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In 1994, the Spanish zoologist Jordi
Magraner stumbled across a curious trail
of footprints in the snows of the Hindu

Kush. As we learn in Gabi Martínez’s book In
the Land of Giants, they belonged to some-
thing that was “humanoid, but not human”.
Locals called it the barmanu (the sturdy one).
Nomads in the mountains of Chitral – whom
Martínez describes as “secretive horsemen
with pseudo-Neanderthal faces” – had pro-
vided Magraner with eyewitness testimonies.
The year before, in the steppes of Qinghai,
China, the ethnologist Michel Peissel had
discovered a species of small horse now
known as the Riwoche Horse, at an altitude
of 5,000 metres. The French newspaper
Libération referred to it as the “Yeti’s horse”.

These discoveries opened up a realm of
possibilities for Magraner, who had been
sceptical about theories surrounding archaic
wild men when he first arrived in Pakistan. His
interest in the region had initially been roused
by a pagan tribe of Indo-Europeans known
as the Kalash – a community erroneously
believed to have descended from Alexander
the Great’s minions. Having studied the eth-
nologist Jean-Yves Loude’s book Kalash:
The last infidels of the Hindu Kush, Magraner
had developed a romanticized impression of
the tribe, and when he finally came face to face
with its people, he was disappointed.
Magraner was to identify with the Kalash,
however: like him, they were marginalized.
Scientists refused to recognize or fund his
quest for “invisible monsters” such as the
barmanu, and prestigious archaeological
journals showed little interest in publishing his
articles. The Kalash, meanwhile, had locally
been labelled infidels. 

Raised in a ghetto in Valence, France,
Magraner had been taught by his parents to
appreciate nature while maintaining a scepti-
cal distance from the Church. It becomes
clear that the “Yeti-hunter”, as he came to be
known, was an odd character, and a man of
extremes. He greeted each dawn with a pagan
ritual, and visitors from Europe heard that he
was “really old school . . . the kind that still
gets into fights”. Sometimes, when paranoia
got the better of him, he would throw punches
at his Pashtun attendants, apprentices or col-
leagues. Friends warned that he would not last
long if he continued to mistreat the locals –
particularly the Afghans. He adopted small
boys as protégés, promising to make them

situations very well. His fifteen years in Paki-
stan coincided with the birth of the Taliban. He
led a humanitarian mission to distribute aid in
Afghanistan’s Panjshir Valley and established
contact with the military leader Ahmad
Shah Massoud, who was struggling against
the Taliban at the time. 

Magraner’s death in 2002, like the bar-
manu, is something of an enigma. It is reminis-
cent of the tragic demise of the British explorer
George Hayward near the hamlet of Darkot in
1870. Like Hayward, Magraner met his end in
the early hours of the morning, in a manner that
was arguably as brutal; he was found at his
blood-splattered desk with two stab wounds
in his neck. According to the coroner, it was
the work of “specialists – people who’d been
trained”. After the discovery of his body,
Martínez’s account turns into a whodunit, in
which everyone – ranging from the CIA and
the Taliban to alleged homosexual lovers – is
a suspect. Playing the detective, Martínez
finds that uncovering the truth in the mountain
ranges of Chitral – where Maganer was buried,
amid pagan pomp and ritual and in the pres-
ence of hundreds of Kalash people – can be an
impossible, if not life-threatening, task. He is
quick to catch on to the “hopeless and corrupt”
nature of the Pakistani criminal justice system,
which he describes as a “swamp”. 

In the Land of Giants, which has been trans-
lated from the Spanish by Daniel Hahn, con-
tains numerous typos (“make thing worse”;
“with plate of”; “air workers”); we repeatedly
encounter the word “assailed” and an ava-
lanche used as a metaphor to describe
Magraner’s feelings. Even so, the translation
skilfully captures the eccentric nature of the
prose, and Martínez’s fascination comes
through clearly. He learnt about Magraner
through a purely coincidental meeting with a
publisher, when he happened to show up at
the very moment he was being considered for
the job. Spellbound from the start, he probed
deeper, consulting members of Magraner’s
family and the notebooks and letters he had
left behind. Martínez’s inability to speak or
understand any of the local languages – unlike
Magraner, who was fluent in Kalasha, Khowar
and Urdu – may have limited his investigation,
but his sensitive understanding of various situ-
ations and sensibilities does much to compen-
sate for that – as does his determination. “Just
like Jordi was seeking the Yeti,” he writes, “so
I am seeking Jordi.”
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not a pure pacifist; he did not abolish the death
penalty, while he “had no hesitation in threat-
ening to use force against those who did not
fall in line” (such as recalcitrant forest tribes).
Rather, he sought to moderate and minimize
the use of violence, which marked him out
from his predecessors and successors who
exalted and glorified it. Thus, as Singh has
it, “in his ostentatious rejection of war and
his vigorous attempts to inculcate a universal
culture of piety, Ashoka appears a misfit in the
ancient world”.

Upinder Singh’s book ranges far beyond
the Buddha and Ashoka. There is an interest-

ing discussion of kingship in the Mahabha-
rata, a text “pervaded by relentless violence”
which nonetheless urges restraint and self-
control on the ruler, and which recognizes that
“even a righteous war that must be fought
brings intense pain to the victors”. The Rama-
yana, on the other hand, is driven by the
“powerful, intense love” of Rama for Sita, a
love that “mitigates the elements of conflict
and violence, and gives it its enormous
appeal”. The book also has a fine analysis of
Kautilya’s Arthashastra, the great text of
Indian statecraft, widely compared (also by
Singh) to Machiavelli’s The Prince (though

written eighteen centuries earlier), and which
urges “the superiority of the power of counsel
over the power of military might”, while item-
izing the many forms of torture that the king
might use on his rivals and enemies. 

In the post-Buddhist era, as Hindu norms
reasserted themselves, non-violence was
occasionally praised, but never re-elevated to
a moral principle. The king had, as one text
put it, sometimes to use violence in “dealing
with wicked, sinful people . . . . For this he
does not incur any sin”. Now, Singh writes,
“even the ahimsa-oriented religious traditions
recognized the impossibility of absolute non-

violence in the political realm”. 
This book is a superb history of ideas,

covering a wide array of themes, from state-
craft and kingship to metaphysics and moral-
ity to environmental history. Upinder Singh
compares episodes in Indian history with
other countries and with the present and care-
fully explains classical terms and categories.
Thus she shows how a term such as dharma/
dhamma travelled between the worlds of
ritual and politics. Providing a pre-modern,
non-Western, perspective on violence in the
age of terror, her study deserves to be read as
widely outside India as at home. 

describes him as a “repressed” homosexual.
Abdul Khaleq, a friend from Chitral, recalls
that an Afghan boy living with Magraner com-
plained that he had “asked him for sex”.

We also learn of Magraner’s dangerous
ambition to carve out an independent state
that would include Gilgit, Chitral, Badakshan,
Nuristan and Panjshir; his companions
suspected that they were being watched by
various intelligence agencies. There is an
underlying sense throughout the book that the
eyes of “invisible monsters” – be they curious
locals or the ISI – are constantly on Magraner.
En route to Afghanistan, he and one of his
young protégés, Ainullah, were interrogated
by men who claimed to be the police. It was

no secret that the ISI also kept a close watch on
the Alliance Française in Peshawar, where
Magraner briefly served as Director. But there
was a bigger giant on his tail: the massive debts
he had accumulated. He lived lavishly among
the Kalash, with servants, pets, horses and a
jeep at his disposal, and got into brawls with
those who demanded their dues.

According to L’Homme, Magraner didn’t
understand people, but he understood political

great, and if they refused to go to school, he
would beat them. When they grew up and
could no longer be controlled, he would move
on to the next boy. Stories of paedophilia
began to circulate. 

Martínez breaks this news only gradually to
the reader. He lets Magraner’s friends speak for

themselves and reflect on sexual behaviour in
South Asia. “In Afghan-Pakistani culture, it is
. . . considered pretty normal to have sex with
boys”, explains Gyuri Fritsche, who was at the
time a senior aid worker in Chitral: “if you’re
heterosexual and you want to sleep with a
woman without being married to her, that could
mean the end of your life and hers”. Fritsche
contends that Magraner was a paedophile,
while his friend the novelist Erik L’Homme
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