Newby and Thesiger: humour and lament in the Hindu Kush

Eric Newby’s A Short Walk in the Hindu Kush (1958) ends with an account of an apparently chance meeting in 1956 on a mountain side with Wilfred Thesiger. The account is, in many respects, typical of Newby’s style, witty, well observed and self-deprecating. By contrast, Thesiger’s account of this meeting in Among the Mountains (1998) is characteristically more serious in tone and is somewhat dismissive of Newby’s endeavours. Their meeting has been perceived as a symbolic encounter between traditional travel writing and an emergent, modern form with their authorial personas seen as representing forms of postwar “imperialist nostalgia”. However, a comparison of these books reveals inconsistencies and variations in the authorial personas they portray and to which others have ascribed to them. In so doing, this paper aims to examine the extent to which “imperialist nostalgia” is manifest in their work. Whilst the term usefully helps situate Newby and Thesiger in a postwar context, the differences and instability of this theme in A Short Walk in the Hindu Kush and Among the Mountains warrants further exploration.  
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Eric Newby’s A Short Walk in the Hindu Kush (1958) ends with an amusing account of an evening he, and travelling companion Hugh Carless, spent with Wilfred Thesiger in 1956 on the banks of the upper Panjshir river. Encountering Thesiger apparently by chance, Newby and Carless had spent three weeks attempting, unsuccessfully, to reach the then unclimbed summit of Mir Samir. Nearing the end of their first expedition, he and Carless were exhausted and hungry. Thesiger, was, by contrast, just beginning his journey. An experienced explorer, he had already undertaken several critically acclaimed expeditions to regions of the Middle East that were, at the time, little known to western travellers.
 

Newby’s account of meeting Thesiger has been described by the journalist and travel writer Geoffrey Moorhouse as ‘“one of the most hilarious endings in modern English literature”’.
 The premise of its humour lies in the contrast Newby draws between himself and Carless, the hapless amateurs, and Thesiger, who, as the experienced explorer and anachronistic Etonian, is both revered and lampooned.
 Over and above its evident comic function, the real significance of this encounter lies in its representational characteristics and historical context. Specifically, it has been argued that Newby’s meeting with Thesiger has come to stand emblematic of two significant representational strands of postwar British travel writing. For example, Cocker described their meeting as ‘a symbolic moment of contact between the waning golden age of exploration and the silver age of travel’.
 Similarly, Holland and Huggan view Newby’s amateur traveller and Thesiger’s traditional explorer as being characteristic of travel writing in a period marked by the beginnings of colonial dissolution, suggesting that in deploying these authorial personas Newby and Thesiger write ‘within and against’ the ‘imperialist myth of the gentleman abroad’.
 In this respect, Holland and Huggan situate Newby and Thesiger amongst other ‘postwar travel narratives by quintessentially English writers that trade on and play on, what the anthropologist Renato Rosaldo calls “imperialist nostalgia”’.
 
The intention of this paper is two fold. Firstly, it will explore the traveller/explorer dichotomy that has been associated with Newby and Thesiger.
 In so doing, consideration will also be given to the way in which both sides of this dichotomy are associated with the mythologizing of the ‘English gentleman abroad’ figure.
 Specifically, a close reading of A Short Walk in the Hindu Kush and Thesiger’s accounts of his journey in the Hindu Kush, Among the Mountains (1998), reveals inconsistencies and variations in the authorial personas they portray and to which others have ascribed to them.
 Secondly, this paper will explore the association of their authorial personas with the concept of “imperialist nostalgia”.
 Whilst the term usefully helps situate Newby and Thesiger in a postwar context, the differences and instability of this theme in A Short Walk in the Hindu Kush and Among the Mountains warrants further exploration.  

Newby and Thesiger

Born in 1910, Thesiger was the eldest son of the British Minister in Addis Ababa, the first British child to be born in what was then Abyssinia.
 As a young child in Addis Ababa he witnessed Ras Tafari’s army of 112,000 men march off to battle with Emperor Lij Yasu’s forces and their subsequent victory parade. It was an incredible spectacle to which Thesiger was able to trace the beliefs and pursuits that informed his later life ‘“It was an enthralling, unforgettable sight for a small, romantically minded boy”’.
 Later, whilst studying at Oxford (1929-1933), Thesiger undertook the first of four expeditions attempting to trace the source of the Awash river in Ethiopia.
 These early adventures clearly compelled him to seek out other “un-travelled” parts of the world. In his diary from this period Thesiger wrote:
“I had felt then the lure of the unknown, the urge to go where no white man had been, and I was determined, as soon as I had taken my degree, to return to Abyssinia to follow the Awash to its end”.

Following the Second World War, where he initially served in Ethiopia with the Cheshire regiment, Thesiger made several journeys across the Empty Quarter region of the Arabian peninsula in 1945-6.
 After St John Philby and Bertram Thomas, Thesiger was only the third European to travel in the area; neither of his predecessors had travelled as extensively or undertaken journeys of such difficulty.
 Due to rapid political change in the area, his travels across the sands were not possible even a few years after they were completed. Thesiger’s account of this expedition, Arabian Sands (1959), was an immediate critical success, with a review describing him as ‘the last of a distinguished line of travellers to whom we owe the exploration of Arabia’.
 It is a view which is often shared in academic work on travel writing where Thesiger is commonly referred to as belonging to a lineage which, amongst others, included Richard Burton, Charles Montagu Doughty and T.E. Lawrence.
 In this respect, Hulme suggests Thesiger’s work is more ‘firmly positioned within the earlier traditions of travel and exploration’ than the writings of his contemporaries such as Newby, Norman Lewis or Patrick Leigh Fermor.

In writing Arabian Sands, Thesiger evolved a style characterised by ‘sparse’ prose in which dramatic tension is built through understatement and implication.
 For example, his route took his party over a particularly treacherous range of sand dunes, known as the Uruq al Shaiba. Here the danger of crossing this range is amplified by earlier instances in the narrative where smaller, though difficult, ranges of dunes are traversed. In this way, the narrative tension of crossing the Uruq al Shaiba is not derived solely from the description of the event itself but occurs via the gradual building of implication through accounts of successively more difficult obstacles to overcome. 

Thesiger continued to travel for much of his life, maintaining an obsessive search for peoples and places untouched by Western modernity and technological development.

Indeed, as Cocker has noted, Thesiger’s fascination with the ‘barbaric splendour’ encountered in Ethophia as a child, manifests itself as a fervent evocation of ‘primitivism’ which runs throughout his travel writing:


If there could be said to be unifying principles in Thesiger's oeuvre then it would be his passionate - some would say romantic - sense of dignity and value in the lives of nomads and “primitives”, and his deep sense of loss as their ancient cultures succumb, one by one, to the impact of a global, technological advance. With the eloquence and perversity almost of a tragic hero he announced in his first book: “I craved the past, resented the present and dreaded the future”.
  

In all, Thesiger produced eleven travel books including an autobiography, The Life of My Choice; in addition to his journeys in the Empty Quarter, the Iraqi marshes, and Afghanistan, Thesiger also travelled in Pakistan, Persia (Iran), Kurdistan, French West Africa and Kenya. He continued to publish until a few years prior to his death in August 2003, aged 93. Foreign Office documents indicate that Thesiger was occasionally engaged by British Intelligence on a consultative basis throughout the 1950s, primarily with regard political relations between the Bedouin tribes of Saudi Arabia and Oman, however, these documents do not pertain to the journeys undertaken in Among the Mountains.
 

Not entirely without humour, Thesiger’s work is, by comparison with Newby’s, considerably more serious and conservative in tone. Whilst Thesiger’s writing is premised on the successful completion of his journeys, Newby’s writing appears driven by the comic possibilities afforded by the invariable mishaps, and often failures, of his journeys. Indeed, it is significant to note that Thesiger did not publish accounts of his three unsuccessful attempts to find the source of the Awash river – journeys which in themselves would seemingly offer ripe material for Newby – until after his successful fourth attempt.

Despite taking part in one of the last Grain Races in 1938, sailing from Australia to Europe aboard the Finish windjammer, Moshulu, Newby’s career as a travel writer did not develop until after the Second World War. Born in Barnes (South West London) in 1919, Newby served in the Black Watch and Special Boat Section before being taken prisoner of war in Italy in 1942. Following his escape and a period of hiding in the Apennine mountains, he was recaptured and spent the rest of the war in Czechoslovakian and German prisoner of war camps.
 After the war, he spent 10 years working in his father’s dress making business; during this period he published an account of his experience of taking part in the Grain Race. The humorous and well observed writing style of The Last Grain Race was well received. John Moore writing in The Observer commented: ‘Mr Newby’s ear for dialogue is wonderfully acute, and it is impossible to read the book without laughing’.
 This style was further developed in A Short Walk in the Hindu Kush. Inspired by writers such as Evelyn Waugh and Jerome K. Jerome, Newby satirically casts himself as the amalgam of ‘two cherished strands of the national character overseas – the gifted, if eccentric, amateur willing to try anything, and the bewildered Briton amused by the strangeness of foreign parts and people’.
 Indeed, Waugh, in acknowledgement of their shared sensibilities, agreed to write the preface to A Short Walk in the Hindu Kush without a fee and included a veiled reference to Thesiger and the book’s ending:

It [A Short Walk] is intensely English, despite the fact that most of the action takes place in wildly foreign places…It rejoices the heart of fellow Englishmen, and should at least illuminate those who have any curiosity about the odd character of our Kingdom. It exemplifies the essential traditional (some, not I, say deplorable) amateurism of the English. For more than two hundred years now Englishmen have been wandering about the world for their amusement…And in his writing he has all the marks of his not entirely absurd antecedents. The understatement, the self-ridicule, the delight in the foreignness of foreigners, the complete denial of any attempt to enlist the sympathies of his readers in the hardships he has capriciously invited; finally in his formal self-effacement in the presence of the specialist (with the essential reserve of unexpressed self-respect) which concludes, almost too abruptly, this beguiling narrative…

Here amateurism is no longer equated with noble triumph in the face of adversity, as it was in the Victorian era of exploration; rather, it provides the basis for humour, drama and, to an extent, a celebration of failure.  Newby’s persona of ‘the public-school Englishman getting into unlikely scrapes but retaining an absurd composure’, facilitates, as Clark notes, the domestication of ‘the most exotic and frightening situations’.
 In this way, his style represents a new perspective on the imperialist pre-occupations of 19th century travel writing. 
Throughout Newby’s writing, the reader is party to his bemusement that someone such as himself should be attempting anything remotely adventurous. Newby continually seeks to undermine and lampoon an aspect fundamental to the origins of travel writing – that the author by his or her very status has the wherewithal to undertake the journey they are proposing. In this respect his style represented an emergent new form, a ‘blend of amateurism which largely set the tone for popular travel writing in the second half of the century’.
 Newby died in 2006, aged 86, having published 25 books.
  In addition to Afghanistan, his travels included India, the USSR, the Mediterranean and Ireland.

Hardy Explorer, Amateur Traveller

The development of Thesiger’s authorial persona in Among the Mountains appears to rest on the conjoining and reiteration of several themes throughout the narrative. In Among the Mountains they take the form of: the journey being introduced in context of previous ones as a means of evidencing the author’s experience and status as an explorer; the author’s underlying search for the unknown framing the motivations for the journey; and lastly, the difficulty of the journey is further established by comparison with other travellers. These themes reoccur, with some variation, in much of Thesiger’s writing.
 The first of these themes is established from the very beginning of the narrative in ‘Preface Iraqi Kurdistan 1950-1’. Here, amongst rich descriptions of the people he met and terrain he passed through, Thesiger gives an indication of his approach to travel in this region. Thesiger appears to have kept equipment to a minimum and, as with his previous journeys in the Empty Quarter and the Iraqi marshes, engaged with the methods of travel deployed by the native population: ‘I travelled with a few locals, believing that if they could cross a high pass I would be able to do the same.
 Underlying this is the assumption that the native population’s means of travel will be best suited to their environment. This is made more explicit several pages later where Thesiger recalls an accident whilst climbing in Kurdistan:
On one occasion I slipped crossing a tongue of frozen snow and slid for thirty yards or more down the icy slope towards a precipice. Luckily, the gradient eased and I clawed to a stop. After that I always wore felt-soled Kurdish slippers, the best footwear on such mountains.

Through the inclusion of such insights in the ‘Preface’, Thesiger’s commitment and expertise is established and his requisite experience is evidenced prior to the narrative unfolding on the main journeys of Among the Mountains. 
Allied to these references to previous expeditions is another recurrent theme in Thesiger’s writing, a desire to visit places that were largely unknown to Western travellers.
 For example, the second chapter ‘Chitral 1952’ begins with a brief reference to calling on the Wali (the ruler) of Swat in order to obtain permission to travel in the area: ‘He authorized me to cross the Kachi Kuni Pass into Chitral; but he did warn me that the 16,000-foot pass was difficult and said that, as far as he knew, it had never been crossed by any European.’
 Though Thesiger finds this claim doubtful, it nonetheless suggests the area had, at the very least, been little visited by European travellers. Whilst this quest for regions little explored by Western travellers is not perhaps as prevalent as it is in Arabian Sands or The Marsh Arabs (1964), there are, nonetheless, further instances of it in Among the Mountains.
 For example, both Hazarajat and Nuristan are introduced as ‘little-known’ areas.
  In some cases the marking out of regions in this way seems to function as a precondition to a place becoming ‘known’, or at least known more accurately, by Thesiger’s own exploration. This is illustrated in the introduction to ‘Hazarajat 1954’ by a reference to his attempts to research the region’s history where the geographical and ethnographical information Thesiger garnered is presented by implication as definitive:

I had found out very little about the Hazaras, and almost nothing more recent than a thirteen-page article devoted to them in the Gazeteer of Afghanistan, published in 1882. After travelling for six weeks among the Hazaras I realized that many of the statements in this article were either inaccurate or misleading.

The last of these themes, the comparison between Thesiger’s own journeys and those undertaken by others, is also established in the ‘Preface’. Here Thesiger explains he had long held a desire to travel in, amongst other mountain ranges, the Hindu Kush. This is presented as being in part due to reading Eric Shipton’s book Upon That Mountain in 1944.
 Whilst acknowledging his skill and courage as a mountaineer, Thesiger observes ‘Shipton seemed to me essentially an explorer, more eager to discover what lay behind a range of mountains than to climb a still unconquered mountain face’.
 In the next chapter there is a brief reference to having lunch with Shipton in the Travellers’ Club, London, whereupon Shipton suggested Thesiger should travel in Hunza commenting that the ‘sight of Rakaposhi from Balit was one of the finest sights he had seen’.
 In the subsequent chapter on the Hunza, Thesiger describes encountering the Rakaposhi:

For the next three days we could see this incredible mountain rising abruptly from the far side of the great valley up which we travelled. I remembered Shipton describing Rakaposhi in the Travellers’ Club, and how this had fired me with desire to see it. Now I had done so: whatever lay ahead, the journey had been worthwhile.

In restating details such as these throughout the narrative a sense of the difficulty  and magnitude of Thesiger’s journeys is achieved. In referring to Shipton as an explorer and then describing seeing the Rakaposhi just as he had, the reader is given a point of comparison which Thesiger appears to have met and arguably exceeded. The implication is that his journey is of such difficulty that the term ‘explorer’ is as applicable to Thesiger as it was to Shipton. Also evident here is the competitive aspect of his authorial persona, a characteristic also apparent in his other books.
 This sense of difficulty and danger is further emphaised later in ‘Nuristan I 1956’, where a brief account of previous expeditions to the region is given. Here the fact that the expeditions listed are few and far between further heightens the drama of Thesiger’s journey:

Comparatively few Europeans have travelled in Nuristan: in 1826 and 1828 Colonel Alexander Gardner, a soldier of fortune, twice passed through Kafiristan, ‘Land of Unbelievers’, as it was then known; in 1883 W. W. MacNair visited the Bashgul valley. This valley was more thoroughly explored in 1885 by Colonel Woodthorpe of the Indian Survey, accompanied by Sir William Lockhart. These appear to have been the only Europeans to travel in this country until Sir George Scott Robertson spent a year in the Bashul valley in 1889-90, while serving as a British agent in Chitral. (p.131)
If Thesiger establishes his authorial persona via modes of representation characteristic of the Victorian travel narrative, Newby’s persona is founded on a parodic reprise of these same modes of representation. Whereas Thesiger draws attention to his experience and expertise, Newby actively asserts his inexperience and ineptitude as a traveller. In this way, his authorial persona is based on an interplay between, on the one hand, the celebration of inexperience and failure, and, on the other, self deprecation. This is apparent in the first two chapters of A Short Walk in the Hindu Kush, and indeed, their titles: ‘Life of a Salesman’ and ‘Death of a Salesman’. Here Newby describes his days in the fashion industry prior to leaving for the Hindu Kush. Significantly, the notion of the authorial persona as ‘traveller’ and ‘writer’ is questioned and undermined in the opening pages. Explaining to a colleague that he has had a book proposal accepted, Newby’s colleague replies:

“It isn’t true, is it? I can hardly visualize you writing anything”.

“That’s what the publishers said, originally. Now I want to go on an expedition.”

“Aren’t you rather old?”

“I’m just as old here as on an expedition. You can’t imagine anything more rigorous than this, can you [working in the fashion industry]? In another couple of years I’ll be dyeing my hair”.

“In another couple of years you won’t have any to dye,” said Hyde-Clarke. (p.17)

The haphazard plans which unfold in the following chapters further emphasise Newby’s inexperience, moreover, it is clear that this apparent lack is in fact a thing to be glorified and celebrated. Having telegrammed Hugh Carless at the British Embassy in Rio de Janeiro suggesting they travel to the Hindu Kush in June, the reply ‘was addressed to “Eric Rubey, Shammersmith”’.
 In this way Newby builds an authorial persona that represents a farcical refraction of those found in travel writing of the Victorian era. As Cocker notes, the parodic nature of this figure is central to a narrative where the ‘heroic endeavours of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries have metamorphosed into modern picaresque comedy’.
 This is further evidenced in chapter three which is titled ‘Birth of a Mountain Climber’. Read against the ‘Preface’ to Among the Mountains, Newby seems to almost directly lampoon Thesiger’s presentation of his skill and expertise in mountain travel. In place of details of previous expeditions there is an account of Newby and Carless travelling to Wales for some lessons in mountaineering prior to leaving for Nuristan. The notion that skills learnt in Wales could be transferable to the Hindu Kush is, of course, the antithesis of Thesiger’s approach of adopting local practices. Nonetheless, the act of undertaking such training, last-minute and all too brief, is consistent with the kind of amateurism Newby projects in A Short Walk in the Hindu Kush. 

Newby’s account of their training further evidences the way in which humour is used for the purposes of underlining and celebrating in his inexperience. The ineptitude signalled by their attempts at climbing in Wales is lent additional dramatic tension by the description of travelling to Caernarvonshire from London. In fact the account of their journey to Wales conveys such a degree of disorganization that a further layer of wonderous improbability is added to the notion of Newby travelling to the Hindu Kush:

It was nearly midnight when we left London. Our destination was an inn situated in the wilds of Caernarvonshire. Hugh had telephoned the proprietor and explained to him the peculiar state of ignorance in which we found ourselves. It was useless to dissemble: Hugh had told him everything. He was not only an experienced mountaineer, but also the head of the mountain rescue service. It is to his eternal credit that he agreed to help us rather than tell us, as a more conventional man might have done, that his rooms were all booked.

Like Thesiger, Newby makes reference to other expeditions in the Hindu Kush. However, whilst in Among the Mountains this functions as a means of illustrating the difficulty and status of Thesiger’s own expedition, Newby appears to parody this narrative device. For example, in the chapter titled ‘A Little Bit of Protocol’, their final preparations in Kabul provide a further opportunity for humour and self-depreciation: 
There was the Danish Henning-Haslund expedition on which the leader Haslund unfortunately died, which visited East and Central Nuristan on several occasions between 1948 and 1954. 

And in 1956 it seemed that there was to be the Carless-Newby expedition, consisting of a man from the dress trade and a career diplomat, who were setting off to visit the Ramgul Katirs in Nuristan for no other reason than to satisfy their curiosity. (p.93) 

The tone here is ironic but celebratory; Newby the ‘escapee from ordinary existence willing to try his hand at anything’.
 Thesiger’s references to other expeditions are a matter of seriousness, providing the reader with a point of comparison upon which to judge the difficulty and danger of his own travels. In fact, it should be noted that Thesiger’s own travels invariably appear to be more dangerous and difficult than those he refers to.
 Newby’s references to other expeditions also functions as a point of comparison, but in contrast to Thesiger, one that provides the foundation upon which to undermine and send up his own journey. Indeed, in this respect Newby’s style is likened by Holland and Huggan to the ‘the sentiments of camp’ and its intention ‘“to dethrone the serious”’.
 
The Meeting

In the context of A Short Walk in the Hindu Kush, the introduction of the figure of Thesiger provides the ultimate point of comparison and reinforces the amateurism Newby projects upon himself throughout the narrative, bringing it to its celebratory conclusion. As with earlier sections of the text the assertion of Newby’s authorial persona through comparison is pre-empted by additional examples of his amateurish behaviour, which have the effect of making the comparison all the more acute. As a means of building up to the meeting with Thesiger, Newby describes the low spirits of his travelling party: ‘…I was reading Hound of the Baskervilles for the third time; all of us suffered from persistent dysentery. The ecstatic sensations we had experienced at a higher altitude were beginning to wear off’.
 Having presented their situation in this way, the dramatic impact of Thesiger is further heightened. Newby’s authorial persona is consolidated through the comparison with the characterization of Thesiger as ‘the archetypal old-style travel hero’.
  In watching camp being set up, Newby noticed Thesiger had:
a large bunch of keys, like a housekeeper in some stately home. All that evening he was opening and shutting boxes so that I had tantalizing glimpses of the contents of an explorer’s luggage -  a telescope, a string vest, the Charterhouse of Parma, Du Cote de Chez Swann, some fish-hooks and the 1/1000000 map of Afghanistan…

Thesiger’s account of their meeting is also typical of the characteristics associated with his work. Here, the endeavour of capturing something of the character of Newby, or indeed Carless, is passed over. Throughout the account of his expedition in Nuristan there is considerable emphasis on geographical and ethnographic detail. And in contrast to Newby’s humour and parody, it is this which characterises the textual content and shapes the narrative structure of Thesiger’s writing as this description of cultivation near the Dalandur valley attests: 

A variety of crops and fruit flourished in Dasht-i-Rawat where a ribbon of small terraced fields and orchards followed the river for several miles, as far as Karwash Khana. Here, the locals cultivated wheat, barley, maize, vetch, clover and beans; and as well as the ubiquitous mulberries they grew apples, apricots and walnuts.

Such an emphasis is perhaps to be expected as this account and the one in Desert, Marsh & Mountain are closely based on a paper Thesiger had originally written for the Geographical Journal.
 Though, in the context of Among the Mountains, the emphasis on geographical detail is indicative of Thesiger’s characteristically serious and driven tone. Despite these differences in tone and focus, Thesiger’s account of meeting Newby and Carless appears to confirm the authorial personas established in A Short Walk in the Hindu Kush. For example, though supportive of their efforts Thesiger points out the apparent shortcomings of Newby’s expedition, making it clear that he would not have made mistakes of such an elementary nature:

They had spent the previous three weeks trying to climb, with inadequate equipment, the 20,000-foot Mir Samir that loomed at the head of the valley. They were too small a party and the locals had refused to carry loads on the mountain; as a result Newby and Carless had been unable to camp high enough up [to be successful]. (p.135) 

Whilst the seriousness of Thesiger’s presentation of himself and his expedition contrasts with Newby’s parody of him as an Etonian traditionalist, there is consistency between the accounts. Thesiger substantiates Newby’s inexperience and amateurism and in so doing reveals his knowledge and experience and by implication confirms his status as an explorer. Significantly, Thesiger refers to Newby as a ‘writer’ rather than as a fellow ‘travel writer’ or ‘explorer’ (p.135). This distinction is underlined by the fact that Thesiger refers to previous travellers as having ‘explored’ Nuristan (p.131). Whilst Thesiger associates the term with his own journey, it is not applied to Newby’s – despite the obvious similarity of their expeditions (p.1). Again, this serves to further underscore their different authorial personas. Thesiger’s promotion of himself as ‘…the last explorer in the tradition of the past’ would certainly have been somewhat clouded had he met an equally ‘great’ explorer in the Hindu Kush.
 Furthermore, this substantiates the view that Thesiger sought to associate his style of travel and travel writing with the golden age of Victorian exploration rather than with his post-war contemporaries.
 Similarly, the failure of Newby’s journey (not reaching the summit of Mir Samir) would have been all the more apparent had he too adopted the authorial persona of the ‘serious explorer’.

As Carless makes clear, though inexperienced and ill-prepared, the intention of climbing Mir Samir was more important to them than is apparent from Newby’s narrative: ‘But despite all the luck we had enjoyed, we had failed in our attempt to climb Mir Samir. To have succeeded would have been “a first” and a minor triumph. As it was, our disappointment weighed on our spirits’.
 Carless’s use of the terms ‘“a first”’ and a ‘minor triumph’ is very reminiscent of modes of representation associated with the Victorian era of exploration a period, which, as Pratt notes, ‘geographical “discoveries” were “won” for England’.
 Perhaps this is indicates that their original intentions behind attempting to climb Mir Samir were originally bound up with far grander aspirations - of achieving a notable discovery. Certainly, this would appear to be the case for Carless at least, as an interview he gave in 2002 makes it clear that a far greater degree of planning had gone into their journey than is apparent in A Short Walk in the Hindu Kush:
I had been on an earlier journey with an American diplomat, an American colleague in Kabul. We had been to make a reconnaissance of this great mountain of twenty thousand feet, Mir Samir it was called, at the top of the Panjshir Valley and on the frontier separating the Panjshir Valley from Nuristan. It was a very little known part of Afghanistan at that time, very few Western travellers had ever been there. Eric and I had developed the ambitious project of both climbing Mir Samir and going into Nuristan.

Thus, whilst Thesiger’s authorial persona is revealing of the ambition behind of his travels, Newby’s authorial persona serves to mask both the intentions of his travels and the fact that in climbing Mir Samir he was, by any objective measure, as serious an explorer as Thesiger. However, this is not to suggest that Newby’s ‘amateur traveller’ represents an inferior form of masculinity to Thesiger’s ‘hardy explorer’. Whilst Newby’s portrayal of Thesiger as ‘Etonian’ and ‘as hard as nails’ evokes a particular form of upper class, stiff upper lip English masculinity, his portrayal of himself clearly falls (humorously) short of this benchmark. Yet, in casting his authorial persona thus, Newby does not appear to be the lesser or more effeminate man.
 Everyone and everything is a source of satire and in this sense these masculine identities are not in competition but rather represent further sources of ridicule. In addition to the examples above, this is particularly apparent in the last line of the book, where the humour and farce of this discursive position is particularly clear, unsettling not only Thesiger’s implied machismo but also the effeminacy he apparently projected on Newby and Carless. In this respect, the last line of the book underscores the way in which the narrative parodies all its constituents, for here it is levelled equally at Thesiger, Newby and Carless.
‘“God, you must be a couple of pansies,” said Thesiger’. (p.247)
Had either author acknowledged the fact that they had undertaken comparably difficult journeys in their writing it would have not only undermined their own status but arguably each other’s as well. As Cocker notes, ‘It did not really matter that Newby’s and Thesiger’s journeys were equally difficult; the real gap between them was not the nature of the trek itself but one of self-representation’.
 Whether this was a conscious decision is a matter for speculation. However, the fact that Newby’s and Thesiger’s accounts do not contradict each others’ authorial positions confers on this gap in self-representation an almost symbiotic dynamic. Significantly, this dynamic, in which both authors maintain the illusion of their own, and, by implication each other’s, authorial persona, is further evidenced by the fact that neither discloses the details of how they met. Whilst both present their meeting as an entirely chance encounter it is likely that the British Embassy, which supported both expeditions, knew the approximate routes Newby and Thesiger were taking and could, therefore, have informed either of them as to the whereabouts of the other party.
 There is no mention in Among the Mountains of the fact that Clifford Jupp of the British Embassy had arranged to have a Landrover available for Newby and Carless. However, Thesiger does refer to this in his earlier paper for the Geographical Journal and it is clear from Among the Mountains that Thesiger made use of similar resources.
  Clearly it is a matter of speculation as to whether Newby’s use of the British Embassy’s Landrover was a conscious omission from the narrative of Among the Mountains.
 Nonetheless, these arrangements indicate that Newby and Thesiger made very similar usage of the diplomatic infrastructure. Indeed, it is possible to infer that, as far as the British Embassy was concerned, it was engaged in supporting two expeditions with very similar needs – further substantiating the view that the distinction between ‘amateur traveller’ and ‘explorer’, which both Newby and Thesiger sought to maintain, existed at an entirely representational level. 
The passing of an age

In consideration of the ways in which Newby’s and Thesiger’s writing might be seen as characteristic of the postwar, neo-imperial age in which it was produced, it is certainly possible to identify moments in both narratives which appear to romanticise the past.
 However, this takes a rather different form in each book. In A Short Walk in the Hindu Kush, this is apparent in references to the Raj, a period in which the British Empire was at the height of its powers.
 By contrast, in Among the Mountains, references to the past are less historically specific and take a more individualistic form. Here, the past constitutes a space in which the encroachment of Western modernity was less apparent and Thesiger’s form of exploration was much more possible. However, in each text such references are often countered by quite different perspectives and as such their meaning is rather more ambiguous than it might at first appear. For example, in ‘Airing in a Closed Carriage’, Newby’s description of the British consulate building in Meshed, Persia appears to lament the loss of Empire. The consulate building was ‘lost and forgotten’ and:

Shaded by great trees, planted perhaps a century ago, now at their most magnificent. Behind barred windows were the big green safes with combination locks in the confidential registry. I asked Hugh how they got them there. 

“In the days of the Raj you could do anything”.

Holland and Huggan refer to this is as a ‘plangent reminiscence’ of Britain’s colonial past.
 Such a perspective suggests there is sincerity in this passage, a genuine sadness at the passing of an age. However, the reference to the Raj and the transportation of the safes to the consulate belies a sense of the absurd. The nostalgia in Newby’s writing is perhaps less characterised by plangency than it is satire and irony. Indeed, the consulate is also described as being ‘like a property in the Deep South of the United States’ (p.57). A description not typically associated with British imperial architecture and is suggestive of a greater degree of ambiguity in Newby’s relationship with the past than might initially be apparent.
This passage is immediately followed by a revealing discussion with Carless about a map of Central Asia in the consulate. Their discussion makes reference to the political manoeuvring of the ‘Great Game’. In consideration of Carless’s diplomatic career, Newby concludes:

It was a sad moment for him [Carless], born nearly a century too late to participate in the struggle that had taken place between the two great powers in the no-man’s-land between the frontiers of Asiatic Russia and British India. (p.58)

Again, there is a degree of ambiguity here – certainly Newby does not explicitly locate himself in this longing for the past. In fact, he goes on to comment that ‘Apart from Hugh and myself, everyone inside the Consulate firmly believed that the British would return’ (p.58). This would seem to suggest that the nostalgia of the Consulate's staff is countered, at least in part, by the authorial persona's more realistic appraisal of the then current socio-political climate. This is further substantiated in ‘Airing in a Closed Carriage’ where Newby recounts a conversation with the proprietor of a tea-house in the town of Girishk regarding the impact of an American built damn on the Helmand river. The proprietor explains that the project had failed and no longer provided electricity for the region:

“There is no more light and I am alone in the desert” (this was an exaggeration – Girishk has eight thousand inhabitants) “with nothing but these tins and teapots. Once I worked in a German woollen mill but now I am poor; we are all poor.”

Following the humorous but also somewhat dismissive reference to the man exaggerating above, Newby comments that this was ‘not the first time we had listened to those sad night intimacies of the tea-house’ (p.72). Whilst this is countered by the admission that ‘the old man’s lament was strangely impressive’ (p.72), the overall impression here is not of nostalgia for the past. Rather, beneath its humorous surface Newby’s prose reveals something of the complexities of global economics. Newby does not appear to revere traditional ways of life as Thesiger does but instead shows an awareness of the competing cultural and economic forces at work. 

Furthermore, the association of Newby with “imperialist nostalgia” is also countered by references to technology. Detailed descriptions of the climbing equipment and station wagon ordered for his expedition (p.23) are included early on in the narrative. Following the above conversation in the tea-house, Newby describes arriving in Kabul and driving ‘down the great ceremonial avenues, newly asphalted, past Russian steamrollers still ironing out the final bumps, to the principal hotel’.
 Again, this is not presented in the context of nostalgia for an imperial past, but rather there is an acceptance that these are some of the cultural and political complexities of Afghanistan in the 1950s. It should also be noted that, where possible, Newby tended to make use of the most technologically advanced equipment available and his travel narratives tend to include detailed descriptions of it.
 

By contrast, it is certainly possible to find moments in Among the Mountains that are more straightforwardly nostalgic of the past. However, they tend to take the form of a lament for a past in which exploration was more possible. Here, as in much of Thesiger’s writing, this is allied to a disdain for the impact of Western modernity.
 For example, the chapter ‘Nuristan II 1965’ concludes in Herat. Thesiger writes of watching groups of Kandaris camped along the river banks: ‘Each evening we camped beside the track, and I stayed awake and listened to the camel bells as the caravans made their way down this immemorial route’.
  However, the possibility of returning to Mazar-i-Sharif and exploring further was, for Thesiger at least, no longer possible. The book is brought to an emotive and melancholic end when he writes: ‘Now that the main road is built, the lorries thunder by; the camel caravans are gone, their bells stilled for ever’.

Nonetheless, despite Thesiger’s more serious and traditional tone there are instances in Among the Mountains where references are made to technology and modernity, contradicting the sense of imperialist nostalgia typically associated with his authorial persona. For example, despite claiming to have rejected the motor car, Thesiger’s Nuristan expedition begins with a neutral and rather matter of fact reference to travelling by car: ‘On 28 July I left Kabul after lunch and drove with Clifford Jupp of the British Embassy and Abd al Nawab up the Panjshir valley as far as Kachu, a distance of 70 miles’ (p. 133).
  There are also further references to modern technology in ‘Nuristan I 1956’, where the account of his journey ends rather ordinarily: ‘We spent three nights in the hotel at Jalalabad, followed by two more nights in Peshwar. From Peshwar I travelled by train to Karachi and, from there, I flew back to Basra’ (p.158). Thesiger’s second visit to Nuristan also contains references to car and plane travel, as well as to staying with the British Consul (p.177). In contrast to the primitivist perspective commonly associated with Thesiger, in Among the Mountains references to Western modernity are presented dispassionately. Interestingly, the chapter on Hazarajat ends with a brief description of a travelling companion, Jan Baz, contacting Thesiger years later in London. Clearly, Baz had played a significant role in planning and organising his journey and Thesiger sought to reciprocate this kindness:
That evening I gave him dinner at a nearby restaurant, and the following week, shortly before he returned to Kabul, Jan Baz invited me to dine with him and his Afghan hosts in Shepherd’s Bush.

The success of my journey in the Hazarajat had been due very largely to the patience and tact of Jan Baz, under conditions which were always primitive and often exasperating.

Among the Mountains is largely a reworking of earlier texts with the addition of some new material (this passage being an example of the latter), and in this sense it is perhaps not surprising to find such details in the form of an afterword here. However, such details – in which the traditional traveller-companion dynamic is subverted – are significant in that they stand apart from the form of nostalgia for the past which Thesiger is associated. They are also not in keeping with the traditionalism ascribed to Among the Mountains and Thesiger’s writing more generally.

Additionally, throughout the text the emphasis is very much on the geographic, ethnographic and botanical aspects of Thesiger’s journey. As Maitland notes in his biography, Thesiger collected fossils, plants and insects for the British Museum and the Natural History Museum.
 Whilst not an explicit lament for the past, there is an underlying sense of the author capturing ways of life largely untouched by Western modernity. As with Newby, Thesiger does not reflect on the dichotomy of his own position as white, Western traveller nor does he comment on the impact his own presence undoubtedly had. And yet, throughout Among the Mountains the intensity of detail on the peoples and places of Thesiger’s journeys is suggestive of a foreboding urgency. Life is recorded emotively before it inevitably and irrevocably changed as this passage from ‘Hazarajat 1954’ attests:

The next day we continued on down the road for about three miles and then followed the river to the village of Panj Ausia (the Five Mills) where a tall, distinguished-looking Hazara brought us a meal of bread and eggs. From here we kept to the river bank or else along the bare, stony hillsides. We passed villages; clusters of primitive houses built with stones and mud, wherever there was a spring or a stream. The hillsides were cultivated with wheat, beans, peas and clover; poplars often grew near the houses.

Holland and Huggan have suggested that Newby and Thesiger are members of a postwar ‘“club”’ who both ‘trade on’ and ‘play on’ “imperialist nostalgia”.
 However, examination of the modes of representation deployed in each text suggests their discursive positions are more varied and specific than this characterisation allows. In framing his travels in the context of earlier travellers and travelling as they did, Thesiger trades on the reader making associations with the colonial past. Such associations are further evinced by the primitivist lament that surfaces in all of his travel narratives and in this way Among the Mountains is more indicative of a form of belatedness than it is imperialist nostalgia.
 Similarly, whilst Newby does play on “imperialist nostalgia”, the association of this concept with A Short Walk in the Hindu Kush is also problematic. Like Thesiger, there is a realisation that the age has passed; however, his response is not a lament (like Thesiger’s) but one of humour and satire. 

Newby and Thesiger clearly occupy quite different positions. It is evident that Thesiger shares his 19th century predecessors’ ‘obsessive urge to discover the “authentic” Other’. 
 Certainly, the textual ambiguities of Among the Mountains, its mournful search for authenticity, contrasting with its engagement with modern technology is, to a degree, redolent of the belated ‘schizoid’ quality that Behdad identifies in Victorian travel writing: a discursive practice ‘that simultaneously affirms and exposes the ideological discrepancies and political predicaments of colonial hegemony’.
 However, the association of this concept with Among the Mountains requires further qualification; it does not share in the same sense of belatedness as Thesiger’s first and best known work, Arabian Sands. Certainly, Afghanistan and its mountainous landscape did not hold the same cultural significance and, indeed, baggage as the Arabian peninsula and the desert.
  As Fowler notes: ‘British conceptions of Afghanistan tend to be particularly insular and self-referential. These conceptions are, to a surprising degree, contained within and even created by, Afghanistan’s borders’.
 The ‘anxiety of coming after what had come before’ of Arabian Sands and its location in the “Arabist tradition” is not applicable here.
 Instead, the moments of lament for traditional ways of life in Among the Mountains are indicative of a less geographically and culturally specific form of belatedness. In this respect, it is akin to a form of belatedness which, as Behdad notes, is not so much ‘inscribed within…the economies of colonial power’ as it is a melancholic record of the ‘disappearing other’.
 
However, the concept of ‘belatedness’ is less applicable to Newby’s English gentleman persona. Newby’s play on this persona constitutes a form of mimicry. As a figure out (but not entirely) of time and context, Newby’s English gentleman is characterised by a disruptive power dynamic; the ‘bewildered Briton amused by the strangeness of foreign parts and people’.
 The association of “imperialist nostalgia” with Newby does not seem to fully acknowledge the significance of this position as a response to postwar politics and the beginnings of the demise of colonialism. Newby’s ‘English gentleman’ persona provides his readership with a culturally recognisable foil to stand next to the fun and frivolity he finds in others (and the other). It would have been impossible to construct a serious and conservative authorial self and managed such a satirical view of everything else. Additionally, the association of this persona with imperialist nostalgia does not account for the political aspect of this position. A Short Walk in the Hindu Kush is humorous but Newby’s writing also has a destabilising effect, indicating as Fowler notes ‘a consciousness of the impossibility of adopting an explorer’s stance after empire’.
  Newby seems to acknowledge this by showing us the absurdity of it all, including himself and others. 

Conclusions
This paper has shown that Newby’s and Thesiger’s authorial personas of ‘amateur traveller’ and ‘traditional explorer’ respectively, are characterised more by representational instability than essentialist consistency. The representational instability in each text does not run counter to, but is rather constitutive of, each author’s discursive position. In this respect, the way in which Newby and Thesiger have been associated with the concept of imperialist nostalgia, as a means of locating them historically and politically, is problematic. Firstly, it is important to acknowledge that the authorial persona of each book is not necessarily indicative of the author’s work as a whole. Newby’s later works, though typically humorous and full of frivolity, have not attracted the same associations with imperialist nostalgia as A Short Walk in the Hindu Kush. Similarly, though it bears some similarity to that found in his earlier works, such as Arabian Sands, the authorial persona Thesiger adopts in Among the Mountains, is rather different to that found in some of his other works, such as My Kenya Days.
 
In this sense, imperialist nostalgia does not characterise Thesiger’s works as a whole nor does it accurately describe Among the Mountains. The references to the past in this text sit amongst a range of representational strategies, more varied and complex in their portrayal of technology and the relationship between Thesiger and his travelling companions (as the example of Jan Baz indicates) than at first might be apparent. Thus, it has been argued here that, Among the Mountains is not nostalgic for an imperialist past, but rather its lament for the loss of a primitive past is suggestive an “ethnographic mourning”.
 Likewise, though A Short Walk in the Hindu Kush contains moments of imperialist nostalgia, there is a good deal of representational variation and inconsistency here. Therefore, it should be acknowledged that whilst Newby’s persona may have ‘its roots in camp’, his view of the world is not consistent with the ‘apolitical’ nature of camp.
 Rather, the humour of his discursive position is also a commentary on negotiating cultural difference postwar against a backdrop of the beginnings of colonial dissolution, as his conversation about the cost of the chickens prepared for the dinner he shares with Thesiger attests:
The chickens were produced. They were very old; in the half-light they looked like pterodactyls.

“Are they expensive?”

“The Power of Britain never grows less,” said the headman, lying superbly.
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