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PREFACE

Central Asia covers a vast swathe of territory, 2,000 miles from
east to west, and I have had to restrict the scope of this book in
order to keep it to a manageable size. The fifteen towns and cities
which I have included all lay astride the Silk Road, one of the great
trade routes of the ancient world. All have witnessed extraordi-
nary events over the centuries. For reasons of space I have left out
cities like Sian and Lanchou which, although once on the Silk
Road, are in China proper, as well as the whole of Afghanistan
and Tibet, which were never on the main trade routes. Tibet has
in any case been thoroughly covered in numerous recent books,
while Afghanistan is currently so unstable — not to mention
strewn with literally millions of anti-personnel mines - as to be
virtually unvisitable.

In gathering material for this book I owe a particular debt to the
works of Sir Fitzroy Maclean, the father of modern writing on
Central Asia, and John Keay, the master historian of Himalayan
exploration. But most of all I am indebted to my husband Peter
Hopkirk, who shared with me his knowledge of the region and its
travellers, and his extensive library.
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Central Asia: A Traveller’s Companion is both an
alphabetical handbook to the region and an epic tale of
violence and treachery, courage, faith and vision.

‘As scholarly as it is exciting,’ John Colvin,

ex-Ambassador to Mongolia
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