RussoTurkish war of 1877-8. He later commanded the police in Egypt after the
British took control there in 1882.
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4
A PARLIAMENTARY CANDIDATE

In April 1874, a few months after his return from Persia, Lieutenant Gill
stood for the Conservative Party in a by-election at Hackney. This was a
constituency ‘notorious hitherto as a hotbed of Radicalism,’ as the
Independent newspaper put it. Gill stood against the Liberals, represented
by the M.P. Sir Charles Reed and his running partner, Mr Holms. It was a
tough job: in the previous election six years earlier, the conservatives had
gained only 10% of the vote. Gill did better with 31% but still came bottom
of the poll with 6,310 votes against Reed’s 6,968 and Holms’ 6,893.
However, the ballot was so mismanaged that the result was voided.
The new election took place three months later. Sir Charles Reed had
stepped down, his place being taken by Professor Fawcett, Holms again
being the running mate. This time William Gill elicited 8,994 votes, raising
the Tory share to 47%, and losing by only 1,500. His magnanimous and
victorious opponent, Professor Fawcett, stated that Gill ‘fought a manly,
straightforward, and upright fight’.
Here is a jingle used in the election by William Gill’s side, and entitled
We’ll Run Him In. The P’s referred to are Parsons, People, Police, Porters,
Postmen and Publicans:
The P’s are all out, and determin’d to win:
The Man of their choice they’re safe to run in.
They will, they will, you know they will,
They will run in Lieutenant GILL.
The Parsons, they say, are now taking the lead,
And sure, ’tis because they don’t want Charlie Reed.
They will, they will, you know they will,
They will run in Lieutenant GILL.
The People all round do most plainly declare,
They’ve had just enough of the ‘Liberal’ fare.
They will, they will, you know they will,
They will run in Lieutenant GILL.
The Police to be white-wash’d are never inclined,
For tho’ ‘low’ be their calling they’re noble of mind.
They will, they will, you know they will,
They will run in Lieutenant GILL.
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The Porters have borne heavy burdens of late,
And now they’ve decided to prop up the State.
They will, they will, you know they will,
They will run in Lieutenant GILL.
Our Postmen are toiling by day and by night:
And shall they not have such reward as is right?
They will, they will, you know they will,
They will run in Lieutenant GILL.
The Publicans too have a tale to unfold,
More grievous to them than the loss of their gold.
They will, they will, you know they will,
They will run in Lieutenant GILL.
So Brother Electors we’re fully agreed,
No more to be charm’d with the sound of a ‘Reed,’
But closely united, determin’d to win
A Seat for our GILL, we are running him in.
We will, we will, you know we will,
We will run in our brave young Gill.
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CHINA, TIBET AND BURMA

Early in May 1876, William Gill was wondering where next to explore. A
friend he met in Trafalgar Square said, ‘Why not China?’ Although not
initially convinced, within a fortnight Gill had been persuaded by his friend
that it was a good idea. So, after further consideration, he visited the
eminent geographer Colonel Henry Yule at the India Office to find out
more.
Colonel Yule was well aware of Gill’s work but the two men had never
met. Gill explained to Yule that he was contemplating an expedition by way
of western China into Tibet or eastern Turkistan and would appreciate
advice and guidance. Henry Yule suggested that he ‘make Marco Polo his
bosom friend.’ He also introduced William Gill to two important contacts:
Baron Ferdinand von Richtofen and Thomas Thornville Cooper.
Baron von Richtofen was one of the greatest explorers of his time and in
Yule’s view, ‘the most illustrious and accomplished of modern travellers in
China’. Cooper was the first European, other than the French Roman
Catholic missionaries, to penetrate the mountains west of Sichuan and had
unsuccessfully tried to cross via Tibet from Sichuan to India and from
Assam to China. William Gill met Cooper in Colonel Yule’s room at the
India Office shortly before leaving England.
Then, on 26th June 1876, William Gill took the Ostend steamer from
Dover and, armed with a letter of introduction from Colonel Yule, travelled
by train to Berlin to consult Baron von Richtofen:
Hour after hour he gave up his valuable time to me, and opened volumes

Top: Thomas Thornville
Cooper.
Above: Baron Ferdinand von
Richtofen.
Left: Unter den Linden,
Berlin.
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Hong Kong

from his rich store of information. … Baron von Richtofen possesses in a
remarkable manner the faculty of gathering up the details presented to his
view; putting them together and generalising on them with rare judgement;
forming out of what would be to a lesser genius, but scattered and
unintelligible fragments, a uniform and comprehensive whole … not one
hint was given me that did not subsequently prove its value; his kind
thoughts for my comfort and amusement were never ceasing, and his refined
and cultivated intellect and genial manner rendered the recollections of my
stay in the German capital some of the most pleasant of my life.
From Berlin, Captain Gill travelled to Marseilles and on 30th July was on
the French steamer ‘Ava’ as it headed east. It was a rather boring, hot and
uneventful journey via the Bay of Naples, Straits of Messina, Suez Canal,
Red Sea and Straits of Malacca. He reached Singapore on 26th August and
Saigon three days later. The next port of call was Hong Kong, where
William Gill was glad to pass a few days with friends. Finally, on 8th
September 1876, the ‘Ava’ reached its ultimate destination, Shanghai. There
he took the American ship ‘Chih-Li’ to Tianjin (Tien-Tsin), the main port
for Beijing, at the junction of the Hai River and the ancient Grand Canal.
Early on 20th September, William Gill started out for the imperial capital
with a Chinese servant called Chin-Tai, a horse-boy and three baggage
carts. In the late afternoon of the following day, they arrived at the British
Legation in Beijing. Four days later, Captain Gill set off with a legation
employee, Mr Carles, for a five week journey to the Great Wall and the
coast. They crossed the wall, went northeast towards Inner Mongolia as far
as Ta-tzu-kou, then back to the coast, to where the wall meets the sea near
Shanhaiguan. They then followed the coast southwest to the Luan estuary,
before crossing the flat country back to Beijing and Tianjin, which they
reached in November. William Gill found the journey ‘a useful prelude and
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preparation for the more serious work to follow’ but was less than
impressed by the ‘interminable plains’ and ‘filthy though picturesque
villages’.
The second stage was much more arduous. The original intention was to

Above: Tianjin (Tien-tsin)
Left: The route of Gill’s first
journey in China.
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Top: The Great Wall of China.
Above: Edward Colborne
Baber.

go through northwest China to Kashi and Kyrgyzstan and thence back to
Europe. Unsettled diplomatic relations between Russia and Britain, and the
possibility that Gill would be needed for other duties, put paid to this.
Instead, he decided to head home by going up the greatest river in Asia, the
Yangtze, then across eastern Tibet to Bhamo in Burma (Myanmar), the
navigable limit for steamers on the Irrawaddy.
On 21st November therefore, Gill returned to Shanghai and started making
preparations for his great expedition. He hired a second servant, Chung-Erh,
and started packing provisions. These included such relative luxuries as
three types of soap, a box of toothpicks and a bottle of Worcester sauce.
Accordingly, on 23rd January 1877, Gill set out from Shanghai with his
servants. He was accompanied by Edward Colborne Baber, formerly British
vice-consul at Tamsuy, Formosa and shortly to become Chinese secretary of
the British Legation at Beijing. Baber was currently the British
representative at Chongqing and brought his servants, one of whom had
worked with von Richtofen. The party travelled up the Yangtze as far as
Hankou (now part of Wuhan) on the steamer Hankow. This was luxuriously
appointed and similar to a Mississippi river boat. It took a week to reach the
city, where they hired a humbler vessel, commanded by an old woman, to
proceed up river. In early March they reached Yichang (I-Cha’ng), which
although 600 miles inland as the crow flies, and even further by boat, was
open to foreign traders under one of the (in Chinese eyes) ‘unequal treaties’.
After a few days there, the party continued upstream, reaching the major
16
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city of Chongqing early on 8th April. Gill commented on the old lady
captain, who cornered them while disembarking:
Before we left the ship, Old Jezebel came with her child and, kneeling on
the ground, burst into a flood of tears declaring that she was the most
miserable and unfortunate woman in the world, that she was a lone widow
with no one to keep her, that everyone conspired against her, that she was
no match for the wicked people with whom she was surrounded, that
although she felt how high a distinction she had gained by being allowed to
bring our honourable selves up here, still her misfortunes had been many,
that she was out of pocket by the transaction and hoped that our noble and
honourable selves would not allow her and her orphan child to die of
starvation.
As a histrionic performance it was not altogether mean. The old woman
having got out of us half as much again as any Chinaman would have paid
her, with the fiercest and foulest tongue that inspires awe if not respect, I
can imagine no one better able to look after number one.
Captain Gill was not impressed by Baber’s house:
An entrance with folding doors leads into a second court 25 feet by 20
broad. The first half is covered with a roof of tiles and on each side are
rooms divided from the court by wooden partitions, the upper half of which
is open trellis work (this in winter is covered with paper) opposite the
entrance. Three steps lead into the main room 14 feet by 17 feet and 12 feet
high. The floor is of stone and mud, the walls of wood, that on the side
towards the court does not come to within three inches of the ground and
the upper half is open trellis work. On each side of the main room is a
bedroom, each of these the same size as the sitting room but with no
entrance for light except the door and a little hole in the roof.
On each side of the sitting room are four stiff uncompromising armchairs
with a good deal of carving of dragons and between each chair is a little
high square table. These are stained like old mahogany and polished.
Imagine the walls and roof to be about as dirty as they well can be and
you may have some idea of the house Her Majesty’s representative occupies
at Ch’ung Ch’ing [Chongqing].
The Chinese have no idea of convenience or inconvenience, and before
our chairs had well let us down, visitors came in and sat talking. The
budding magistrate with his perpetual tongue, Mê [a Chinese Christian]
and another, and it was past 7 before they all left. I don’t know how Baber
felt but I find it exceedingly wearisome to sit by the hour and hear the
perpetual wag-wagging of these unknown tongues.
But Gill was obviously amused by a magpie that teased Tib, a brown
retriever he had acquired and which had accompanied them up river:
There is a semi-tame magpie in the house which perches on a post in the
yard. Tib barks at it and jumps, whereon it flies into the next court and Tib
rushes violently after it, upsetting anybody and anything he may meet with
in his course. He then begins hunting about the court as if the bird was
likely to be underground, the magpie the while calmly sitting over his head
and watching him. At last the magpie shouts out ‘here I am, just over your
head.’ Tib looks up and makes a futile jump. The magpie flies back to where
he came from. Tib bolts after him and the process is renewed. Tib sits
watching the magpie by the half hour. In fact, his mind is sorely exercised
by this facetious bird which clearly enters into the fun of the thing and
17
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delights to tease the foolish dog.
The territory between China and India had been little explored by
Europeans. One of the few who had passed that way was Augustus
Margary, Gill’s contemporary at Brighton College. Margary was the first
Englishman to explore the route between Burma and China, but had been
murdered. On 14th April 1877, Gill writes:
Mê owns a house in Ta-li-fu [Dali] and it was with him that Margary
stopped on his way through. At this time Margary was well treated and he
got on very well but after he was killed this excited the people against him
(Margary) and against all foreigners. There is a belief amongst a very large
number of Chinamen that a foreigner can come to life again. The people of
Ta-li-fu were told this and believing that he was hidden with Mê and being
told that he had 4,000 taels with him, the populace stormed Mê’s house and
searched for Margary and the money, of course finding neither. [A tael was
worth about 6 shillings, equivalent to about £12 today.] They then pulled
down the house in revenge. If Baber goes to Ta-li-fu again, Mê wants to go
with him to look after his house and property.
Baber has translated the poem that has been written in our honour into
poetry also. He heads it: ‘As others see us.’
1. The sea folk once a tributary Band, in growing numbers tramp o’er the
land
2. English and French with titulary sounds, as of a nation are the merest
hounds
3. Nothing they wot [knew] of Gods in earth or sky, nothing of famous
dynasties gone by
4. One of their virgins, clasped in my embrace, told me last year the
secrets of their race
5. But all their deeds of darkness are as nought, compared with vileness
by the Fathers wrought
6. I know their features – goblins of the West, I know the elf locks on the
devils crest
7. Cunning artificers no doubt but far beneath our potency in peace or
war
8. But now our opportunity is near; learning and valour are assembled
here
9. Let all to the Cathedral doors repair, grapple the dogs and never think
to spare!
10. I rede [advise] ye right! Shall savages presume to harry China and
escape the doom?
11. No! Let us all with emulous might combine, to crush the priests and
save the Imperial line
12. First slay the Bishop, tear away his hide, hack out his bones and let his
fat be fried
13. And for the rest who have confessed the faith, drag them along and
roast them all to death!
14. For when these weeds are rooted from the plain, what magic art can
give them life again.
In the second line, the author denies naturality to foreigners. The Chinese
generally understand the existence of foreigners as a few savages away in
the west, all tributary to their nation. In line 6, he refers to the features of
the foreigners which all Chinamen consider worse than hideous. Foreigners
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are usually credited with red hair which in their eyes is an abomination,
hence the reference to elf locks. The author shows an unusual amount of
knowledge in crediting us all with being cunning artificers. Usually Chinese
think we are ignorant of everything. In line 8 reference is made to the
approaching [Chinese military and civil service] examinations. The last line
refers to the popular belief that foreigners can come to life again, and once
more showing more knowledge that might have been expected, combats this
belief. It is extraordinary that the profound and desperate ignorance in
which the Chinese are steeped is not more generally recognised among
Europeans who consider China as the model of a civilized country.
What a pity it is that Mr Gladstone and others who seem to think it
necessary to wage crusades against the oppressors of Christianity in
Europe do not turn their attention to this side of the world where Bulgarian
atrocities are committed over and over again. [The Ottomans had recently
massacred an estimated 30,000 Bulgarian men, women and children.] Not
one single argument that has been used with regard to Turkey but would
apply to this country, and if we insisted on an effectual guarantee for the
protection of Christians, we might combine with Russia and occupy the
whole country, including Thibet. And as Mr Gladstone and that lot are so
desirous of seeing that humane and Christianizing Russia our next door
neighbours, they would then have the cup of their dreams filled to the brim.
Not a single speech has been spoken, not one article written that might not
be applied to China, but those politicians (Lose the mark!) are devoid of
logic, happily for them.
Important news arrived that day from the French Roman Catholic
missionaries working in the area. Father Provot had visited Baber and Gill
on the morning they arrived, to be followed a few hours later by the genial
and pro-British bishop, Monseigneur Desflêches. Father Provot was, wrote
Gill, ‘a tall pleasant man, dressed in Chinese clothes, and with an artificial
plait, for the missionaries in China invariably discard foreign clothes’:
Père Provot came today to congratulate us on our installation in the
house. He told us that the Bishop had again gone to Chen-tu [Chengdu] to
see the new governor general of the province. This officer is usually called
Viceroy by foreigners but Baber reprimanded us severely for making use of
it, so I humbly apologized and I quite agree with him in thinking it a great
pity that Europeans should call their Chinese officials by a higher title than
they have a right to. To call a man a viceroy is to put him on the same level
as the viceroy of India, so henceforward I have promised Baber to use the
term Governor General.
Père Provot gave us news of Thibet. In the Cheefoo convention an article
was inserted relative to a proposed mission to Thibet and I heard a year
ago nearly that Ney Elias was to conduct it. But when we left Shanghai
nothing was known of it for certain there and nothing was known of it at
Peking when last we heard. It seems impossible that the Indian government
are sending an expedition without the co-operation of our minister at
Peking. If they have, the expedition must be a failure, if not a fiasco.
The French missionaries, like the Chinese, found it very difficult to
believe that Gill was a private individual travelling for his own purposes.
Père Provot showed Gill and Baber a letter in French from Monseigneur
Chauveau, Bishop of Sebastopol, written at Ta-tsien-lou (also known as
Tachienlu, Dajianlu, Dartsedo, Tartsendo or Kangding) on 29th March 1877.
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Ta-tsien-lou (Dartsedo or
Kangding)

It described the concern of the Tibetans now that Russian and English
commissions were approaching Tibet, and the reluctance of the Tibetan
people, stirred up by the Lamas, to receive foreigners:
Père Provot allowed us to take a copy of the letter, which is exceedingly
interesting. I should much like to know more about the mission. An
expedition to Thibet undertaken by our government is most wise, but it
should be done on such a scale and in such a way as to ensure success. A
failure would be disastrous in every way. What a pity that succeeding
governors general did not follow up the policy of Warren Hastings, who
sent a mission to Lhassa, where Bogle was so well received. Since his day
two causes have combined to make the Thibetans dread the approach of
Europeans. Firstly, our power in India has so enormously increased that
the Thibetans say with much justice, wherever an Englishman comes, he
soon possesses the country: once we let an Englishman enter we shall lose
our country. The second adverse influence is of the missionaries. In the time
of Bogle there had been few, if any, attempts on the part of the missionaries
to approach Thibet and in those days the Lamas had no fear of foreigners
upsetting their religion. [George Bogle was British envoy to, and a personal
friend of, the Lama of Tibet in 1774-5.] But since then there have been so
many missionaries on the borders, and these being the only foreigners the
Thibetans know, they naturally fear for the supremacy of their religion.
In the days of Bogle and Manning, and even as late as the time of Huc [a
French missionary who in 1850 published a book, Voyages dans la Tartarie,
le Tibet et la Chine] it appeared that the Thibetans themselves, neither
Lamas nor people, offered any objections to the approach of Europeans but
that all the opposition, great as it was, came entirely from the Chinese
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officials. But since that time it would appear from what Desgodins says in
his book, and from all I can gather from the missionaries and others who
have looked into the question, that even if the Chinese authorities should
give bona fide assistance, an expedition would now meet with most
obstinate opposition on the part of the Lamas. Nevertheless, it will be
disgraceful if England does not manage to effect an entrance. The Russians
most certainly will, and as usual, we shall find ourselves cut out by our
natural foe.
From what I can gather also, the Russians are assisting Yacoob Beg [for
a time the conqueror of all Chinese Turkestan] who appears to have joined
the Tunganis against China, we the while placidly looking on while Russia
makes one gigantic stride after another towards our Indian frontier.
However, no news from that quarter can be considered trustworthy at this
distance.
On a lighter note, Gill was having problems with high-tech novelties:
I brought out some musical boxes, thinking they might be useful as
presents but out of six, three of the best won’t work. I asked Mê if he
thought they could be repaired here. He said he thought so and took one
away to see. He tells me you can buy them here for 2 taels!! – about 12
shillings. When I bought these things, I fondly believed I should find some
place where they would be novelties, but I could not buy one in London for
less than 14 or 15 shillings.
He noted the weather:
The day was the usual dull, cloudy, windless, rainless, negative sort of
day, neither hot nor cold. Thermometer 70 at 3 o’clock.
The following day, 15th April 1877, Gill wrote again about the tension
between the Europeans and the Chinese:
A huge official placard was stuck up on our door all yesterday and today,
which does not quite satisfy the exigencies of the uncompromising Baber. It
is to the effect that Baber has come here solely to look after trade, and that
he has no connection whatever with the missionaries, that people are to
respect him and any rioters will be severely punished, given under our seal,
etc, etc. Baber says that England is not written big enough and should be at
the top of the placard, but he will, I fancy, complain of this. He has sent a
copy of the poem (indeed the original that was torn off the walls, I think) to
Peking and is going to tell the Iao Tai he has done so. These incendiary
poems are very common and in one place Baber was, he used always to
have them framed and glazed and whenever a mandarin came to pay him a
visit, they were put up in the most prominent positions on the walls of the
room. It is, of course, the business of the officials not to allow these things
to be put up. But they always wink at it and in their hearts like to see them,
for however friendly in appearance they may be, they simply hate us.
William Gill intended to travel across Tibet with Mr Mesny, a Jersey-born
Briton who had long worked for the Chinese. While at Chongqing on 14th
April 1877, Gill writes:
Received a letter from Mesny dated 14th March from Knei Gan in which
he said he could leave there 4th April at latest for this place direct and he
may come any day. Mesny came out here originally with the army, being
then an armourer sergeant. He subsequently got into the service of the
Chinese government who employ him in their arsenals. He has married a
Chinese wife who henpecks him sadly according to the account of the
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budding magistrate who knows him well, and as far as he can, he has
turned Chinaman. Mê asked Baber if Mesny could ever go back to England,
as he had now become a Chinaman which he did not quite seem to
understand.
Knowing that Mesny would not arrive for some weeks, William Gill left
Chongqing on 26th April and journeyed to Chengdu, the capital of Sichuan,
about 170 miles north of the Yangtze river. He took not only his servants
but Tib the dog, a pony and pony-boy, 20 coolies to carry his luggage, four
coolies to carry him in a sedan-chair, and four to carry his servant’s smaller
sedan-chairs. But he found travelling Chinese-style by chair neither
dignified nor comfortable, and rapidly abandoned it, preferring to walk.
Captain Gill arrived at Chengdu on 9th May. Concluding that Mesny
would be some time getting there, Gill decided to make a month-long 400
mile circular journey through the mountains of northern Sichuan, ‘the Min
Mountains of the ancient Yü-kung’ to Sungpan (Sung-P’an-T’ing). In
Chinese eyes, this was the source of the main stream of the Yangtze.
According to Colonel Yule, there was no record of any European visiting
this territory.
Having sought advice from the local Catholic bishop, Monseigneur
Pinchon, William Gill set out from Chengdu on 18th May. Eight baggage
coolies, his chair coolies and four official messengers provided by the local
magistrate, accompanied him. On this journey William Gill encountered the
highland races known to the Chinese as Mantzu and Sifan. Colonel Yule
later ascribed the success of this expedition to Gill’s ‘indomitable
resolution, accompanied by patience, temper, tact and sympathy.’
William Gill returned to Chengdu about 20th June and the following day
Mesny arrived there:
Now the very serious question presented itself, whether I could carry out
my intention of travelling through Kansu to Kashgar. My whole difficulty
lay in European politics. Supposing that I had found myself unable to
proceed any further towards Kashgar than Urumchi, I could have passed
through Russia, if there had been no danger of England being entangled in
a war with that country. But with England and Russia at war, this of course
would have been impossible; and if unable to enter Kashgar, I should have
had no choice but the dreary journey in mid-winter back to Peking; and
even should the road to Kashgar have been clear, the mountain passes
would not have been open, and I must have waited north of the Himalayas
until the spring. This would not have deterred me for one moment but for
the critical state of affairs between our country and Russia; in the event of
war it was equally my duty and desire to be somewhere within hail, and I
could not feel myself justified in running the risk of being buried for so
many months in central Asia.
This was the more disappointing, as I had everything prepared for the
journey – provisions, clothes, and about three thousand taels in silver. I was
very loth to give it up; but after anxiously reading every word in the scanty
items of European news that were available, and after thinking over the
matter night and day, sorely against my will, and with a heavy sigh, I at last
determined to come home with as much speed as possible, but at the same
time by some new road.
Gill and Mesny therefore agreed to travel via Batang to northern
Myanmar (Burma). They set out on 10th July with 60 coolies – 40 carrying
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baggage, the rest to carry sedan chairs for Gill, Mesny and their servants.
The pair then travelled through Ta-tsien-lou (Tachienlu, Dajianlu, Dartsedo,
Tartsendo or Kangding). At an altitude of more than 8,300 feet, this was the
‘Chinese Gate of Tibet’ and the residence of the French Bishop Chauveau
of Sebastopol, Vicar Apostolic of Lhasa. The Bishop, whose mother was
English, helped Gill exchange silver bullion for lighter gold ingots and
provided a home for Gill’s dog Tib, who was no longer fit to travel. From
there, they climbed to the Tibetan plateau, which is mostly more than
11,000 feet above sea level. Throughout their entire journey, Gill surveyed
the route and measured the altitude with aneroid barometers and a
hypsometric thermometer, a device that uses the boiling point of water to
determine altitude.
They passed through eastern Tibet via Litang (more than 13,000 feet
above sea level) to Batang (more than 8,500 feet), in the valley of a
tributary of the Jinsha. This river is what Europeans regarded as the true
upper Yangtze. The name Jinsha means ‘golden sand’ and inspired by this,
William Gill named his book on the expedition The River of Golden Sand.
At Batang they met more French Catholic missionaries, Fathers Desgodins
and Biet. The latter succeeded Bishop Chauveau who died the following
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Sketch map of the Tibeto-Chinese frontier.
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year.
Crossing the Jinsha, they followed its valley or the ridge between it and
the upper Mekong valley for 24 days to Dali (Tali or Talifu), the western
capital of Yunnan and about 6,700 feet above sea level. They arrived there
in late September and were now re-entering known territory. Baber had
surveyed the route from Dali to the Irrawaddy when accompanying the
commission investigating the murder of Gill’s schoolmate Augustus
Margary.
From Dali, Gill and Mesny headed towards Bhamo, a small stockaded
town on the Irrawaddy. They passed the site at Man-Yün, on a tributary of
the Irrawaddy about 70 miles northeast of Bhamo, where less than three
years earlier Margary had been murdered. Stopping to pay their respects,
Gill wrote of the occasion:
It was our fortune to be the humble instruments of thus honouring his
name, but any feeling of gratification was lost in the thoughts of the rueful
scene that had been enacted on that fatal shore. We had claimed the legacy
bequeathed by him, but it was in sorrow that I felt that we had redeemed the
right his life had purchased. I uncovered my head as the only tribute of
respect that I could pay to the memory of one who will be ever dear to the
heart, not only of those who knew him, but of all who value the noble
qualities of uprightness, courage, and determination.
Gill and Mesny arrived at Bhamo on 1st November 1877. There the local
political agent, Thomas Cooper, greeted them, one of the last people from
whom Gill had taken advice before leaving England. The party stayed with
Cooper until 6th November, then proceeded swiftly by steamer down the
Irrawaddy to Rangoon and thence by sea to Calcutta where the expedition
team disbanded.
William Gill’s scientific work, including the Chinese expeditions, was
recognised on 26th May 1879, when the Royal Geographical Society
awarded him one of its two annual gold medals. The R.G.S. award cited
especially ‘the careful series of hypsometrical observations and the traverse
survey’ made in western China and Tibet, ‘by which we have for the first
time, the means of constructing with considerable accuracy profile sections
of those elevated and little known regions. Also for the elaborate Memoir
contributed to the Journal of the Society on the subject of his expedition,
and for the maps of his route in 42 sheets, on a scale of two miles to the
inch.’
Not only had he conducted valuable survey work but he had also brought
back much interesting information about the tribes he encountered. These
included the Musus and the Lisus, whose women wore costumes similar to
the traditional Swiss style. Moreover, from the Musus he brought back to
the British Museum a remarkable manuscript. This was in an unknown
script, which an expert of the time thought might be a survival of a very
ancient ideographic system, a way of depicting ideas via symbols.
The following year, the Geographical Society of Paris awarded William
Gill a gold medal and John Murray published Gill’s two-volume account of
the journey. Entitled The River of Golden Sand, the narrative of a journey
through China and Eastern Tibet to Burmah, it had an introductory essay by
Colonel Henry Yule. He subsequently wrote that the book ‘had with the
public a fair, though hardly a brilliant success, being perhaps too bulky,
though free from anything like padding.’
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Baron von Richtofen was deeply impressed by William Gill’s work. He
wrote:
Captain Gill’s results have been of the highest interest to me, particularly
those of his journey north of Cheng-tu, and of his route between Ta-tsien-lu
and Atentze. He is an acute observer of men and nature, and stands very
high indeed by the accuracy and persistency with which he has carried
through his surveying work … Many a famous traveller might learn in this
respect from Captain Gill. The determination of so many altitudes is too a
very important part of his work …
What of Gill’s other adviser, Thomas Cooper? Five months after greeting
Gill at Bhamo, he was murdered at his home there by one of his sepoy
guards.
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At the end of the China expedition, William Gill was in Calcutta, tidying up
loose ends. We join him on 28th November 1877. He has just squared
accounts with Mesny and arranged to send his servants to Shanghai:
I then went to the museum where I called on Anderson (who went to
Bhamo and Teng Gueh with Sladen). [John Anderson was a distinguished
Scottish naturalist who became curator of the Indian Museum. Edward
Sladen was commissioner of Arakan in southern Burma.] The museum is
not yet open but he took me all over it. It will be a magnificent place. The
building itself is very fine and quite dwarfs Government House. To a
spectator looking across the Maiden, Government House is not high enough
to produce an effect, from a distance the trees of the Eden Gardens (not so
called after the earliest known park) hiding more than half of it. There is a
dome on the top of Government House but a very mean and unornamented
one and looking from the south, the dome of the Post Office appears behind
and above it, and such as it is, dwarfs it altogether.
I then went to Pierson’s house [Major William Henry Pierson of the
Bengal Engineers had been involved in building the Indo-European
telegraph.] and Chin Tai, Chung Lih and Chu Ming finally all being
collected, I sent Chu Ming to see them safely aboard, as I could not go
myself, for Chung Lih did not appear till 6 o’clock when it was too late.
William Gill spent the evening at the Artillery Club:
Had a very pleasant evening at the Artillery, me sitting between General
Thuillier of the Trig (as all its members speak of the Great Trigonometrical
Survey) and Colonel Campbell. [Henry Edward Landor Thuillier, surveyor–
general of India.] Thuillier of course knew all my old friends of the Trig and
was somewhat astonished to learn that I had at one time belonged to that
distinguished body. I had plenty of interesting conversation – geographical,
social and familiar. Colonel Campbell is great on social-ology (if that is the
word, which I don’t think it is) and is always poking about in out of the way
places noticing the manners, customs and social life of the people. And as
this is also a particular weakness of my own, we hit it off very well. There
was a very nice little dinner and the band of a neighbouring regiment
playing for its officers was just loud enough to be heard by us without
interrupting conversation.
The following morning, before breakfast, Gill borrowed a horse:
Went out for a ride on a horse of Pierson’s. Met the secretary of the Bank
of Bengal and rode with him a little, then went down by the Garden Reach
road.
It was here that in the olden days all the merchant princes used to live in
splendid houses. These all still remain but more or less in a state of ruin,
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Calcutta

standing each of them in beautiful park-like gardens with walls or railings
above a ha-ha, the revetments of which are now tumbling down in many
places. But times have changed. There are no longer merchant princes to
keep open house for all comers. Simla has not only sprung into existence
but become a necessity. People have now two houses to keep up, instead of
one, expenses are doubled and incomes less. So now people live on ‘flats’ –
Fancy Flats in Calcutta!!! And as for merchants, the only rich ones are now
Germans. Another cause has contributed to put Garden Reach out of
fashion. When the King of Oude was pensioned off, they bought houses for
him here; and his swarm of followers, building hives for themselves all over
the place, drove all the Europeans away. Or would have done so if it had
not already been deserted. I had a pleasant ride getting beyond the houses
amongst cocoa nut palms and shady trees and returning by another road
reached home by 9 o’clock in time to wash and dress for breakfast.
Having had breakfast, he engaged a new servant:
After this Palmer sent me over a man who he thought would do me for a
servant and I engaged him as usual, giving about twice the amount of wages
that I ought. But a good servant will not come with anyone’s service for a
week or two only without high pay, and if he turns out a good man, I should
not grudge him the few rupees. He calls himself Allahabad Khan and told
me that he came down to enter the service of the Viceroy. But hearing that I
was in want of the best servant in Calcutta, and feeling that he and he alone
could fulfil my requirements, he gave up the Viceroy for me. This was very
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considerate of him and afterwards I really hardly liked to ask him to pull off
my boots. My servant for the present he has become and I dismissed Chu
Ming who properly belongs to the hotel and from having been there so
much is not quite the sort of man I wanted.
‘The Khan’ speaks no English whatever and I think my courage in
engaging him is worthy of all admiration for I never knew much Hindustani
and I have forgotten a good deal of the little I ever knew.(Question for
grammarians and mathematicians – can a man forget a good deal of a
little?) I pick up some, however, every day and the wonderful difference
between Chinese and Hindustani forces itself more than ever upon me. I
never could pick up anything of Chinese. With Hindustani I can hardly help
pick up scraps, even without trying to. Speaking Hindustani, if I say
something unintelligible, a Hindoo tries to understand and on repetition
will probably succeed. A foreigner speaking Chinese really well often finds
a Chinaman simply refuses to understand him and certainly if a Chinaman
does not understand at once, he never makes the slightest effort and often
will not even listen to the remark repeated.
In the afternoon, Gill went over to the Bengal United Services Club:
I have been made an honorary member of the Bengal United Services
Club and went over there in the afternoon to read books and papers. Also
dined there with Le Mesurier. The party was Lindsay R.E., Dunlin R.E. and
a barrister named Millar.
The club is a great convenience to officers passing through or people
staying only a few weeks, for at it a man can have a comfortable bedroom
and live at a very moderate cost. It is not in my opinion so good a club as
the Byculla Club at Bombay. There was rather a bustle and scramble at
dinner. Everyone seemed in a hurry to eat as much as possible in the
shortest time and my recollections of the Byculla are of profound peace and
gentleness all through the meal. The management here cannot be very good.
Someone called for whiskey and there was none in the house, though there
was real turtle and punch for dinner. The cigars were indifferent, not to say
bad, like they are at most clubs in England. We went into the billiard room
after dinner, where the flies were annoying. But not so bad as they were a
few nights ago, when they had to brush the table between each stroke, and
then the pockets got so full during one game that there was no room for the
balls. The Viceroy arrived today and everyone went to meet him. There
were upwards of 30 R.E. officers in Calcutta and as usual no two were
dressed alike.
Gill was clearly impressed by some new army headgear:
I admire the new Indian R.E. helmet immensely. It has a brass spike and a
white silk puggerie [turban]. It is thoroughly useful and soldier-like dress
and very handsome withal. I have worn one nearly all the way from Cheng
Tu to Bhamo, in rain, wind and sun. I have brushed through thorns and
branches in it, knocked it against low doorways or beams and overhanging
branches of trees and I have never, either walking or riding, had any fault
to find with it. And thanks, eternal thanks, to the Prince of Wales. I
understand that at last the army at home are provided with a reasonable
head-dress and those vile abominations Cocked Hats, Busbies and Shakos
are done away. We may hope that the British soldier will some day be
reasonably dressed.
At the club, he was told an amusing tale of a missionary:
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A regiment leaving a certain station was disposing of its mess tents valued
at 1,600 rupees the two. A missionary came to see them, admired them and
said they were just the things for the mission work. The regiment appears to
have been very generous, for the president of the mess told the missionary
that, as a contribution to mission work, they would sell the tents for 600.
The missionary was much pleased and the president then said he must go
and see the colonel and get his consent. The missionary trudged off. The
colonel was kind, and said that he would make the price 500, instead of
600. The man of the Bible, more pleased than ever, thanked the colonel and
said he would at once go and raise subscriptions. Oh, said the colonel, so
you have not got the money? Then put my name down for 50 rupees. The
missionary thought never that the regimental well was not dry, yet visited
each officer, and not only did he put their names down but he put their
silver rupees in his pocket. These tents, be it remembered, were the absolute
property of the officers. He succeeded in raising the 500 rupees, the greater
part of it from the regiment, and then wrote to say he did not want the tents.
With this letter he did not return the subscriptions. This is really a true story
and requires no salt whatever.
Clearly William Gill was bored with talk of Simla:
Everyone in Calcutta has just come back from Simla and they talked
Simla all the evening. The skating rink, the balls, the parties, the houses. I
must say this, however, that there was no scandal talked nor did I hear a
single lady mentioned by name. Pierson says this is because the scandals
are so well known that there is no pleasure in talking about them. I was
rather tired of Simla before the evening was finished.
Next day Gill had his first haircut for 14 months:
Had a ride from 7 to 9 and then called in the barber and was operated on
for the first time since leaving Peking in September last year. Spent the
greater part of the day at the club reading and writing letters, as the
English mail went out tonight. Dined with Colonel Campbell at the other
club. Met Dr Anderson and a civilian named Mangles. Had a very pleasant
evening and Simla with its society was not once mentioned.
On the 1st December William Gill decided to catch up with the news:
This was what people call a cold weather morning and when I got up, I
found it quite chilly. The weather hitherto since I have been here has been
pretty much like very hot London weather but with a more powerful sun. I
have never here found it inconvenient, though the Calcutta-ites themselves
have been grumbling dreadfully, declaring they could do nothing and
wondering when the cold weather would come.
Today it really was cool all day and Pierson’s house, being exposed to the
breeze, is really very pleasant. So much so that I contrive to get out of the
wind. I don’t think the thermometer in the house ever gets above 82 or 83.
Went out for a ride in the morning from 7 to 9 by Belvedere where the
Lieutenant Governor lives. I think his house and grounds are much better
located and certainly much prettier than Government House.
After breakfast I received a budget of letters and newspapers bearing date
August 8th to September 6th (letters numbers 10-11-12-13-14). I have never
received the intermediate ones. I think the last I had was dated London
April.
After breakfast I wrote my name in the Viceroy’s book and called on
General Crommelin, the senior R.E. here. I then went to the club and read.
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Dined at the club, met more R.E.’s, was at the same table with Pierson,
Skipwith and Riddell. Went to the opera with Pierson afterwards - Ruy Blas
[a work by Victor Hugo set in 17th century Spain]. Again, did not stop till
the end but came home and went to bed.
Soon after this, William Gill returned home to England.
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ARRESTED BY THE RUSSIANS

On his return from India, William Gill was appointed to the war office’s
intelligence branch. In the Balkans, the Russo-Turkish war was coming to
an end and peace negotiations were under way. During these negotiations in
early 1878, William Gill and a friend set off at short notice for Russianoccupied Bulgaria. They presented themselves as British tourists, wishing to
visit the scenes of recent fighting.
Not wishing to be accused of anything underhand, on arrival at Bucharest
in Romania, they called on the Russian commander, General Cherkesoff, to
explain their plans – or at least the official version. Cherkesoff was polite
but insisted that they would need a Russian pass to cross the Danube into
Bulgaria. He would telegraph for the pass to the Turkish coastal village of
Yesilköy (then known as San Stefano and where Istanbul airport is now)
where the peace negotiations were under way. Meanwhile Gill and friend
set off by train for Giurgiu (Giurgevo) on the Danube south of Bucharest, to
wait for the pass. Gill wrote of this journey:
From the windows of the filthy railway carriages, that had probably
recently carried typhus patients, the landscape was very dreary in the
driving rain, and through the mist we could see long strings of hundreds of
provision carts lumbering over the muddy roads on their way to the Russian
armies in the exhausted province of Bulgaria.
After about 80 miles on the train, they reached Giurgiu:
The waiting room was more than filled with Russian officers, their wives,
children, menservants and maidservants, samovars, pillows, and all the
paraphernalia the Russian officer carries about with him on a campaign.
Through the broken panes of a glass window the refreshment-room could be
seen, the atmosphere reeking with tobacco smoke, and a dirty waiter
handing greasy dishes to a clamorous crowd of passengers; beyond in the
street the strings of Russian provision carts still went rumbling over the
stones, and through the mud and slush; and above the noisy calls for the
waiter, and the hum of conversation, could be heard the shouts of the
drivers, as they urged their miserable animals to draw the overloaded carts
or carriages. We were obliged to wait some time for our luggage, and
whilst standing in the salon it was not difficult to perceive that we were
objects of interest to some Russian gendarmes, who talked amongst
themselves, casting sidelong glances at us.
Proceeding to their hotel, Gill was less than impressed with the
accommodation and ambience:
The hotel was not a very delightful place. One of the waiters had lost an
eye and walked like a crab; another squinted. This physical defect was
evidently a reflex of the obliquity of his moral vision.
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They seemed to look upon us with suspicion. They sniffed at us as the
pariah dogs sniff at the carcasses of horses and bullocks that lie about the
roads of Roumania.
Round every corner there appeared to be someone who was trying to look
as if he did not see us.
The two Brits decided to make themselves known to the local Russian
commander, General Belskii. He had been forewarned by telegraph of their
arrival in the town:
The old gentleman … looking at us uneasily, said in a somewhat plaintive
tone: ‘But what can you want to do at Giurgevo?’
When we reflected that under the most favourable circumstances
Giurgevo was about as lively a place as Sheerness; that now a continuous
rain descended from a leaden sky into a sea of mud; that the place was full
of Russian soldiers; and that the high price of everything was only equalled
by its inferior quality, we could hardly help feeling that the question was a
somewhat pertinent one.
Gill and friend were required to give the general their paroles d’honneur
not to attempt to cross the Danube into Bulgaria. Having giving the
assurances to the Russian general, they went to the local Prefecture where
they met the President of the Permanent Committee, ‘a most fiery
Roumanian gentleman’ named Yepuresco. He promised assistance and
considered that the Russians had no right to prevent the British duo from
travelling. As they returned to their hotel, William Gill noted the condition
of the highways:
The roads of Giurgevo are bad; they have been paved in parts with blocks
of stone. Here and there are holes caused by the explosion of Turkish shells.
There will be more; a live shell lying by the roadside is not an infrequent
sight. The Giurgevites like playing with these, and they sometimes go off.
The drivers avoid the holes if they can; when they get into them they
sometimes leave a wheel behind; they do not swear a great deal under these
circumstances, but this is the fasting season. Sometimes they get their carts
out of the hole; they are then much pleased, and make a fresh start.
When they find that shouting and beating their horses about the head does
not eventuate in any particular result, they get inside and go to sleep, the
horses standing quietly up to their bellies in mud, and eating the hay tied up
behind the other carts as they jolt past.
At the hotel, Gill and his companion received a message from Yepuresco
offering police assistance, if required. The following morning was the
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Greek Orthodox Easter. William Gill and his colleague went out for a drive.
A few miles out of Giurgeu, they were overtaken by two Russian
Gendarmes with orders to take them back to town. They had to give further
assurances to General Belskii that they would not try to cross the Danube.
Next day, Caramanli, the Romanian Prefect, returned from Bucharest. A
former cavalry officer in the Russian army, he dealt robustly with the
Russian Captain of Gendarmerie. The outcome was that the Prefect pledged
that the Brits would not cross the Danube, the Captain of Gendarmerie that
they would no longer be molested. Consequently Gill and friend were able
to enjoy the rest of their short stay in the area at liberty, apart from an
ongoing dispute with the Captain of Gendarmes about his interception of a
couple of letters they had tried to send.
It was now a fine day, and we all took a walk in the public garden, where
a military band was playing Russian music, Russian soldiers lounged about
in their dirty clothes, and unkempt Russian officers smoked countless
cigarettes as they paced slowly up and down.
The Roumanian peasants were all in their holiday attire.
The men were in maroon silk jackets, black silk trousers, baggy at the hips
and tied at the ankles; a clean white shirt; a red scarf round the waist, and
an astrachan [sic] cap.
The women were in short white petticoats under red or black embroidered
shirts and aprons; embroidered waistbands, clean white bodies, and long
white veils hanging down the back; very clean white stockings, and neat
shoes.
As the sun was setting we returned to our hotel slowly through the streets
half-ruined by the Turkish shells; and still the Russian provision carts were
lumbering through the town.
The next morning we took a long country drive, and no one ventured to
molest us.
William Gill and his companion returned to Bucharest by train the
following evening, accompanied by the Prefect who saw them safely to
their hotel. A few days later they left for England, where Gill promptly
ridiculed the Russians in a three-part article entitled ‘Arrested by the
Russians,’ serialised in June 1878 in the weekly magazine Vanity Fair.
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William Gill was elected to the Royal Geographical Society on 26th January
1874, having applied 12 months previously. On his return from Romania, he
received an invitation to present a paper to the Society. His reply of 21st
March 1878 was written on headed paper from the Junior United Service
Club, London S.W., where Gill had lived, but with the heading crossed out
and the following address substituted:
1 Edinburgh Mansions
Victoria Street
London S.W.
To Sir Rutherford Alcock, K.C.B.
President, Royal Geographical Society
Dear Sir,
I have the honour to acknowledge your kind note of the 20th March and beg
to express my deep sense of the high honour you do me in inviting me to
read a paper before the Royal Geographical Society.
I willingly accept the invitation you so kindly offer.
I should be very much obliged if you could conveniently inform me as soon
as possible of the date you propose for my paper and remain,
dear Sir,
very truly yours,
William Gill
At a meeting of the R.G.S. at its Savile Row headquarters the following
month, Captain Gill read his paper. It dealt with his recent travels in western
China and the eastern borders of Tibet. ‘The fertile province of Szchuen and
the great variety of its products were minutely and graphically described, as
well as the curious appearance and habits of the wild border tribes,’ said a
report of the meeting. ‘Sir Rutherford Alcock, Sir Henry Rawlinson, and
other members of the society, congratulated Captain Gill on the result of his
journey, during which he had made an elaborate series of observations of
the heights of the mountains of the high plateau he had crossed.’
The following year, while away in Turkey, Captain Gill was awarded the
Founder’s Medal of the R.G.S. This took place at the Anniversary Meeting
of the Society, held in the Hall of the University of London, Burlington
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Gardens, on Monday 26th May 1879 at 2 o’clock in the afternoon and was
followed by dinner at 6 in the evening.
As the notice of the meeting stated, William Gill’s medal was awarded
‘for the important Geographical work he has performed during two long
journeys of Exploration, voluntarily undertaken, along the northern frontier
of Persia in 1873, and in Western China and Tibet in 1877; and especially
for the traverse-survey made by him during the latter journey, and the very
complete maps of his route, in forty-two sheets, on a scale of two miles to
the inch.’ The medal was accepted on Gill’s behalf by General Sir J.
Linthorn A. Simmons, R.E., G.C.B., K.C.B.
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In spring 1879, William Gill was sent to Constantinople (Istanbul) as
assistant boundary commissioner for the new border between Asiatic
Turkey and Russia. This was required by the Treaty of Berlin, signed the
previous July. This had virtually abrogated the recent Treaty of San Stefano
and was much less favourable to the Russians.
Captain Gill set off for Constantinople on 27th March. We join him four
days later at Naples in Italy, where his steamer has anchored:
We had a perfectly calm passage and reached Naples at about 9 a.m. so
that our passage must have been almost as fast as on the ‘Ava’. The
morning was gloriously fine and the clouds cast wonderful shadows over
the houses of the beautiful town. Looking at a panorama of this kind, where
for some miles rows of houses stretch along the shore and rise one above
the other on the steep hill side, and where at one glance from the deck of a
vessel so many thousands of windows can be seen, I am always impressed
by the vast amount of life that one takes in at a glance - how many human
beings are there living, doing, thinking or working. Without the windows the
scene would not be so impressive but in imagination one can look into each
and picture to oneself the scene behind, and they seem to be the outward
and visible signs of the great pulse of life that beats behind.
But there is not much more time for philosophizing. A boat awaits us and

Naples, with Vesuvius beyond.
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soon we five, General Hamley, Major Gordon and Major Ardagh (all
Commissioners), Stephens of the F.O. and myself are rowed ashore.
Stephens went to see some friends and we took two carriages and went for a
drive for about an hour and a half.
We were on board again soon after eleven and as the breakfast had been
put off for our convenience we started again before it was over at about
midday and in the calm blue sea steamed southwards skirting sunny Italy.
The night again was magnificent and Stromboli was passed at about 10.30
and Messina at 2 a.m.
The following day, which happened to be April Fools’ Day, Gill was
sceptical about the distance at which the captain claimed Etna could be
seen:
I was on deck before 7 and Etna’s snowy cone was visible over the taffrail
above a bank of clouds, the mountains of Calabria on our port quarter were
just tipped with snow, but after breakfast all had sunk from view and the sea
horizon was visible all round. A light breeze on our starboard beam made it
worthwhile to set fore and aft canvass and the day could hardly under any
circumstances have been more delightful.
The captain said that Etna was sometimes visible for a distance of 180
miles, a statement the exact accuracy of which I should feel inclined to
question. We certainly did not see it for more than 80 or 90 miles.
The shores of Calabria gradually sank from view and we saw no more
land today.
Next day they were off the coast of Greece:
Still the same magnificent weather. I was on deck about 6.30 and found
we were steaming past the Grecian coasts. We ran past Cape Matapan at
about 9 and Cape Malea about 12. Here a hermit is said to live in a little
white house close by the sea shore. We hoisted our ensign for him and
sounded the whistle but he seemed to take no notice and we did not see him
although we were within a few hundred yards of the shore.
We reached the Piraeus at about 9 o’clock in the evening and if the
Captain had given us another hour, we were going to have driven up to the
Acropolis at Athens but he declared his positive intention of going off again
at 11 so there was no time. Ardagh, Gordon and I landed and walked about
the town at the Piraeus for half an hour and went off again. We started
pretty punctually and again steamed off in a lovely calm moonlight night.
On 3rd April, the ship had a distinguished visitor, Heinrich Schliemann,
excavator of Troy:
All day the sea was smooth as glass. We passed Besika Bay but there were
no ships there and we stopped for a few moments at the entrance to the
Dardanelles to land some mail, and an old French Savant who had come on
board at the Piraeus. He was going to visit Schliemann who came on board
to take him away to Troy.
The following day they arrived at Constantinople:
Constantinople was in sight when I got up this morning and we anchored
before 8. Thus ended a wonderfully fine passage, brilliant sun and a smooth
sea all the way. We stopped on board a long time before going off and let
all the usual hubbub abate somewhat.
Ardagh’s servants came on board to meet him, and a lot of dragomen
[guides or interpreters] familiar and otherwise crowded round us. Amongst
others I recognised ‘George’ the man who acted as dragoman to Heaviside
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[W.J. Heaviside, R.E., later involved in the Survey of India] and myself
when we came here. I forget how many years ago but I think in the end of
71 or beginning of 72. He did not recognise me, but I spoke to him.
We did not get an embassy Cavasse (a man in a fine raincoat) as we might
have done, and so passed our goods through the custom house, but we took
them straight ashore and with a bribe of 4 shillings and 6 pence overcame
the scruples of the douaniers, which divided amongst 4 people makes about
13½ pence (not very egregious ransom).
The General and Ardagh took up their quarters at the Hotel Royal. I
could find no rooms to suit me, the only bedrooms to be found were small
and wretched and after the general had been satisfied, the only salon was a
huge one at 40 francs a day. Ardagh has a servant called Artin. I should
like to call him Ah-Sin for then he would be a Chinaman; as it is he is
Armenian. Artin knew of a house where he said the lodgings were good. I
found a sitting room and two small bedrooms with an anteroom, all for 20
francs a day which I engaged, though they were not quite what I like, in a
narrow and dark street. I changed my clothes and then went to breakfast at
the Hotel Royal in company with the general, Ardagh and Gordon. After
that I wrote a letter reporting arrival to Lord Salisbury [Robert GascoyneCecil, later thrice Conservative Prime Minister] and took it to the Embassy.
I saw Malet for a few moments who is minister plenipotentiary in the
absence of the Ambassador Sir H. Layard [Sir Austen Henry Layard,
excavator of Nineveh and sometime Privy Councillor], and I left cards for
all the other embassy people. Smyth is here whom I used to know at
Teheran but there were no other acquaintances, they all seem horribly busy
and I did not stay long. I called with Gordon on Sir Collingwood Dickson
[much decorated instructor of the Turkish artillery] and in their house saw
some charming rooms, probably the best in Constantinople looking over the
Embassy Garden to the Golden Horn. There was only one bedroom and as I
expect Clarke very soon I want another for him, but they said there was
another room upstairs.
Previously to this I had come across Angelo Pereki who had acted as
dragoman to Baker, Clayton and myself when we were here in 73 and I
engaged him at once.
Gordon and I then called on Hobart Pasha at the club ‘Le Sport’, on the
Consul Mr Fawcett, and on Sir Drummond Wolf. Fawcett put us down for
the Maritime Club, and we dined at the Hotel Royal. I smoked a cigar in
Ardagh’s room and walked home to bed.
There are about a dozen dogs in every street in Pera (the European part
of Constantinople). They belong to no one but are useful scavengers, they
never venture far from their own street, for should a dog dare to hunt about
for refuse in any other street than his own, he is at once attacked by all the
dogs that belong to that particular street. They are otherwise inoffensive
creatures with great fear of man but useful brutes.
I passed a wretched night horribly eaten of insects. A squall too came in
the night and as all the Venetian shutters outside the windows were loose,
there was a terrible clatter till someone came in to shut them.
Next day, not surprisingly, William Gill decided to move:
When Angelo appeared I determined at once to move into the house where
Sir C. Dickson lives and gave Angelo instructions accordingly. Then went
out to do a few little things and at 11 went to appointment to meet Gordon
41

GLIMPSES OF A VICTORIAN HERO
at the restaurant St. Petersburg and breakfast there. I walked in but it did
not look much like a place for breakfast. I asked the waiters and they said
oh yes, so I sat down and after waiting till 11.45 breakfasted by myself. Just
as I had finished I saw Gordon pass the door and rushed out. He said that
he had always been accustomed to breakfast in a room above, and did not
know that breakfasts were served in the room below. He had also been
waiting since 11 for me, sitting just over my head. We then got a carriage
and drove together to the Serai Kuat (War Office) where we saw Chekar
Bey, Gordon’s co-commissioner and Shehab Bey, my co-commisioner. [A
bey was a high-ranking Ottoman official, such as a provincial governor.] I
made an appointment with the latter for 6 o’clock tomorrow evening, we
then took a caique [a light rowing boat] and rowed to the Ambassador’s
yacht H.M. Ship ‘Antelope,’ commanded by Wingfield R.N. (a lieutenant I
suppose). We called on him and then I went home to my new apartments to
dress for dinner.
I have two splendid rooms 24 feet long by 15 feet broad, beautifully fresh,
clean and light and pay 184 francs a week for them and when Clarke comes
I shall have another room upstairs, giving up my present bedroom to him.
Dined at the embassy, played a game of billiards (the last time I played
was on Wood’s table at Shanghai, I think) and as on that occasion I
distinguished myself by winning the game.
Walked home to bed and sleep magnificently.
Next morning, which was Sunday, William Gill got value for money at
breakfast time:
Breakfasted at the club with Gordon and only paid 2¼ francs for
breakfast with cheese, wine, dessert and a cup of black coffee, all compris –
the same breakfast for which 6 francs is charged at hotels and restaurants.
I then went to the embassy to get some papers and maps and then home to
do some writing. The morning was chilly and it came on to rain but I did
not want to go out and it cleared up more or less afterwards – got out some
Turkish books as I mean to try and learn something of the language.
I got a carriage and drove off at 5 o’clock to see Shehab Bey who had
given me an appointment for 6 o’clock.
There are two bridges across the Golden Horn; the upper one an iron
bridge and the lower one a bridge of boats, which is supposed to be a
temporary affair until the completion of a new iron bridge. The tolls
however on the bridge of boats are the perquisite of one of the Sultan’s
wives and she not liking the idea of losing so lucrative an affair, bribed the
captain of a ship to run into and smash up the iron bridge. After that she
found a means to stop further work and there the half bridge is, as it is
likely to be for many years, a melancholy illustration of the Turkish System.
The Sultana however was very nearly losing her profits, for the toll is half a
piastre which may be paid in paper money, but there was no paper of less
value than one piastre. The change was consequently given in copper but
lately the paper currency has been reduced to a sixth and sometimes a tenth
of its nominal value and the consequence was that the change given at the
toll gate, viz half a copper piastre, was absolutely worth three times or
sometimes five times as much as the paper piastre tendered as payment.
The gamins of Constantinople were not slow to discover this, a means of
obtaining at least a livelihood if not amassing a fortune by the simple means
of continually passing and re-passing the bridge, and it was some days
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Constantinople

before the simple minded official could invent the original device of
manufacturing the paper half piastre. This paper money is called ‘caime’, a
phrase that is now about as familiar in London as Stamboul.
Arrived at the War Office. I found the whole place shut up and everyone
gone away, for which Angelo vouchsafed the suggestion that when Shehab
gave me an appointment for 6 o’clock he meant 6 o’clock Turkish time or
Noon.
I discovered someone who knew the Bey’s private residence and stowing
Angelo beside me, let the man mount the box and we drove away.
Shehab was at home and now in the quiet room where we had our
conversation to ourselves I soon found out that French was not a very
familiar language to him – in consequence of which I succeeded in
extracting very little information.
He gave me another appointment at the Serai Kuat for six heures à la
France. I knew he did not mean what he said and got out my notebook to
make a memorandum of the engagement, but in reality to give him an
opportunity of correcting himself which he did by saying six heures du
matin. He thought for a moment and then said à la Turque. I now knew
what he meant so said à midi at which he was evidently much relieved in his
mind.
I then bade him adieu and drove off. I dined at the Club Maritime where I
found Gordon and we dined together. Just as I had finished, Baker came in.
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I sat down at his table and we had a long talk over present, past and future.
Baker was Gill’s old travelling companion who, following release from
prison after the incident on the Portsmouth to Waterloo train, now worked
for the Turkish government.
One thing he told me that I certainly never before dreamed of, that the
Turkish army was governed by red tapism to an infinitely higher degree
than the English Army even.
The War Office or Serai Kuat is a funny place to our ideas. The courts are
full of beggars, chiefly women and very little children who follow one about
through the passages up the stairs and to the very doors of the official
rooms. At an interview of any sort, cigarettes and coffee are always
produced.
Gill started the new week with Monday morning breakfast at the club ‘Le
Sport’. He did not do much till the afternoon:
Met Gordon about 1.30, went with him, called on Hausen of Hausen’s
bank, on Wrench the Vice Consul and on H.M.S. ‘Bittern,’ then took a row
in a caique. I then called on General Sletnitzky whom I had previously met
at Tiflis [Tbilisi] six years ago. He is a very scientific man and is the
Russian commissioner for the Anatic boundary. He remembered me and we
mostly talked on indifferent subjects. He at last observed that there had
been some correspondence between the Russian and English governments
with regard to the extent of frontier in the delinulation of which the English
had any voice and observed that the English commissioner was precluded
from taking any part in the proceedings of delinulation except for the
frontier east of Kara Ougau.
I have never seen the termination of the correspondence, but I believe that
our government weakly gave way to the Russians on the subject. I declined
however to accept Sletnitzky’s assertion and avoided any direct answer
until I could find out from Shehab Bey how matters stood.
The agreement between Lord Salisbury and Count Shouvaloff was the line
of the Alashguird should be delinulated by the mixed commission. During
the Berlin congress Lord Salisbury appears the first to have substituted the
word ‘valley’ (a most unfortunate substitution). If the expression ‘line of
Alashkird’ had been been retained it was a sufficiently loose expression to
have included the whole frontier but the term ‘valley of Alashkird’ can only
mean the geographical valley.
If the term ‘line’ had been retained, we might have claimed to be
represented on the whole line from Olti but by using the word ‘valley’ we
can hardly claim to work on the westward of Kara Orgau: and now I don’t
know how matters have been settled between the two governments but I fear
much that the Russians are to have it all their own way.
Sletnitzky is a pleasant old fellow, but he had some German with him who
was backing him up in all he said. I can’t help thinking that the Germans
and Russians are in very close alliance. Sletnitzky has amused himself
during his stay here by fixing the latitude and longitude of Constantinople.
I dined with Baker at the club ‘Le Sport’ and Hamley and Ardagh sat at
the same table.
The following Saturday, Gill recorded Baker’s explanation of the strange
workings of the Ottoman regime:
As he remarks, this is a wonderful country. He has no money and no
transports; there are absolutely no means for doing anything and yet, he
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says, the things get done somehow as they always do. H. [Hobart Pasha —
Augustus Hobart-Hampden, commander of the Turkish Black Sea fleet] says
the same thing; sometimes they come to him, and tell him that there is no
rice for the men, none to be had anywhere, none to be bought, no money to
pay for any, and the prospect of the whole fleet starving is opened up, but
just at the last moment a week’s supply turns up from somewhere, no one
knows where, and no one knows how. The astounding way in which this
country lives from hand to mouth is almost beyond belief.
That Monday, 14th April, Gill wrote of Russian ambitions regarding India:
Scobeleff says that no sane being in Russia imagines for a moment that
the Russian policy is not India, and he said to Baker: ‘we shall get there –
we shall creep on and on, for there will always be plenty of fools in England
who will believe that we are not doing so; and then some day when you
English are unprepared we shall strike the blow. Why of course we all want
India! … We can’t touch you anywhere, thanks to your silver streak. But by
advancing towards India we obliterate that silver streak, and at last when
we are near enough you will become vulnerable.
Because of differences of opinion between the English and Russians, the
boundary commission never set out from Constantinople in 1879, so in the
autumn, William Gill returned to England. The following year, a new
commission under General Hamley finished the work.
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At the end of William Gill’s time with the boundary commission in
Constantinople, he and some colleagues took time out for a hunting
expedition. On 28th September 1879 he wrote:
Had a line from Ashburnham in the morning to say he was ill and could
not come with us – I went over to the embassy and found him in bed. I got
Stephen to come instead. I then went up to Pera to get some cartridges I had
ordered – for my guns, cartridges, etc. are all at Trebizonde and I have to
borrow Lionel Moore’s gun every time I go out.
I got on board our tug about 4.15. The others came on soon afterwards
and we set off about 6. We were about three hours in reaching our shooting
ground, the village of Chiflik Yeni (Greek name Panarghia, for it is a Greek
village) [Yeniçiftlik, near the ancient site Herakleia] on the north shore of
the Sea of Marmora about 25 nautical miles from Constantinople – that is
about 29 English miles – and just beyond Buyuk Chekmeje [Büyükçekmece]
(the greater drawbridge). Carafed (my servant) provided us an excellent
meal which we took on deck and then after cigars etc we returned to rest.
Our reason for hiring a tug was to avoid insects, bugs and fleas with which
the houses swarm. We turned in and blew out the lights about 10.30. All our
sleep was however more or less uneasy, until at last Clarke and Swaine got
up, lit a candle and discovered bugs. Swaine took up a fresh position.
Clarke and Stephen took their beds on deck. I turned over in mine, for
though the flea was frequent, the bugs were absent. I was just beginning to
doze when we were again disturbed by the servant seeking for the brandy
bottle, for neither Clarke or Stephen could sleep and they wanted a night
cap. The servant forgot to blow out the candle, so I had to get up and do it,
and this brought us well on between 1 and 2 in the morning.
Eventually we all overslept ourselves, and as our boat was so small, then
we had to go ashore in two detachments: the sun was well up by the time we
landed. We had with us Bounce, Clarke’s dog that he had bought from
Hobart some months ago, and another dog of the same breed called Brown
that Hobart gave me the day before yesterday. The first hour or two passed
in shouting at and chastising the dogs who did nothing but run wildly for
miles all over the country chasing larks. As there was not a feather seen, it
was fortunately of not much consequence. As soon as the dogs began to
weary, a hare got up in front of me with Bounce and Brown so close at his
heels that I could not fire until he was out of shot. This however, together
with again reducing the dogs to a certain degree of quietude, gave us
excitement for three-quarters of an hour or so. Next Stephen shot a landrail
[corncrake] and great was the rejoicing over ‘first blood’. After another
hour Clarke got four shots at the same snipe and missed him. Then he killed
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a quail in a vineyard and lost him. And presently, as it was about 11
o’clock, we held a council of war.
Like Mr Gladstone we had now three courses. The first was to go forward
about a mile in search of the quail marked down, the second to go back
three-quarters of a mile after the snipe, and the third was to up all and
eventually we adopted it.
After breakfast Stephen had had enough of it. I wanted to go back to the
steamer to see about getting back to Constantinople, as I am going for a
cruise in the ‘Bittern’ tomorrow. Clarke and Swaine wanted a few more
hours walking. So Stephen and I returned. Carafed had not been able to
devise any means of getting back either by land or water. So, as steam was
up, I decided to let the tug take me to Kutchuk Chekmeje [Küçükçekmece]
whence I could get a train at 6. I therefore first jumped overboard and we
started at 1.05, reaching Kutchuk Chekmeje (the lesser drawbridge) at 2.20.
I found a train just going, reached Constantinople at 3.30, just missed the
fast 4 o’clock boat but got back before 6. On arrival got a letter from Pusey
to say the ‘Bittern’ could not go tomorrow. So I gave up a possible day’s
sport, a certain day’s outing, spent a lot of extra money (for they will stick
me awfully for the consumption of coal between Chiflik Yeni and Kutchuk
Chekmeje and return) all for nothing. The hire of the steamer was £25
[equivalent to about £1,000 today] and they will probably charge me five or
six pounds extra, so my walk with one impossible shot at a hare has been a
pretty expensive one.
Over the very ground on which we were shooting a man named Cooper
shot nearly 400 quail in one day and his party (of 47 I think) shot upwards
of 2,000 quail in three days. It shows what luck there is. Near here also, but
in not such a good place, an Austrian, Wurmbrandt, shot 105 before 9 a.m.,
and Way of the ‘Bittern’ got 60 or 70 in one day.
Shortly after this expedition, William Gill left Istanbul for home.

48

INTRODUCTION

11
A CANDIDATE AGAIN

‘Isaac and Gill, the Constitutional candidates for Nottingham. Old England
for Ever.’ Thus read the handbills bearing a red, white and blue depiction of
the Union Flag, distributed in Nottingham in the spring of 1880.
It was eight years since William Gill had stood for the Conservatives at
Hackney. Now he was standing for the same party again, this time in the
Midlands city of Nottingham. Writing from 1 Edinburgh Mansions, Victoria
Street, London S.W. on 11th March 1880, he set out his standpoint on the
issues of the day, such as the status of the Anglican church and home rule
for Ireland:
I am a strenuous supporter of the Church of England, and of her union
with the State, and am determined, should I have the honour of a seat in
Parliament, to do my utmost to preserve our sacred institutions as we have
received them from our forefathers.
A party, known as Home Rulers, have arisen in the State, and, veiled
beneath the specious title of ‘inquiry,’ an insidious attempt has been made
to entangle candidates for Parliamentary honours in a scheme for the
dismemberment of that union which has been so favourable to the power
and prosperity of these islands; and, although I would earnestly urge
forward the redress of any proved grievance in Ireland, in which the action
of modern legislation may have left unrelieved; yet I should always oppose
to the utmost of my power the schemes of that party, whose ultimate object I
believe to be the separation of Ireland from Great Britain.
He favoured a careful ‘extension of municipal institutions to the counties’
and a redistribution of parliamentary seats for more equitable representation
of the growing urban areas. He held that ‘the protection of minorities is one
of the chief duties of a Government.’ Turning to foreign policy, he praised
the Prime Minister, Benjamin Disraeli:
At the Congress of Berlin, by a masterstroke of policy largely due to the
genius of Lord Beaconsfield [Disraeli], Austria was placed in a
commanding position at Novi Bazar; thus has Russia been forced to
relinquish the hopes of enthroning herself at the Byzantine Capital
[Constantinople], and results, unequalled by those obtained at the
conclusion of the Crimean War, have been gained without the loss of a
single English life.
He included a reference to India:
By the prompt action of the Indian Government, the extensive military
preparations of the late Amir of Afghanistan have been rendered
ineffectual, and our Indian empire has been saved from the impending
disaster of a war within its borders.
In an address the day before the election, Captain Gill stated, ‘I believe,
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Gentlemen, that England is still the old England that it was in the days of
the past, and I don’t believe in the decadence of the great Empire.’
But on polling day, 1st April, Gill and Isaac were defeated by a pair of
Liberals. The Nottingham Daily Guardian considered that ‘the friends of
Messrs. Isaac and Gill and of the cause they espoused have reason to
reproach themselves with lack of energy at the commencement of the battle.
They felt too secure, and whilst they slept the enemy had obtained an
entrance to the fortress. The battle has been fought nobly since, but in this
case it has been the first step which has cost us the representation of the
town.’
This was the last time William Gill stood for Parliament. His confidence
about the situation in Afghanistan was soon to prove misplaced and to lead
to another intelligence mission.
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THE CHINESE ARMY

On Friday 30th April 1880, four weeks after his election defeat, William Gill
had a speaking engagement. He had been asked to prepare a paper about the
Chinese army for private circulation.
Captain Gill started by expressing the trepidation he felt when given this
task:
When first asked to read a paper on the Chinese Army, I hesitated, for
inasmuch as amongst the heterogeneous forces that compose it there is a
complete want of what we understand by organisation, the Chinese Army
resolves itself into an unwieldy mass of men and matériel, which, even if
complete information were to be obtained, would hardly furnish subjectmatter for a critical audience. And even now it can by no means be said that
we have at our disposal facts and figures sufficient to give us such a
knowledge of the military strength of China as we have of European States,
and I feared that I should fail to satisfy the just anticipation of those who
might come here today with the hope of forming a fair idea of the Chinese
Army.
Nor can I lay claim to the possession of much original knowledge, and the
notes that I bring forward are little better than a compilation from other
published works. Consideration has, however, led me to hope that, although
the description of, and information regarding, the Chinese Army that I can
give, is meagre in the extreme, yet that its anomalous condition in the
present, and the consideration of its possible future, will afford topics which
are not only of the highest interest, but which must also present matter for
deep thought as to the destiny in store for this most wonderful nation.
Gill then set out to do his best with the subject. He started with a historical
review of the later history of the Chinese Empire, starting with the Ming
dynasty, established in 1368. He then dealt with the coming to power of the
alien Manchus, who entered Beijing in 1644 and still governed China:
The forces of the alien Manchus are now known as the Banner Army, so
called because the three nations that compose it are ranged under eight
banners.
These three nations are –
1st. The Manchus.
2nd. The Mongol Tatars.
3rd. Chinese descended from those adherents of Wu-San-Kwei who entered
Peking with the Manchus in 1644, and who afterwards furnished vassal
princes for the south-eastern provinces.
They number roughly some 230,000 non-commissioned officers and
privates, besides 40,000 élèves (paid expectants to the higher ranks), and
5,000 artificers and followers.
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Captain Gill then gave a more detailed breakdown of these forces and
their roles. He pointed out that information was most difficult to obtain in
Beijing:
Military exercises are almost universally carried on in the Imperial
hunting park – an immense tract of country surrounded by a wall, the
access to which is jealously forbidden to foreigners.
In, and perhaps also in the neighbourhood of, Peking, there is a force of
field artillery with modern breech-loading guns, but of their numbers and
effectiveness, I can form no idea.
In the remote Western Provinces I can, from my own observation, certify
that what we should call soldiers have no existence; the men are there,
doubtless, so are their wives and families, but bows and arrows, so far as I
saw, were the weapons with which they are armed; and although it is by
competitive examination that promotion is gained, when it is borne in mind
that, for the most part, in those provinces remote from the capital, at all
events, feats of physical strength and proficiency with the bow are the
subjects in which the aspirants to military honours are tested, it will be
readily conceived that the vast number of men borne on the strength of the
Tatar Bannermen are little better than a paper army.
William Gill had praise for some recent Chinese military feats:
No one who has not travelled in the East can form a conception of the
badness of the mountain tracks, and the difficulties to be overcome; and at
that time immediately after the terrible rebellion in Yun-Nan it can have
been no easy matter to feed the army in a country laid desolate and
devastated by both sides in what was almost a war of extinction.
And the march of these men and the other Chinese armies from LanChou-Fu to the oasis of Hami, a distance of about 1,000 miles, a portion
across a completely arid and waterless region in the fearful Desert of Gobi,
must fill us Englishmen with envy, whose miniature armies are always
accompanied by huge and cumbersome baggage trains that would render
feats such as these of the Chinese utterly beyond our powers.
But he added that nowhere in China was there what Europeans would
regard as a disciplined army. In support of this view, he quoted Baron von
Richtofen, writing about Chinese troops that he encountered in 1872:
They have mostly a stout frame, and can stand fatigues remarkably well.
But they are not animated by either a military or a patriotic spirit, and the
only means to keep a slight discipline among them is the fearful power of
capital punishment, which every Commander of at least one battalion,
wields over his own men. It is made use of liberally, and many are the
soldiers’ heads that are cut off by the executioner.
Can there be any more forcible illustration of the complete lack of
military spirit than this, that the executioner is one of the comrades of the
criminal, and receives 500 cash (about 2 shillings) [equivalent to about £5
today] for cutting off his head.
Captain Gill concluded that recent military successes by the Chinese were
not the product of superior courage, discipline or military leadership, but
‘were due to superior arms and superior numbers directed by an allpowerful will at the capital; a will which although it may be slow in making
itself felt, is nevertheless felt and obeyed throughout the length and breadth
of the Chinese Empire.’
For the second half of his paper, Gill considered the future. It was a
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daunting task, for, as he pointed out:
This nation possesses an authentic political history for 4,200 years, and
even at the time when our forefathers knew no other clothing than blue
paint, it was almost the nation of the day.
This nation possesses no landed aristocracy, but you may find men in it
who can trace an authentic pedigree for 2,000 years; and it boasts what no
Western nation can claim in so high a degree – an aristocracy of intellect.
This great Empire has now lived through long ages of varied fortune, and
it would be surprising indeed if a people that had survived so many and
such great vicissitudes, had been conquered many times, and had each time
risen superior to defeat, had absorbed one race of conquerors and had
driven out another, did not possess some characteristic that would mark it
as a peculiar people, and this characteristic is the individuality of the race.
And it seems to me that it is only by an inquiry into the causes of this
individuality, and of the long duration and stability of the Chinese empire,
that we can hope to speculate on its future as a military power.
In attempting to assess how far was China likely to advance as a military
nation, William Gill considered three questions:
1. What material is there in China for making soldiers?
2. What for the production of Officers? And
3. Without altering the fundamental principles of Chinese polity, what
changes in the details of the system are necessary to raise from the
Chinese people the Generals and subordinate Officers necessary?
He thought the answer to the first question easy:
The Chinese, especially those of the north, are a fine people physically:
they are hardy and enduring, frugal and temperate; they can undergo great
fatigues on a small amount of food, and will support great privations
without complaint. They are law abiding, docile and obedient to authority;
and if the discipline in their armies is at present lax, the history of Gordon’s
force shows us what it might be if the soldiers were properly paid, properly
officered, and properly looked after. [Colonel ‘Chinese’ Gordon of the
Royal Engineers, was in 1863 appointed commander of Chinese forces
against the Taipings and was made a mandarin first class as a reward for
his military success.]
Gill also considered that the belief once prevalent in the West that the
Chinese were cowardly had no basis, and quoted examples of Chinese
bravery. However, for two reasons he did not think that the Chinese would
make good officers:
The first is, that the Chinese are, as a nation, entirely without observation
and altogether devoid of originality. A Chinaman can learn anything, but he
can conceive nothing; he may readily be taught any number of the most
complicated military manoeuvres; but place him in a position slightly
different from that in which he has learnt, and he will be found incapable of
conceiving any modification to suit the altered circumstances.
The other reason Gill advanced was ‘the national want of any feeling akin
to self-sacrifice in the cause of duty’:
If we look at the history of the world, we shall find that two mighty
influences have been at work to induce such a feeling as that of selfsacrifice – the first has been religion, and the second the desire so strongly
implanted in the human breast of gaining the esteem of fellow-man. …
When, therefore, we bear in mind that at all events, so far as military
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virtues are concerned, both of these influences are completely wanting to a
Chinaman, we must be driven to the conclusion that we shall not find these
military virtues in China.
As for the changes to the Chinese system necessary to make China a great
military power, Gill suggested two were necessary:
First, the admission of military men to positions of honour and esteem at
present only open to civilian literati.
Secondly, an alteration in the subjects of the competitive examinations.
These examinations had for centuries been based on revered ancient
books, ‘so the national mind has been moulded in uniformity.’ Gill
concluded his paper thus:
I have little doubt that if the exact sciences were introduced into the
Chinese curriculum, that in course of time originality would be developed,
and that China might produce a Tyndall or a Newton. [John Tyndall, a
pioneer of molecular physics, was a popular writer on scientific subjects.] It
is to be believed that if the military examinations were something better
than the childish exercises now in vogue, a race of Officers might appear
worthy of a great nation; but then the momentous question arises – a
question that must ere now have presented itself with terrible force to some
minds in China – What would be the effect of scientific education and its
necessary concomitant free thought, would it be possible any longer to keep
300,000,000 of people united; would not the spirit of change or revolution
be let loose, and, bursting the floodgates that so long held it back, sweep
away the landmarks of centuries, tear up the roots of existing institutions,
and leave China even as Assyria, Egypt, and Babylon, a mystery to future
generations?
The chairman of the meeting, Sir Rutherford Alcock, himself a China
veteran, thanked Captain Gill for a very interesting paper and added some
observations of his own. Demetrius Boulger, an expert on Chinese military
matters, pointed out that the Chinese would only employ foreign officers as
a temporary expedient, and that in the past the Chinese had produced
generals ‘who showed originality and the power of conception.’ William
Gill agreed with Boulger about the Chinese employment of foreign officers.
But while conceding that there may in the past have been some skilful
Chinese generals, he stuck to his opinion ‘that there is a great want of
originality in the Chinese, which will prevent them from being a great
military nation.’
The paper, which with the comments from Alcock and Boulger ran to 20
pages, was printed by the royal printers, Harrison and Sons of St Martin’s
Lane, London and published for private circulation.
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AFTER MAIWAND

On 20th August 1880, William Gill embarked on his next mission, initially
by rail to Brindisi in southern Italy and thence by ship to India and
Afghanistan. It was prompted by news of the British defeat at Maiwand,
less than a month earlier.
Left Charing Cross by the 4.30 train, went to Dover in company of
Beaumont and English who are engaged in boring the Channel tunnel. Met
Mrs English at Dover.
Drove up to 4 Victoria Park where Mrs Ormonde lives with her daughter
Mrs St. John. Dined with them so as to be able to take the latest news to
Candehar [Qandahār]. Was glad to be able to show Mrs St. John my
defence of her husband in ‘Vanity Fair’. [Lt. Col. Oliver St. John had fought
at Maiwand and was subsequently appointed political agent for southern
Afghanistan.]
Left this house at 9.30 after a pleasant dinner. Got on board well before
the mails and passengers. I had ordered a private cabin a week ago. The
night was glorious, a fresh cool wind and brilliant moon. There was a little
sea but I settled in comfort, as Dover cliffs grew dim and I left England with
all that it holds.
So, what had happened at Maiwand? Early in July 1880, Brigadier
George Burrows had led two brigades, together comprising some 2,700
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British and Indian troops, from Qandahār in southern Afghanistan. This was
to support 6,000 supposedly pro-British Afghan tribesmen in suppressing a
rebellious attempt to usurp the pro-British Amir of Afghanistan. But most of
the tribesmen mutinied and on 27th July, a little north of Kushk-i-Nahku, the
battle of Maiwand took place. 2,566 British and Indian forces were defeated
by ten times as many Afghans. The British suffered 1,123 casualties, most
of which were fatalities.
Although grossly outnumbered, and with many young recruits who had
not completed weapons training, the British and Indian soldiers fought with
extraordinary bravery. They inflicted more than 7,000 casualties on the
Afghans, who took a week to clear the battlefield of their dead. The young
soldiers of the 66th Regiment of Foot, later the Royal Berkshires, fought to
the last man. They are commemorated in Berkshire’s county town, Reading,
by what is said to be the largest lion monument in the world, a 31 foot long
sculpture by George Blackall Simonds.
The survivors took refuge at Qandahār, 45 miles from the battlefield, and
were subsequently besieged by the Afghans. But, by the time William Gill
reached Quetta, 120 miles to the southeast, General Sir Frederick Roberts
had relieved Qandahār after an epic march of 320 miles in 23 days with
10,000 men from Kābol (Kabul).
Looking for useful employment, Captain Gill joined the ‘well-conducted
but almost bloodless’ expedition of Sir Charles Macgregor against the Maris
in what is now Pakistan. Macgregor was an old Afghan hand, quartermaster
general of India and the compiler of the Gazetteer of Central Asia. William
Gill served him as a survey officer and was mentioned in despatches.
Macgregor wrote:
Gill came out to Quetta, just as my brigade was going off, and I was very
glad to take him with me. He undertook and carried out in the most
conscientious manner a survey of the country we went over, and though this
was of itself a sufficiently laborious task for any man, he was always ready
to lend a hand where he could be useful; he did many times prove of great
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assistance to me, and in my Despatch I mentioned being specially indebted
to him.
…He was a great favourite with the whole force, and I am sure I have met
few men of whom I have had such a high opinion. As a subordinate I know
how reliable he was, and I always felt that if his day ever came he would
not shine less as a commander.
On 25th September 1880, only two months after Maiwand, Captain Gill
wrote of the Afghan view of the battle:
They say that the defeat of Khushk-i Nakhud (Maiwand) was all but a
victory. Ayub Khan [the rebel Afghan leader] wrote a letter, and it said it
was the most desperate battle ever fought in Afghanistan; the letter was far
from being boastful. There is no doubt that if ----- had not kept the cavalry
under fire for hours doing nothing, and thus demoralised them, they would
have been able to charge, and so counteract the attack of the Ghazis on our
left flank.
Eleven days later, on 6th October, Gill was at the railway at Kotali, on the
hills between Quetta and Sibi, construction of which was abandoned when
the news of Maiwand arrived:
There is about a mile of railway laid here, and a locomotive stands on it
which the Maris tried to destroy. They have, however, burnt all the
woodwork of it, and the few carriages that were there. The scene of
desolation is really shameful. Here is a photograph book, there a dozen or
so novels, the remains of a printing press, the telescope of a theodolite, half
a box of cigars (spoilt); a packet of letters picked up by St. V.; Colonel L’s
chest of drawers, or rather the remains of it, lie on the ground; broken
wheelbarrows, chairs, tables, wash-hand-stands, strew the ground. The
General looted a pewter pot. And the amount of stationery and printed
forms everywhere is astonishing; they fairly litter the road for miles.
Next day they reached the scene of nearby fighting:
We continue our march down the river; the scene of wreck and ruin being
more apparent than ever; broken carts and wheelbarrows; broken-open
cartridge-boxes and cash-boxes, old portmanteaus, quantities of books –
novels, books of poetry, the ‘Polite Letter Writer’(!!), mathematical tables,
engineers’ books, — and then the scene of the fight with a couple of
grinning skulls to remind one of the disgraceful disaster.
Five days later, on his brother Robert’s birthday, 12th October, William
Gill was near KalatiKila in the Central Brāhui mountains, about 80 miles
south of Quetta. Untypically, he indulged in a bit of looting:
I found a table lying about, everyone had gone, and all their property. It
was a table I did not recognise, and was smaller than most. This was a sore
temptation. Good people say you should resist temptation. I did not even
try. I am a bold bad man! I bid the muleteer put the table on top of my box.
It is a beautiful table; I am a thief and I feel no remorse whatever. I took the
table to camp; I asked several people if it was theirs (carefully selecting
those who would I knew reply in the negative). Then I felt my bosom swell
with pride at the excess of my honesty! Anyhow, I’ve got the table and
intend to stick to it. If anyone claims it, I shall swear he’s a liar. I shall ask
him if he wants to impugn my honour, I shall look fierce and draw my
sword!
Five weeks later, near the end of his duties with Macgregor, William Gill
was on the edge of the Thar desert in the Indus valley:
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Moscow, the Kremlin.

Get up at 6 and started about 7. The air was very fresh but very damp,
owing to the proximity of the mighty stream of Indus. … We determined to
ride straight in and breakfast at the Railway Station, Kahnpur. I never
enjoyed a ride more; of course it was over the perfectly flat plain, but after
the dreary descents of Baluchistan, the plain of Bhawalpur looked a very
garden, though people from India look on it more or less as a howling
wilderness. There were nice villages ensconced in trees, large Ber trees,
Babuls, and date-palms – plains of rich green grass; sugar-cane, khets, and
rice fields spoke of peace and a peaceful quiet rule. It was indeed
refreshing, and quite raised our spirits to see the fine large villages, the
ryots at work with their ploughs, the many travellers on the roads, all of
whom salaam, or give a pleasant answer to the usual enquiry of ‘how far
off?’ The very droning of the Persian wheels, monotonous noise though it
may be, was pleasant enough, for it spoke of irrigation and fruitful fields,
industry and prosperity.
After the Mari mission, William Gill still had some leave. Without rest, he
set out on another daring solo journey. On 4th December 1880, he
embarked at Karachi in Sind, now part of Pakistan, on the Arabian Sea at
the northwest edge of the Indus delta, and sailed through the Gulf of Oman
and the Strait of Harmuz to Bandare ’Abbās in southern Persia. He then
travelled overland northwest across Persia via Sīrjān, Kermān, Yazd to
Tehrān, and then east to Mashhad, where he had been with Baker in 1873.
William Gill hoped to reach Marv in Turkmenistan. However, Russia was
in the process of acquiring this territory and Nicholas de Giers of the
Russian foreign ministry complained to London about the presence of
English officers on the frontier. Gill was therefore recalled to London.
He returned via Russia, leaving Tbilisi, Georgia on 24th March, reaching
Moscow on 28th March and arrived back in London on 1st April 1881.
Typical of Gill’s precise approach, this was the very day on which his leave
expired. Tired though he may have been, he dined with his family that
night, having of course advised them by telegraph of his impending arrival.
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In 1881, Tunisia became a French territory. France’s interest in the region
caught William Gill’s attention and he obtained leave of absence to seek
detailed knowledge of the provinces between Tunis and Egypt. These were
Tripolitania and Cyrenaica, which together form modern Libya but were
then part of the Ottoman empire, administered from Constantinople.
On 18th October 1881, William Gill set out for North Africa. We join him
eight days later in Sicily, where he has a less than competent servant, Louis,
in tow.
Up about 6 and wrote till 9.30. Had some breakfast and went by the 10.30
train to Taormina, half way between Catania and Messina. A most quaint
and picturesque little place on a rock about 400 feet above the sea. Here
there is a really charming little hotel. Hotel Belle Vue it is well called, with
a lovely view of the sea. Taormina of course has its antiquities: a theatre of
Grecian origin, restored by the Romans, destroyed by the Saracens and
partly restored again in 1748. The custodian is most intelligent and civil.
He showed me everything, pointed out what each part had been for. He is a
draughtsman too and amuses himself in his leisure with his pencil. His
civility moreover only costs you one franc.
I then mounted on foot to the castle, 1,300 feet above the sea. A very steep
rocky path and a blazing sun made me perspire from every pore. Stopped
here and finished a cigarette and mounted still higher amongst vines and
almond trees to the village of Mola, perched on a crag 2,082 feet above the
sea. From here there is a beautiful view that extends to Reggio – the
Calabrian mountains and Cape Spartivento. Came down again to the hotel
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and, as the sun set, had a fine view of Etna from which all the clouds had
cleared. There is now a great deal of snow on the mountain, the first of the
year.
None of the people at the hotel could make out my nationality, for none
could talk anything but Italian, except the youth who showed me about, and
his linguistic attainments were confined to about a dozen words of German.
As I got back to the hotel at 5, I found the carriage waiting for me that I
had ordered at 6.30. The porter and driver both declared I must start at 6 to
catch the 7.15 train. This brought on a lively discussion, for I said the
distance was short. Yes, they said but the path is so steep you can only go
slowly. But I said it is impossible it can take so long. I am going to dine at
the table d’hôte at 6. Very well then, they said, you may if you like start at
6.15.
I told the waiter in the dining room – a most civil fellow – that I wanted to
catch the train and hoped that he would serve up dinner punctually and I
was just pumping him as regards the visitors at the hotel when they all
appeared. There are six people staying here, all English: two old ladies who
appear to have been in Sicily wandering about all the year, an English
Officer Captain Nicholson and his wife, child and governess from Malta.
I overheard this so I did not want if I could help it, to get into
conversation, as the lady is it seems going to Malta by the same steamer
that I do and I want to keep out of the way of observation.
I purposely kept quiet at dinner which we got before 6; but Captain N. got
champagne which he shared with the rest as they all seemed to know one
another.
I got on very well until it came into the head of Captain N. to offer me
champagne, as I was the only one at the table not drinking it. But he did not
know what language to do it in. So they all whispered together and the old
ladies said they had heard me talking Italian, for they had just come in to
the hotel from their evening walk when I was engaged in lively discussion
with the porter and carriage driver.
The waiter was then sent to offer me champagne. The whole thing was so
ludicrous I could hardly keep my countenance, but had it not been that one
of them was going to be a fellow passenger, I would have kept up the
imposition.
This was civility I don’t think any but an Englishman would have offered.
It always amuses me to watch the habits, ways and instincts of people.
However, I could no longer refuse to talk English, so I did so and found the
party very pleasant.
Taormina is a charming place. I was quite sorry not to stay the night. I
would have done so if I had had a brush and comb. But as it is full of these
English going to Malta, it is just as well that I get out of their way, as I wish
in Malta to lie perdu.
Taormina would make a lovely place for a honeymoon. It certainly would
induce spooning.
Left the hotel about 6.35 and though one of the horses came down on the
way and delayed us 5 minutes or more, I was in plenty of time to catch the
train. Got to Catania at 9, and being tired, went straight to bed.
The next day, William Gill recorded his disappointment with Catania:
Did nothing particular during the day. Catania is a dull place. There is
nothing to do, nothing to see. It is not very picturesque. The country around
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is not very beautiful. There is never any music or amusements of any kind.
And yet I remember a lady praising it to me about 10 years ago in such
terms that ever since it has been the wish of my life to see it. I have seen it
and never want to see it again.
Drove in the afternoon to the gardens of the Marquis San Giuliano –
pretty but nothing out of the way.
The following day he was equally unimpressed with Syracuse – and its
wine.
Went by the 3 o’clock train to Syracuse, arrived at 6. Went to the Albergo
del Sole, a wretched place but with some sort of view over the harbour,
which is a good one. Here are three English men of war: ‘Alexandria’ (Sir
Beauchamp Seymour), ‘Temeraire’ (Captain Nicholson, whom I met at
Taormina) and ‘Iris.’
Had a very bad dinner and nasty wine. The Syracuse wine is much
vaunted, especially the Morcadetto, which some infatuated people carry off
to England. It tastes to me like Marsala [Sicilian fortified wine] and brown
sugar.
The next day, 29th October, was a Saturday:
Went out at 9.30 in a carriage with one of the regular guides of the place,
a civil fellow, and did all the antiquities. But as they are admirably
described by Murray and Baedeker [guidebooks], and as the writers know
much more about them than I do, I shall say nothing. Got back to the hotel
by 5.30, dined at 7 in company with some English people, a father G.
Murray Esq (not of Murray’s guides) and two daughters – rather nice
people. I wonder what they thought of me. I look an awful ruffian with a
four days growth of beard. I am not going to shave any more.
The next day was Gill’s last in Sicily:
The Murrays went to church on board the Temeraire. I sent off Louis by
the 6.30 train to Catania to get the luggage, take tickets for Malta and
return here by steamer.
I went with the guide up the River Kyane to its ‘source bleu et
poissoneuse’ as Baedeker puts it. On this river a quantity of Papyrus grows.
This was brought here by the Arabs some centuries ago. This is the only
spot in Europe where any is to be found, at least so they say. It grows here
to a height of 12 or 14 feet and is certainly picturesque.
Kyane was a nymph who objected to the abduction of Proserpine by
Pluto. Her objections being fruitless, she took to crying to such an extent
that the Gods lost patience and turned her into the spring which gives rise
to the little river that bears her name. The spring is at the bottom of a pool
some 20 feet deep, and this pool certainly is remarkably blue in colour and
full of fish. Came here by boat, stood here about an hour and drove away.
In the afternoon got a carriage and drove along the coast to the village of
Priolo. The drive is very desolate, the whole country covered with stones
and boulders of limestone. As military positions those of the ancient
Girgenti and Siracusa are magnificent, especially the latter, which stood
upon a plateau about 100 feet high with an almost perpendicular drop on
all sides to the plain below. In the present day it is commanded by a range
of heights that runs away to the northward, but in those days of short
ranges, it was not.
I don’t think Sicily – beyond its antiquities – is much worth seeing.
Palermo and Taormina are charming. These excepted, the country
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generally is far from being picturesque, much less beautiful.
Syracuse of today is a wretched and dismal place without trade life or
prosperity, though it has the best harbour in Sicily.
Dined again in company with the Murrays and at 8 o’clock went on board
the Florio’s steamer ‘Americo Vespucio’.
Florio’s was an Italian shipping line. William Gill travelled overnight to
Malta, where he met his dragoman, a Syrian Christian:
There was another passenger in my cabin, so I lay down on the sofa in the
saloon. We left a little after midnight or perhaps before. The steamer was
quite empty and rolled horribly all night. Got to Malta three hours late. We
were due at 6 a.m. and did not arrive till 9.
I had written from England to a man at Beyrut to come and meet me at
Malta. I knew he had a high shoulder and spotted him at once in a boat
alongside the steamer. His name is Khālīl Attīk (pronounced Khaleel, the ā
like a in the English word ‘father’. Kh is a guttural like the ch in the
Scottish loch. Attīk is pronounced Atteek.). He took me off to an hotel where
he had prepared me a sumptuous suite of apartments. It is I fancy rather a
second rate hotel. But that is rather a good thing, as I shall not run any risk
of meeting anyone I know. Khālīl is as sharp as a needle. Driving up from
the boat to the hotel, he asked if I was going to Alexandria or Tripoli
[Tarābulus], and when I replied the latter, he said he thought so and had
already been making all sorts of enquiries about it. I find there is some sort
of hotel there, which is a blessing, as it will save me going to the consul. I
left Louis to bring my baggage ashore, taking all the small things myself.
This afternoon it struck me that there was something missing: the room did
not seem as full of things as usual. At first I attributed it to the unusual size
of the apartments. At length, however, I missed a large yellow bag and it
turns out that Louis has lost it. He swears he brought it ashore. Then his
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story got incoherent – something about a voiture [carriage], a man
belonging to the hotel and going to get it afterwards, and having forgotten
it. The stupidity of that man passes all belief.
Then wing thy flight from star to star
From world to luminous world as far
As the universe spreads its flaming wall
Take everything stupid in all the spheres
Multiply each through a thousand years
One minute of Louis would beat them all.
I have travelled over nearly the whole of Europe and Asia. I have never
missed a train or a steamer or lost one colis [case] of luggage. Louis, in the
space of a few days, has missed his train in an unaccountable manner – I
never got a satisfactory explanation of the Turin business. He has lost
himself. He would have lost all my luggage at Girgenti station if I had not
reminded him. He never once sent my clothes to the wash without forgetting
something. Now for no reason that he can produce he left a part of my
luggage here on the wharf, knowing that he had so left it, and promptly
forgot all about it until I reminded him of it late this evening.
There was a tremendous storm of rain, thunder and lightning this evening.
Tuesday 1st November was spent preparing to cross the Mediterranean to
Tripoli:
I gave Khālīl a circular note and told him to ask the landlord if he could
change it. He brought me back 25 Napoleons. ‘But,’ I said, ‘I must sign it.’
‘Oh,’ replied Khālīl, ‘I’ve done that for you.’ I made him bring back the
note and found he had forged my name with the most complete sang-froid –
though hardly in a way my banker’s would recognise.
Today there is a tremendous gale, with squalls of rain. I shan’t have a
pleasant passage to Tripoli in the steamer ‘Italia’, a cockleshell of 600 tons.
Lord, what a bucketing we shall get.
It turns out that my bag, having been left ownerless and unclaimed on the
wharf, was shunted back on the steamer and has gone to Catania. I have
telegraphed for it, but heaven knows when I shall get it.
I send Louis back from here and shall be heartily glad to get rid of him.
Having crossed by steamer to Tripoli, William Gill spent three months in
the city waiting for the authorities in Constantinople to issue a travel permit.
His frustration shows in this diary entry from 26th November. He had
already been in the city three weeks:
The ‘Times’ correspondent has been here, and spent a week in one of my
rooms; he is coming back again next month. I wish I had come out as a
special correspondent; I could easily have managed it and then I should
have been able to go where I liked; for they would never dare incur the
displeasure of the great English newspapers.
A contributory factor to the delays in getting a travel permit was the lack
of a telegraph connection from Tripoli to Malta. Telegrams were taken by
steamer to Malta, and wired from there by an English company. On 4th
February 1882, Gill wrote:
It appears that the Ferik [Turkish general] here has been sending great
numbers of telegrams to Constantinople, but as there is a difficulty about
prepayment (for the telegraph company have no agent here) the company
taking into consideration his high position and the fact that his messages
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were for his Government, allowed the Ferick to run up a bill. But having
run it up he declined to pay it, and as he is to be deposed immediately, he is
quite indifferent about the results. The consequence is, that the company
now refuse to send any telegrams for the military authorities here, who are
thus cut off from all communication with Constantinople.
So the travel permit never arrived and Captain Gill started his explorations
without it.
Using Tripoli as his base, he first travelled about 105 miles west, parallel
to the coast, through Zuwārah to the Tunisian border. Next he went to
Nālūt, in the hill country about 160 miles southwest of Tripoli, which was
also near the Tunisian border. He returned to Tripoli via Yafran. His third
journey took him south into the hills around Wádi Mijinin, then east to AlKhums on the coast, and back along the 70 miles of coastline to Tripoli.
Here is Captain Gill’s description of a solo afternoon ride from Tripoli, on
his horse Masāud, on 24th March 1882:
Out at the gate by the seashore, where the rising westerly wind sends little
wavelets even here into the sheltered harbour, to break on the sandy shore
skirting the grim old battlemented wall, we pass with difficulty through a
busy crowd. Here are dozens of hucksters with little tables selling bread,
white, brown and black. An Arab, wrapt up in a barakan so that he can only
see right in front of him, like a horse with blinkers, drives a donkey among
my horse’s legs. But I know the spot and go cautiously. My horse, fresh with
big feeds of barley and little work, puts his ears back and prepares to
dance. But I know him too by this time, and I check him just in time to
prevent him upsetting half-a-dozen tables. Successfully we thread the
intricacies of the crowd, and here, in a wide sandy road between low mud
walls that enclose barley-fields, now green and fresh, are hucksters sitting
in a row with bundles of lucerne, grass and carrots, their donkeys, camels
and horse tethered hard by out of the way, or lying provokingly in the way
in the middle of the road. Masāud out of pure joyousness of heart tries to
snatch a carrot or a mouthful of corn, and when hindered looks around
reproachfully at me. So we pass the throng on to the quiet road, where a
quarter of a mile onward a white mosque with a picturesque minaret stands
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at the beginning of the palms. Through these we ride for a couple of miles,
the bare rough stems of the trees rising from fields of green barley, glowing
red with poppies; the fig trees and the pomegranates just putting forth their
leaves, exulting in the early spring, which here indeed is radiant; almond
trees covered with blossoms rest lovingly against the more sombre olives;
oranges and lemons laden with their golden fruit would tempt the passer-by
to pluck one here and there, were they not so common, and the air is laden
with the scent of the orange flowers, etc.
And as the sun sets we again pass through the gates with a fervent prayer
that this may be the last time, and that the steamer may come tomorrow.
Then to the stables, where we see our horses fed, and sit for half-an-hour
with old Taylor, while his tongue runs on continually, as we silently smoke
a cigarette, and so home to the solitary dinner!
Captain Gill next hoped to travel by land some 600 miles east to Banghāzī
but this proved impossible. So on 3rd April 1882, he sent off from Tripoli by
steamer. It reached Banghāzī three days later, approaching from the wrong
direction, having overshot by 50 miles in the night. In a letter to a friend,
written two days after his arrival, he wrote of the steamer:
The vessel belongs partly to a company, but I don’t exactly know the ins
and outs. She used to be commanded by an Austrian, but recently the
government have put Turkish naval officers into her, as part of their policy
of exciting all Mussalmans [Muslims] against all Christians. That this is
their policy now I am certain; I have no doubt that the Egyptian troubles
are a part of it; and it is a fact that the officers of the Turkish army have
been ordered to associate as little as possible with Christians.
…The officers of the ship were fortunately exceedingly polite and good
natured (as Turks always are) and allowed the three first-class passengers
to use the bridge. One of them was a young Italian, who belongs to Apsendo
geographico-scientifico-meteorologico-commerical Society. This society
has a station at Benghazi, and another at Derna; but heaven knows what
they do, unless you omit all the other o’s and substitute ‘politico.’
From Banghāzī William Gill hoped to travel through Cyrenaica to Egypt
but failed to obtain permission from the Turkish authorities. Believing that
the Vali (the Turkish governor) would not object to him setting out without
formal permission, he stole away on the night of 21st April. He had already
sent most of his things to a garden-house a couple of miles out of town, but
a Turkish police officer intercepted the final consignment. A search party
was sent after Gill, Khālīl and their camelmen. They were caught and sent
back, the camel-men being thrown into prison. On 24th April, Gill wrote:
I don’t think I ever received such a blow. It is not only the enormous
amount of money thrown away, but is the destruction of hopes, and of a
project which after great difficulties seemed on the point of being realized. I
can only say with the Arabs, Maktish – ‘it is written’. Of course, all this has
caused me deep thought and I see now how grave and foolish an error I
committed in stealing away by night. The very thing I blamed Marmulli at
Derna for, the very thing I said and wrote he was foolish to do, but I
allowed my better judgement to be overruled by Vadala. I had placed my
affairs entirely in the hands of Vadala and when I trust anyone at all, I
always trust them altogether, and if I entrust an affair to be carried out by
another, I leave the decision of questions to him. I believe that this is a right
and correct theory but occasions will arise when we must use our own
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William Gill and his
companions in Tripoli: Khālīl
Attīk is on the left.

judgement. This was one of them and I went wrong in not following my aim.
We rode today in nearly a straight line NW by W. The country varies but
little: it is all a plateau with very gentle modulation. Not very stony but
mostly a red clayey soil with tufts of a small shrub, which give the
appearance of greenness, and in the hollows some larger bushes and
thorns.
Matters become exciting. Here I sit writing and I hear Khālīl in the other
tent engaged in final negotiations. I can only catch a word or two here and
there.
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It is a very immoral proceeding this bribery. We hold up our hands in
pious horror at him who bribes the ignorant voter, and here I am without
shame trying to bribe these men to fail in their duty to their government and
to go back and tell a pack of lies. It is immoral, there is no doubt about it.
We say in England that he who bribes is worse than he who is bribed.
Then what a wicked man I must be. Alas for morals when they are put to a
severe test. The people in Benghazi all say that the government has no hold
on the people 10 miles beyond the town. I think that they are woefully
mistaken for from what I see I should say that there is a most lively terror of
the government: the very sight of a Zaptieh [Turkish policeman] seems to
frighten them.
I found a small scorpion this morning in the thing in which I pack my
bedding and whilst negotiations were going on, amused myself turning over
all the big stones in the neighbourhood, and I found two more which I
killed. There are lots of white ants too around here.
Ali Bu Khadēma, otherwise called Bash Agha, is the chief among the
villains with whom I am dealing. He is a fat man with one eye and looks
about as excellent a scoundrel as one can imagine. He is willing to arrange
matters but told Khālīl that the other Shekhs [Sheikhs] could not agree and
that they would return the money I had given them. Then Khālīl according
to my instructions said that if they offered me 100 Napoleons for each
Napoleon I gave them, I would not take it back except from the hands of the
Vali in Benghazi. They will be reported by me for having taken money from
me. Khālīl pointed out that there would be trouble in store for them.
Bash Agha saw the point of this and has gone off to consult his fellow
villains. Now Khālīl comes and wants to know what I will have for dinner,
so I order a roast turkey and sausages. What I shall have will be my own
Liebig [meat extract] soup and a sweet omelette, for we still have some
eggs. The worst of paying all this money is that it leaves me so little to carry
me through, for paper is worthless.
The men sent no answer back tonight and I went to bed without any hopes.
Two days later he was even more depressed:
Alas, alas! Spilt milk, spilt milk, in huge cans full! It’s no use crying over
it, but it’s uncommonly hard to help it.
…Though Tripoli is badly governed, this Vilayat [Turkish administrative
region] is infinitely worse. The present Vali was at one time Pasha at
Tripoli, but D.H. got him kicked out, after a reign of 40 days only, for
indulging too openly in the traffic of slaves. Here he can do this with less
trouble, for although the people of England may not know it, the slave-trade
flourishes exceedingly. … He was once turned out of this place also. He
went away with a large retinue of slaves in a steamer, touching at Crete.
The Consul here managed to apprize the Consul at Crete of the affair; the
latter boarded the ship, but all the slaves were found with passports, and
declared themselves free and willing servants of the Pasha, who, partly by
threats, and partly by telling them the foreigners would come and make
them Christians by force, had made them deny their slavery. Of course,
directly they left Crete, the passports were taken away and burnt.
On 8th May 1882, William Gill took a steamer from Banghāzī to Malta. A
week later he took another back to Catania in Sicily, where he caught a ship
to Constantinople. There he was severely ‘wigged’ by the British
Ambassador for travelling without a permit in Tripoli. Yet the
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Paris:
Place de la Concorde.

Ambassador’s private secretary advised Gill to travel without a permit in
Turkey itself, to which the Ambassador seems to have turned a blind eye.
William Gill tried, apparently unsuccessfully, to get his men released
from jail in Benghazi and left Constantinople by rail on 29th May. We rejoin
him on 15th June, passing through Austria, towards the end of his journey
home. His attention has now turned to the irritable behaviour of his
compatriots when on holiday, and to the vagaries of railway catering:
[We were joined] here by another train in which arrived among others a
male and female compatriot of mine looking ridiculous, in outlandish
garments and alpenstocks. Why oh why will English people who behave so
properly at home put themselves ‘en evidence’ with their alpenstocks? Why
cannot they let them go in the luggage van?
At Stuttgart we were supposed to have 20 minutes for breakfast, but it was
reduced to 12 or 15 at most on the train. Was late and made up the time
during the day and had our full quarter of an hour about 5 at Strasburg. But
with a devoured rather than eaten and half digested meal already
cumbering one’s mind, it was quite impossible to think of more food,
especially as we get half an hour at Avricourt at 8. The strong cold wind
which was blowing at Bucharest (though temperate there) which was a
bitter winter gale at Vienna, and which was still blowing all the morning,
has now subdued, or what is more probable, we have run right out of it, and
it is much warmer.
Had something to eat at Avricourt and turned in soon after.
The following morning he was in Paris:
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Got up early, shaved and made myself respectable. Had plenty of time at
Paris for coffee in the restaurant opposite the Gare du Nord, where I
always think that the rolls, butter and café au lait taste better than
anywhere else. I suppose it is that I always arrive cold and hungry. Crossed
in the ‘Calais Douvres’. I did not know that she was in the line and had
telegraphed for a private cabin.
That evening he was back in London, where there was more work for him.
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On 8th January 1882, Britain and France signed a treaty supporting the
Khédive of Egypt, Tewfiq Pasha. The Khédive was facing a rebellion led by
nationalist army officers under the command of Ahmad 'Urabi Pasha AlMisri, commonly known as Arabi Pasha. In late February, Tewfiq was
forced to allow nationalists into high governmental positions. During April
and May squadrons of French and British naval ships sailed to the Egyptian
coast, and on 25th May, the Anglo-French alliance gave an ultimatum that
forced the nationalist government to resign. The British and French naval
presence at Alexandria precipitated riots on 11th June in which some 50
Europeans were killed.
Four days later, as William Gill arrived back in London, Thomas George
Baring, earl of Northbrook and first lord of the admiralty, was gathering
intelligence about the Bedouin tribes in the Sinai desert. The aim was to
secure the Suez Canal by enlisting the support of the local Sheikhs in the
increasingly likely event of an anti-European rebellion in Egypt.
Northbrook immediately recruited Captain Gill for his knowledge of the
Bedouins.
From Gill and Colonel Bradford, Northbrook learned that the leading
authority on the Bedouins was an orientalist, Professor Edward Henry
Palmer. He was the ideal man, having an extraordinary knowledge of
Arabic and its dialects, and a thorough understanding of Arab thinking and
lifestyles. He also knew the Sinai peninsular from earlier exploration and
survey work there. On behalf of the admiralty, William Gill visited Edward

Alexandria
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Prof. Edward Henry Palmer

Palmer on 24th June 1882 and asked him to provide whatever information he
could about the character, power and possible movements of the Sinai
Arabs. Palmer volunteered to travel from Gaza to Suez to ascertain the
mood of the Bedouins, and to act as principal interpreter to Admiral Sir
William Hewett, who was commanding naval operations in the Red Sea.
Professor Palmer left London on 30th June, the cover story being that he was
going east for his health, having recently been ill. Another tale suggested he
was going as a correspondent for one of the major British newspapers.
Palmer arrived at Alexandria on 6th July and started his expedition three
days later at Jaffa. On 11th July the British fleet bombarded Alexandria (the
French declining further military involvement) and Palmer left Jaffa the
following day. Two days later he set out through the desert from Gaza for
Suez.
On the outbreak of hostilities, William Gill was himself asked to go to
Egypt. He was appointed Deputy-Assistant-Adjutant-General and DeputyAssistant-Quarter-Master-General but his real mission was to assist in the
Intelligence Department run by Admiral Hoskins, who was in charge of the
British ships at Port Said (Būr Sa’īd). Captain Gill received his orders on
19th July, eight days after the bombardment of Alexandria, and ‘at once
joyfully accepted the employment.’ He left England on 21st July and arrived
at Alexandria six days later. Gill was not much enamoured of the place:
There is not much to say about the streets of Alexandria. Some of them are
in hideous ruins, others fairly intact, but the impression of driving down a
street which is not ruined is almost more melancholy than driving in one
that is, because all the houses and shops are shut up, the streets are quite
deserted, and the place has the appearance of a city of the dead; it almost
puts one in mind of Pompeii.
The following day, 28th July, he sailed in the ‘Decoy’ the 150 miles east to
Port Said to report to Hoskins. Next day he bumped into a journalist
acquaintance:
Met B., Standard correspondent today. Met him at dinner about three
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weeks ago at Sir Oliver St. John’s [St. John had fought at Maiwand and
been political agent for southern Afghanistan]. How one does meet people
one has met elsewhere! Wandering about the world one meets a certain lot
of people that one meets everywhere else out of England. It always seems to
me that I know more people in every foreign capital than I do in London.
This is not, of course, really the case, but it is true that abroad I am certain
to stumble casually on lots of people I know – that in foreign places I
always find an entrée at once into the whole society, so that I know
everyone in a very short time – while, at home, London is so immense, that
though one keeps on increasing one’s acquaintance, there are always
hundreds, not to say thousands, of whom one knows nothing.
Captain Gill stayed at Port Said for a week as official guest of Captain
Dennistoun of the ‘Tourmaline.’ On 1st August he wrote of the phoney war:
The position of affairs here is most extraordinary; we are living nominally
and apparently at peace with everyone. No military precautions are
anywhere taken – no preparations made, and yet we are at war. We cannot
buy a camel, nor a sheep, nor a donkey, nor a sack of straw, because we
have no place to put anything in. We cannot collect animals at Suez [AsSuways] until we take it. The same is the case at Ismailia [AlIsmā’īlīyah].
Thus we are apparently friendly with everyone, and liable at the same time
to have the water cut off at any moment; we cannot even begin to get into
relations with the Arab Sheiks who, in the mean time, are gradually going
over to Arabi.
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The following day, with Tewfiq’s approval, the British took Suez.
Cairo was linked to Constantinople by a telegraph line, which crossed the
Suez Canal at Al-Qantarah (Kantara). It was important to cut this line to
prevent Arabi Pasha getting advance warning of British troop movements.
On 5th August Admiral Hoskins therefore instructed Captain Gill to carry
out the necessary sabotage:
Got a message from the Admiral that he wanted to see me, and found that
he had received orders to cut the telegraph wire between Kantara and ElArish [on the Mediterranean coast, 90 miles east of Port Said]. … This is to
be done without breaking the neutrality of the Suez canal, so we cannot
simply pick up the cable where it crosses the canal, and take it away, nor
can we land at Kantara.
To land at or near El-Arish would be very risky, unless we were in
communication with the Bedouins near.
So I decided to go and consult Pickard and Palmer.
Pickard was a telegraph engineer. William Gill arrived at Suez at 4 o’clock
the following morning, 6th August. He had a meeting with Admiral Sir
William Hewett. Later that day he wrote:
We had been carrying £20,000 in gold [equivalent to about £923,000 at
today’s values, and intended for use of the East Indian squadron in
Egyptian waters] and I was not sorry to get rid of it. … [At the hotel] saw
Palmer. He has just come from among Arab Sheikhs. Had a long talk with
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him and determined to go and cut the wire myself; this will help show me
how far Palmer’s rather hopeful opinions are true. Palmer has arranged for
a great meeting of Sheikhs in a few days, and if he were to go north to cut
the cable he would miss this meeting, which might do incalculable injury.
There is no one here to send except me and naval officers, who have never
travelled among this sort of people; and for every reason it is best for me to
go. … Of course I had to set to work to buy an outfit, Arab clothes, pillows,
cooking pots, meat, flour, etc., etc. Then I got hold of Lieut. Brand, gunnery
lieutenant, and got from him all the things necessary, gun cotton, Bickford’s
fuse [a safety fuse originally devised for mining], detonators, axes, etc., and
am ready now to destroy one of the greatest works of civilisation – a
telegraph line. … War is always melancholy to me. The sad side of it always
forces itself on my attention somehow. The newspaper correspondent, who
lives in an atmosphere of gunpowder, and does not know what it is to travel
in an uncivilised country in a state of profound peace, does not feel it like
one who has travelled about a good deal and lived amongst a poor and
uncivilised people in a state of peace.
And on an ominous note, he added:
My watch has come to grief. I usually travel with about half-a-dozen timepieces altogether; hitherto my watch has never stopped. For the first time I
believe in all my travels I have only one watch; now something has gone
wrong with the catch of the winding gear, and it won’t wind up.
Apart from a few scraps of writing found later in the desert, these were his
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last words to reach home. For William Gill, time was running out in every
sense.
Edward Palmer reached Suez five days before Gill, after a difficult
journey from El-Arish. The meeting Palmer had arranged with the Sheikhs
was to take place 60 miles to the east of Suez, at An-Nackl, a fort in the
Desert of the Wanderings. Lieutenant Charrington, Admiral Hewett’s flaglieutenant, would accompany Palmer, to show the Sheikhs that the professor
was acting on behalf of the British government.
During his expedition, Palmer had been introduced to Meter abu Sofieh,
who posed as the head Sheikh of the Lehewats occupying the country east
of Suez. But the Lehewats did not live in that area and Meter was not a
Sheikh. Palmer had been duped by the man and Gill was right to suspect the
professor of taking an unrealistically rosy view of the level of Bedouin
support.
Next day, Monday 7th August, Meter called on Professor Palmer and in
the evening was presented to the Admiral and the British Consul. The
following afternoon, Palmer received from the ‘Euryalus’ a black leather
bag containing £3,000 in gold sovereigns. The party was now ready to leave
and comprised Palmer, Charrington, Gill, Gill’s dragoman Khālīl Attīk
(who had accompanied him in North Africa), a cook called Bâkhor Hassûn
who was supposedly a Moslem but actually a Jew, Meter abu Sofieh and his
nephew, Salameh ibn Ayed. That evening they set off from Suez by boat
and travelled a few miles to a place near Ayun Mûsa (Moses Wells) where
they camped for the night.
The party, all dressed in Arab clothing, rose before sunrise next morning,
Wednesday 9th August. They were joined by seven camel drivers and their
animals, hired the previous evening. In all, there were 16 camels, two
belonging to Meter and his nephew, ten of Palmer’s and four belonging to
the camel drivers. Soon after sunrise the party set out. At one stage Meter
left them and went back to Ayun Mûsa to hire another camel driver. After
ten miles the party stopped for lunch and was joined by a pair of Bedouins:
one, Salem ibn Subheh, joined the party, while the other rode off. The
expedition travelled another eight miles after lunch, camped for the night in
Wadi Kahalin, and were joined by three Bedouins on foot. (A wadi is a
steep-sided and usually dry water course.)
In the morning, the three Bedouins and two camels were missing. This
seems to have been a deliberate attempt engineered by Salem ibn Subheh to
delay the expedition. Retrieving the camels involved Salem leading the
drivers in a 20 mile chase and delayed Palmer’s advance party at Wadi
Kahalin until 3 o’clock in the afternoon. They reached Wadi Sudr two hours
later and continued their journey into the night.
The advance party travelled lightly. Meter abu Sofieh was on one of
Palmer’s camels with two wooden boxes of Captain Gill’s and the small
kitchen tent. Professor Palmer and Salameh ibn Ayed (Meter’s nephew)
followed on Meter’s dromedary, with a despatch box and the bag containing
the £3,000, worth about £138,000 today. Next came Captain Gill on
Salameh’s dromedary with two bags of clothing. This was followed by
Lieutenant Charrington on a camel belonging to one of the drivers, with
some clothes and food. Bringing up the rear was Khālīl Attīk on one of
Palmer’s camels.
The baggage train, comprising 11 camels, nine Arabs and the Jewish
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cook, left an hour after Palmer’s party and, as arranged, stopped for the
night a couple of hours later near 'Ain abu Jerad.
Palmer’s advance party kept going and some time after midnight reached
a place called Mahârib where the path ran on a spur of a small hill.
Suddenly, from both sides of the spur, a gang of about 25 Bedouins opened
fire. Palmer’s party fired back but neither side did much damage. As soon
as the firing started, Meter abu Sofieh ran away up the wadi towards his
own desert camp nearby. His nephew Salameh ibn Ayed rode off in the
opposite direction, back down the wadi whence the party had come, taking
the money and the despatch box. Salameh may have had orders from
Palmer to take it to Suez. But although he rode right past the baggage train,
he failed to alert them.
The Bedouins quickly disarmed what was left of Palmer’s party and
stripped them to their underwear. The four prisoners, Palmer, Charrington,
Gill and Khālīl Attīk, were taken to a nearby hollow in the rocks, while
most of the Bedouins chased after Salameh ibn Ayed and the money. The
pursuing Bedouins soon reached the support party at 'Ain abu Jerad, looted
it and captured the Jewish cook.
Meanwhile, Meter abu Sofieh returned to the scene of the attack with his
four sons and several other Bedouins, ostensibly to rescue the Christians.
But by the time they were brought up to his camels, the attackers had also
returned. Rather than fight, Meter said he wanted to negotiate. Palmer
offered everything the party had in exchange for their lives, and told the
Bedouins that Meter had all the money. But Meter, having got the money,
made little effort to negotiate and soon rode off. It seems the Bedouins were
under orders of some kind to kill the Christians and so decided to murder
them, along with Gill’s trusty dragoman Khālīl Attīk and Bâkhor Hassûn,
the cook.
It was Friday 11th August 1882. The five prisoners, stripped almost naked
in the heat of the sun, were made to walk in front of their captors over a
mile of rough ground to the Wadi Sudr ravine. Then they were forced to
climb down the cliff to some flat ground on the edge of a gully. There they
were stood in a row facing the gully, a Bedouin with a gun behind each. The
execution was intended to be simultaneous, the bodies falling into the gully.
But before the signal to fire was given, one of the Bedouins shot Professor
Palmer. In the confusion, the other four prisoners made a break for it. Khālīl
Attīk dashed desperately down the edge of the gulley but was overtaken and
killed. Captain Gill, Lieutenant Charrington and Bâkhor Hassûn tried to
scramble down the 60 foot cliff to the Wadi but were shot and apparently
finished off by sword. William Gill seems to have got the furthest, reaching
the bottom of the cliff before he was killed.
A month later, at Tel-el-Kebir, the British army defeated the Egyptian
nationalists, and occupied Cairo.
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More than a fortnight passed after Professor Palmer’s departure without the
British military authorities receiving any authentic news of him and his
party. On 23rd August the Admiralty in London telegraphed Alexandria and
offered the services of Colonel Charles Warren to deal with the Bedouin.
Warren had previously volunteered for active service in the Egyptian
campaign and had reported on the Bedouin situation in respect of the
security of the Suez canal. He had expected to carry out a mission similar to
Palmer’s and had only heard of the Professor’s involvement, which had
been kept very secret, on 12th August.
Now the British authorities in Alexandria immediately asked for Colonel
Warren to be sent from London. Warren and his party arrived at AlIsmā'īlīyah on 1st September and he was put in charge of a mission to find
Palmer’s party.
It was not, however, until 22nd October that Warren’s expedition,
augmented by 370 Bedouin and 200 camels, set off into the desert from
Ayun Mûsa. The native Bedouin were very obstructive but with
descriptions from some of Palmer’s camel drivers and from prisoners taken
en route, Warren arrived at the murder site on 24th October. Lieutenant A.E.
Haynes of the Royal Engineers, a twenty-one year old who accompanied
Warren, takes up the story:
We continued our march down the right bank of Wadi Sadr, which here
follows a somewhat tortuous course, different from the way we had come up
the day before. On leaving Abu Rigem, the valley began to narrow, with
ledges shelving in on either side. The sides got steeper and steeper, until
there was merely a camel-track along the ledge, with precipices above and
below us – on our right to the cliffs above, on our left to the gully below.
The gully was about twenty feet broad and fifty deep, with pools of water in
places at the bottom; and the edges at the top so rounded off that it was with
difficulty we could see down to the bottom. On we went till we reached a
spot six miles below Abu Rigem, where the ledge broadened out, making a
cave in a re-entering angle, in the middle of which , in a cistern formed out
of limestone-rock by the dripping of water from the roof above, was a
pellucid pool of water. Salâmi tells us that the bodies were beneath us in the
gully; but as we could see nothing of them from above, and we had had a
long fast, we retired to the cave to lunch before commencing what we
inferred would be a lugubrious and sickening task.
While we were lunching, shouts were heard from below. Ascertaining
their cause, we found Mohammed Shedîd and our scouts had arrived at the
same spot as we had, they having come up the gully from some miles
below – and this without any guide, though they had professed all the while
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to know nothing about the country or murder. Leaving Burton and Mosalli
with the Bedouin to look after the ropes at the top, Colonel Warren and I
were next lowered to the bottom of the gully, which was here forty-seven
feet deep, and from ten to twenty feet wide, with precipitous sides. Below,
we found the remains of our unfortunate countrymen – a skull, jaw-bone,
numerous ribs and broken bones, much gnawed by wild beasts; a truss of a
very small man, supposed to be Professor Palmer; two socks marked W.G.
(W. Gill), with the feet still in them; and parts of socks and drawers marked
H.C. and H. Charrington: also a pair of duck-trousers, with buttons marked
with the name of a Bombay tailor; these latter were in such a condition that
we burnt them. The bones were much scattered over the bed of the gully,
where were pools of water and clumps of reeds; and on the ledge, and on
the side of the gully, there were traces of blood, showing that one or more
of the party must have been killed or wounded above. Never could a better
place have been chosen for the concealment of the tragedy: after the first
rain all trace of it would have been washed away from the gully beneath;
and even on the sides and above on the ledge, where the marks of the blood
were, the rocks would have been washed clean, for there was here the bed
of a little torrent that, after the rain, courses down the side of the ravine and
traverses the ledge from the above-mentioned cave to the gully.
The remains of the bodies were carefully collected and placed in a case,
provided for the purpose, for removal to England; and after sketching the
gully we were drawn up again and started off on the return journey to
camp, where we arrived at sunset and found all correct.
Three months later, on 23rd January 1883, Colonel Warren and his party
revisited the murder scene with Lieutenant Charrington’s brother and sister.
Warren read the Anglican funeral service and three volleys of ball-cartridge
were fired into the air as a mark of respect for the dead. Miss Charrington
selected a prominent flat-topped hill to the north of the wadi as a memorial
site. On it was erected a cairn, 17 feet in diameter and 13 feet high. An oak
cross was mounted upon it, bearing an inscription to the memory of the
three Englishmen. Then the cross and cairn were consecrated.
Colonel Warren was concerned lest the Bedouin desecrate the memorial.
He wrote:
It so happened that at that time a cheery old Bedouin fell very ill, and was
left near our camp by his comrades to take his chance. This man we brought
into a tent and tended, and, on his turning the corner, he expressed great
gratitude to us all, especially to Miss Charrington, who had been very kind
to him. In conversation with him I stated my anxiety to get the cairn and
cross made taboo to the Bedouin, and the matter evidently very much dwelt
on his mind, as during the night he had a vivid dream concerning it. He
related to the Bedouin and to us that he had seen the Star Smaiyeh come
down from heaven and gather up all the souls of the murdered ones into his
bosom and carry them up to the cairn and deposit them there, and
subsequently carry them back to the Wadi. This made the spot taboo to the
Bedouin, and the dream was given out through the desert and the place was
not molested.
A week or two later Warren began arranging the trial of the murder
suspects. A Turkish commission at Tantā, 40 miles north of Cairo,
examined the case for five days and referred it to the Court Martial at
Alexandria. Five of the prisoners were sentenced to death, eight others to
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imprisonment. Those suffering capital punishment were executed at
Zagazig (As-Zaqazig), between Cairo and Alexandria, in the presence of a
Sheikh and two Bedouin from every tribe in Lower Egypt. Meter abu
Sofieh, who betrayed the Palmer party, escaped retribution by dying in
hospital at Suez.
For their part in the Palmer search expedition, Colonel Warren, Lieutenant
Burton and Lieutenant Haynes were decorated by the British and the Turks.
Captain William Gill was posthumously awarded the Egyptian medal and
Khédive’s star.
The fragmentary and indistinguishable remains of the five murdered men,
including Khālīl Attīk and Bâkhor Hassûn, were sent back to England from
Alexandria on the transport ship Nepaul. It docked at Portsmouth on 31st
March 1883, where the remains were placed in a lead inner coffin, encased
in a black-painted outer coffin of panelled English oak with a white cross on
it. Verger Green of St. Paul’s Cathedral, London noted in his diary for
Wednesday 4th April 1883:
The remains of the late Professor Palmer, Captain Gill and Lieutenant
Charrington (murdered in Arabia when on service for the Government)
were brought to the cathedral early this morning (4.15 a.m.) from
Portsmouth and deposited in the crypt. They were buried on Friday April
6th, at 12 noon.
The funeral service was attended by William Gill’s mother, his sister
Frances and brother Robert, by mourners of Professor Palmer and
Lieutenant Charrington and by many notables from the Royal Engineers and
the admiralty, including Lord Northbrook (First Lord of the Admiralty). The
Royal Engineers Journal described the event thus:
The mourners having assembled in the crypt opposite the grille leading to
the room in which the coffin was placed, were formed into a procession, the
remaining visitors lining either side of the crypt as far as the chancel
chapel. The coffin, covered with a Union Jack for a pall, was met at the
grille by the Dean and Chapter and the choir; the dean read the opening
lines of the impressive burial service of the Church of England as the coffin,
led by the clergy, and followed by the long train of mourners, was slowly
moved to a catafalque in front of the altar table, where the mourners, as
they passed to their seats, placed on it the wreaths they had brought with
them. The lesson was here impressively read by Canon Liddon. The
procession was then reformed, the dean, clergy, and choristers leading the
way to the grave where the coffin was borne, followed by the mourners.
The service at the grave was conducted by the Dean of St. Paul’s, and the
choir sang the hymns ‘Thy will be done’ and ‘Jesus lives!’ which brought
the service to a close.
A few days before the funeral, The Royal Engineers Journal reported:
We understand that the public memorial to the late Captain W.J. Gill, R.
E., is to take the form of a Scholarship at Brighton College, (where he was
educated) for the sons of officers in the army in reduced circumstances, the
nomination to such Scholarship to rest with the authorities at the War
Office and India Office.
And at half-past twelve in the afternoon of Thursday 15th November 1883,
a memorial service took place at the college. General Sir Lintorn Simmons
of the Royal Engineers unveiled a white marble tablet, surmounted by the
Gill heraldic emblems, and with an inscribed inner tablet of black marble.
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Memorial in St. Paul’s
cathedral, as reproduced in the
condensed edition of The River
of Golden Sand

After the service, the guests were entertained by the President and Council
of the college at a luncheon in the College Hall. Various relics of William
Gill’s career were displayed, including his sword, military medals and the
medals awarded to him by the Royal and French geographical societies.
Copies of his book The River of Golden Sand were also displayed, a shorter
single-volume edition being published soon after. The new edition was
condensed by Edward Colborne Baber and edited by Colonel Henry Yule.
More than a year earlier, on 29th October 1882, Colonel Fred Burnaby of
the Royal Horse Guards wrote to The Times in praise of the late Captain
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Gill. He said:
In the age in which we live, men like this unfortunate officer are seldom
seen. Unfortunate officer. Yet why should I have written those words? He
died not in battle, it is true, but was slain after having been employed upon
the most dangerous duty which he could perform – that of cutting a
telegraph wire in a hostile country. Certain death would naturally be the lot
of anyone if discovered. He knew full well his risk, but danger to him was
nothing new. He played his life as he had played it on many other
occasions. This time was once too often. He died as he would have wished,
for England.
Of fine weather friends there are enough and to spare; but friends such as
Captain Gill, whose first thought was for others and how best to lend them
a helping hand, are few and far between. Only accident made us aware of
his numerous acts of generosity, and many people who have been aided by
him will feel acutely the death of their benefactor. His good deeds were
done secretly – his right hand did not know what his left gave away in
charity. The poor have lost a friend, the profession to which he belonged
has been deprived of one of its brightest ornaments.
Rochester Cathedral, being near the Royal Engineer’s nearby headquarters
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in Brompton Barracks, contains many memorials to notable members of the
corps. William Gill was commemorated by a stained glass window in the
south quire transept, depicting Joshua and the Angel before Jericho, and by
a brass memorial plaque.
His obituary in The Royal Engineers Journal concluded with this poem:
England Expects Every Man To Do His Duty
Alas! For the sorrowful tidings,
Flash’d back from the far distant strand
Alas! For the three gallant spirits,
Gone home from that sun-stricken land.
Daring scholar, and high-courag’d soldier,
And sailor true hearted and brave,
We mourn you the dauntless and noble,
Ye faithful to death and the grave.
Spurning danger ’mid traitor-Egyptians,
Sheikh robbers and Bedouin bands,
Single-handed these chivalrous brothers
Press forward – their lives in their hands.
For England had spoken and claim’d them,
And gladly they rose at her cry,
And cheerily welcomed her summons
‘Be ready to do or to die.’
Strong life, with its visions of greatness,
Ne’er drew them from duty aside,
Stern death had no terrors to taint them,
Their duty was death – and they died!
They heard not the thanks of the nation,
Nor bravos that shivered the air,
Nor silver tongued orators lauding
Great deeds in which they had a share.
They sought not for gain or for guerdon,
For honours, or mention, or praise,
Nor jostled for fame as men jostle
In scheming and self-seeking days.
Then welcome your conquering Wolseley,
And crown him and feast as you will,
But spare just one thought for such heroes
As Charrington, Palmer and Gill.

Justitia
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