
5 'HoweofMalik Axim Khan, Aret, Afghanistan' (painted by H. C. B. Tanner, 1879)

A Victorian surveyor-artist in the H imalaya
and Karakoram
Herben Carr (assisted by Frank Solaril

In the last quarter of the 19th Century one of the most able and energetic survey
oflicers, who knew and loved the great mountain ranges of orthern India, wa
Col Henry Charles Baskerville Tanner, of the Bombay Staff Corps and the
Governmem Survey Department.

His father had emigrated with hi wife to Western Australia in the 1820s. In
I 35 the whole family were on a visit to a relative in Tasmania when Henry, a
younger son, was born. For the next 7 years the Tanners lived near Fremantle; it
was a hard life for the boy who were sent to school in rags and with bare feet. The
parents were quile unfit for a pioneering life in a remote colony, and in 1 43 they
returned to England with their children, to the ancestral home in Wiltshire. In due
caul' e Henry obtained a adetship at the East India Company's military college at
Addis ombe near Crovdon. When he went Out to India in 1854 he was
commissioned in the Bombay Field Artillery and saw active service at once in the
campaign in the Per ian Gulf. After the Mutiny he got his 'Jacket' in the Royal
Horse Artillery, the crack gunner regiment of the army, and in the first 25 years of
his service in India he took part in several frontier campaigns, being twice
mentioned in dispatches. In 1862 he was posted to the Bombay Stall Corps for
service in the Government Survey Department: in this Department he continued
until his retirement in 1890.
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COLONEL H. C. B. TANNER

On the outbreak of the Afghan War in November 1878, Tanner, now a Major,
was attached as survey officer to the Khyber column where his work lay on the
Ranks of the advancing troops: it was extremely strenuous and often dangerous.
Subsequently he took part in the campaign to the Laghman vaIley and he was then
ordered to explore the Chugani and Kunar valleys beyond Jelalabad, in order to
see if there was a feasible route through into Kafiristan. Fortunately he made dose
friends with the chief of Aret, a village of considerable size in the Chugani district,
by name Malik Azim Khan. The Chugani were a Muslim people living in the
highest habitable part of the Kund range near the Utchatic Gali pass. Even though
he was given assurances thar. under the chiers protection he would be safe, Tanner
ran great risks in entering this country alone in time of war. He was the fir t
Englishman to do so. He stayed a fortnight at Aret as the guest of Azim Khan, who
is seen in front of his house in the accompanying picture, one of Tanner's finest
mountain landscapes, now in the India Office Library. His description of Aret is as
follows:

'The village is built on the face of a very steep slope ... there must be about 600 hou es
arranged in terraces one above another. From the roof of one of the lower ones I gazed in
astonishment at a vast amphitheatre of carved wood, and at thousands of carved veranda
posts, and at tens of thousands ofcarved panels, with which the upper storey ofeach house
is constructed.'

He noted too the freedom with which the women of the chiers family were allowed
to converse with him. He began his journey into Kafiristan, but the privations and
the strain of the last 18 months caused his health to break down and he was
prostrated with fever. His life was saved by the courage and loyalty of Azim Khan.
The chief disguised Tanner as an Afghan and made his men carry him on a litter
back through hostile country to jelalabad where there was a British garrison. It
must have been a terrible ordeal for Tanner, ill as he was, but they carried through
unmolested. On the outskirts of the town the first European they met was a
regimental doctor who knew Tanner, and in whose care he soon regained health
and strength.

H is next assignment was to carry out a survey of the area around and N of Gilgit.
During the 1880s the leaders of India were much concerned with the rapid advance
of the Russians into central Asia and there was talk of a Russian invasion of India,
so that Gilgit was looked upon as a place of strategic importance and a British
Agent and a garrison were stationed there. The extensive survey work Tanner
achieved in the next 2 years involved mountain travel of great difficulty, taking him
at times to altitudes of over 4500m and into country then very little explored. Here
he did the most ambitious mountain climbing of his career. With 2 assistant Indian
survey officers he mapped over 4000 square miles of the district, fixing as well as he
could the heights of the great ranges to the N. Consider this extract from his
report:

'/ had long wished to obtain a near view of the northern slopes of Nangaparbat and of its
glacier valleys which join the Indus opposite the independent settlement of Gor, and after
a most perilous passage over a narrow rugged ridge surrounded by enormous precipice
which tried my nerves to the utmost, J found myself confronted by what is probably the
most magnificent snow view on the globe, embracing as it does a slope of nearly 24000ft
(vertical measurement), with its glaciers, snow-fields, ice-cliffs, and jagged needles of
naked rock extending from the summit of this king of mountains down to the Indus,
which flows in a deep channel at its base.... this superb and impressive view, which I
contemplated from the edge of a tremendous precipice whose summit is 16000ft above the
'sea, and which rises sheer and unbroken from the forests and vineyards of Gor, situated an
immense depth below me'.
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Tanner returned from Gilgit in April 1882. In the previous year he had returned
to his headquarters in Lahore to complete his mapping, when news wa received
that lhe tribes were in revolt and that Colonel Biddulph and his men were in grave
danger. Tanner was ordered to return to Gilgit at once in command of a force,
mainly of Gurkhas, lent by the Maharajah of Kashmir. He knew the rOute well and,
driving his men hard, completed the march at remarkable speed. He arrived.iu tin
time to save the situation. It is of interest that thi exploit became a legend among
the Gurkhas, and is not forgotten even today. Tanner was promoted to the rank of
full Colonel in 1884.

After a period of home leave, he was moved to headquarters at Darjeeling and
for the next 3 years of hi service his survey work took him along the Frontier of

epal and imo Sikkim, his surveys hampered by the Fact that he wa nOI allowed to

cros frontier and had to work from the 5 side of the ranges. On one occasion he
was able to a'oss the Lipu Lak pass in the NE corner of Kumaun and entered Tibl't
through some interesting country, reaching the tOwn of Takla Khar where the
governor turned him back.

After 1885 he was moved to Simla to superintend sUl'veys in the Central

Himalaya, in Kangra, in Kulu, in Lahul and the states around Simla. In 1890,
having completed 35 years of service and reached the age of compulsol'y
retirement, though at 55 he was still very fit and full of energy, he had to give up his
work. No man, probably, at that time had a wider knowledge of the mountains of
the northern frontiers, from Afghanistan in the W, to the Lushai hills in the E. Jn
the I , beyond Gilgit, he had penetrated the Karakoram to the vi inity of K2, and in
the E to Kangchenjunga.

6 'Near the summit ofRohtang Pass' (Photo by 1-1. C. B. Tannerfrom the RGS Collection)
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In 1859 Tanner had married at Karachi Mary Anne Vane Ealey, a daughter of
Col George Hogg, later General Sir George Hogg, a Governor of Gibraltar. There
were 4 daughters and one son of the marriage. About 1876 Mrs Tanner decided to
take her children to England. Such separations were very common among the
British in India in those days. Tanner had home leave only once in the 14 years
before his retirement in 1890. He was uninterested in club life or social activities,
which accounts for the time he devoted during the last years of his service to his 3
hobby pursuits of shooting, photography and art. His prowess with the riRe as a
shikar won him the unstinted admiration of his assistants, his bearers, and the
mountain folk among whom he travelled. He brought home a fine collection of
trophies of the chase which in the last century were very fashionable as mural
ornaments. His expertise with the camera, rare in those days, was recognized by the
Government which gave its official approval to this aid to his survey work. A
number of his Himalayan photographs are held by the Royal Geographical
Society. The picture on p 14 was taken near the summit of the Rohtang Pass
between Kulu and Lahul, with Tanner's survey party in the foreground. His
enthusiasm for this hobby caused his death. After retirement he lived with his
family in Bath and served his term on the Council of the RGS. One night in March
1898 there was a heavy fall of snow, followed by a brilliantly sunlit morning.
Anxious to take a picture of the lovely scene immediately, he rushed out of doors in
his dressing gown and bedroom slippers. He caught pneumonia. In 3 days he was
dead.

Tanner's skill as an amateur artist was much above the average and was widely
recognized in India. He exhibited in the Poona art exhibitions for many years,
winning a number of bronze medals, the silver medal once, and the Viceroy's gold
medal once, in 1888. He began with simple sketching and wash drawings in black
and white to supplement his survey work. He had probably had good instruction at
Addiscombe College, because military academies in England during the last
century employed very well qualified artists as instructors, the importance of
mapping and drawing by officers being fully understood. The picture on p 16
which bears Tanner's title 'Entrance to Sari Pass, Kulu Side' is a good example of
his ability with black-and-white wash. Later he tried painting in oils; in this
medium he was entirely self-taught. Like Winston Churchill he 'enjoyed having a

bash'. We have seen only about 20 of his oil paintings, the best being a striking
landscape of Kangchenjunga, the property of Miss Kathleen Cusack, a
photographic copy of which we have given to the Club. Some of his oils are
undistinguished.

In our opinion there is room for much deeper research in this subject than we have been
able to give, an opinion supported by the Librarians of the RGS and of the India Office
Library, to whom we are grateful for permission to use material from their collections. We
have been in touch with members of the family who have helped us with information and
have allowed us to photograph pictures in their possession. We spent a delightful
afternoon in November 1974 with the late Kenneth Mason who thought highly of
Tanner's ability to depict the true scale and character of the Himalayan landscape. With
Hugh Ruuledge in the 1930s he had visited 2 ofTanner's daughters, then living in Devon,
in order to try to identify the whereabouts of some of Tanner's pictures of the Himalaya.
There was, he told us, a large portfolio of them: this collection we have not been able to
trace. The youngest daughter, Beryl, when an old lady in the middle 1950s, wrote an
account of her father's life and work which she had privately printed under the title Salute
to the Early Mountaineer. A copy of this pamphlet, which has some interesting illustrations, is
now in the Club library.

Of course, Tanner was not a mountaineer in the modern sense. 0 man visited the
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Hirnalaya JUSt for the fun of climbing before I 3. But both hi survey work and hi keen
pursuit of game involved him re ome extent in all that the word connotes IOda . Men of
Tanner's son, dedicated to their ervice, ave peace and prosp rity to India ... for a time.
May we let Rudyard Kipling have the last word? After all, Tanner wa an ideal Kipling
character.

Let u now praise famous men
Men oflinJe howing-
For their work cominueth,
Broad and deep cominueth,
Greater than their knowing!

7 'Entranu to Sari PaH, Kulu side' (painted by H. C. B. Tanner, J889)
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