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The Enduring Enigma of Tash Rabat

“How many rooms are there in this building?” Elena, our beautiful young
Kyrgy guide, posed the question as we were standing in the Great Hall of
the impressive stone structure known as Tash Rabat. Tash Rabat (the name
means “stone fortress” in Kyrghiz) is one of Kyrgyzstan’s best known – if
least visited – attractions, and has been called the best-preserved site on
the classic Silk Road of Central Asia.

From the outside, you wouldn’t imagine that the large domed building had
so much interior volume. Big it is, with lovely proportions, an arched
entrance and corner turrets, but the intramural capacity is not evident until
you are inside. This is partly because the structure is partly set into the
hillside of a verdant valley and partly because you are distracted by its
heavenly backdrop — the Tian Shan range. Tian Shan means “celestial
mountains” in Mandarin, and the range stretches from Kyrgyzstan to China
for 1,500 miles; it peaks at more than 24,000 feet. Tash Rabat is located
about 300 miles southeast of Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan’s capital, at an altitude of
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11,500 feet.

Elena’s question seemed straightforward, so everyone in our group, the
men especially, were eager to respond to her challenge. The 11 of them
began to count back from the main room to the entrance. All but me. This
was my second visit to Tash Rabat in less than a week so I already knew the
dilemma. There are 30 or 31 rooms in all, depending on whether you start
counting from the left or the right as you enter. No one can explain the
discrepancy, but everyone stumbled over it.

Elena’s other rhetorical questions – WHO built Tash Rabat? WHEN was it
built? WHY was it built? –were more difficult to answer, even for our group
of professors, lawyers, scientists, and business people. In fact, historians
themselves don’t know. It is generally agreed that Tash Rabat was built
between the 10th and 15th centuries and that it served as a caravanserai, an
inn for travelers and their caravans as they made their way to and from
China for trading purposes. The Torugart Pass into China lies just 56 miles
to the east.

Other caravanserai existed in Kyrgyzstan but none has survived, perhaps
because Tash Rabat was the only structure made of stone, or the best-
constructed building, or only one to have escaped destruction by
earthquake.

(It did not escape the centuries unscathed. The Russians did a major
renovation in the early 1980s, applauded by some scholars and decried by
others). How it came to be built is also puzzling, since Kyrgyzs at the time
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were nomads (many remain so today) and nomads are not known for their
architectural skills.

Unusually, this caravanserai seems not to have been only a resting place for
traders. In addition to the sleeping chambers on each side of the narrow
main hall, each opening to the next as well as to the corridor, there are long
rooms with stone insets, These were apparently sleeping quarters for
military garrisons. One chamber only boasts a single entrance. That was the
VIP room, Elena told us, because it had more privacy and was easier to
guard.

One small chamber has two pits, one more than 30 feet deep. These were
used as dungeons, either by the military or by caravans transporting
dangerous prisoners.

The Great Hall in the rear, with its domed ceiling and center fireplace (with
a hole in the roof for smoke to escape) may have been a place for tribal
leaders to deliberate or religious leaders to worship, as well as a refuge for
merchants and a fort for soldiers. The shape of the dome suggests a yurt,
the classic circular felt tent used by nomadic tribes in Central Asia. In fact,
yurts are practically the only structures you see in this region — simple ones
where the local herders live during the summer, and slightly fancier ones
for tourists like us.

I had first come to Tash Rabat three days earlier, on horseback. That is the
easiest and definitely the most comfortable way to arrive, since the closest
paved road is more than 10 miles away. I’d been traveling with a group of 12
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Englishmen and women for whom this valley was a comfortable stopping
point on a 12-day ride through rural Kyrgyzstan. By the time we arrived
here, we had been traveling for six days, camping out each night in tents, no
running water, no toilet facilities. The scenery had been spectacular, the
riding idem, but we were grateful for the opportunity to spend two nights in
the same place, and the chance to wash and dry clothes, and ourselves.

We enjoyed a busman’s holiday the morning after we arrived, a magical 15
mile ride on our own horses to a peak overlooking the Chinese border. We
followed a stream through the valley leading north to stark white peaks and
a view of Chartyr Kul, a glassy lake dividing Kyrgyzstan from China. Dotting
our route were yurts and herds of sheep, goats, cattle, and yaks. It was sheer
bucolic tranquility, admittedly with the mud, manure dumps, odors and
animal noises that thereto accrue. I loved it.

Our highest point at the scenic peak was more than 14,000 feet. Our
expedition leader Domenico (an Italian from Bergamo transplanted to
Bishkek) urged us to dismount and lead our horses for the last mile to give
them a chance to catch their breath. Never mind that we lost ours.

That evening, the staff improvised a makeshift sauna across the icy stream
from our yurts. They set up a tent, set up a fire in the outdoor oven next to
the tent, ran a tube from the steam of the oven to the inside of the tent, and
voila. All of us were invited to partake, and most of us did. I was one of the
holdouts, suspecting that the sauna would be followed by an obligatory
plunge into the stream, and that the water would be freezing. And it was.
The others, as they exited from the sauna tent, red and sweaty, had to dip
into the water en route back to dry clothes. Their squeals confirmed my
suspicions.

The next morning, we left our bucolic valley to begin the return trip north
towards Bishkek. The day after, I said good-by to the group and to my horse;
I was leaving them to join another group headed to China and other points
on the Silk Road via the route we had seen from our mountain peak. This
second trip was not feasible on horseback, so I had to trade my saddle for
the dubious comfort of a Russian jeep.
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Tash Rabat was again on the itinerary since it has been the logical resting
place for travelers heading to China via the Torugart Pass for a thousand
years. This explains why I anticipated some of the questions Elena was
asking, though I had no answers.

The morning after our tour, our wake-up call was 4 am. The border crossing
through the mountains into China is long and tedious; the earlier we left,
the better our chances of making it across the border before it closed at
noon. So our final glimpse of Tash Rabat was in the dark – an appropriately
enigmatic presence in the pre-dawn shadows – as we, the latest in a
millennial list of voyagers, continued our Silk Road journey.
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