
Yjgtg"ycu"Ujcpitk"NcA

Introduction 3

What is Shangri La 3

Where was Shangri La 4

Where did Hilton put Shangri La? 6

Possible locations for Shangri La based upon Hiltonôs text 8

Current Debate 10

Links with President Franklin D Roosevelt 10

Sichuan Province 12

Suggestions from US Airforce 40th Bomb Group Archives 13

What is the Significance of Captain William Gillôs Publication ? 14

Could Shie-Gi-La become Shangri La? 19

Summary 20

Conclusion 20

Extended Extracts from The Lost Horizon 22





Introduction

In 1877 Captain William Gill, an officer of the Royal Engineers went to western China on 
journey of exploration. One part of his purpose may have been to undertake a preliminary 
survey for a railway between India and China, then being promoted by commercial interests 
in both England and India.  His other, perhaps most pressing purpose, was simply to meander 
through a very interesting part of the world. He published an account of his travels in 1880, 
and in so doing may have been the first European to mention a place called Shangri La. 

This paper suggests that a few paragraphs written by Captain Gill were the basis for the 
physical geography of Shangri La, upon which a novel was built during the early 1930s. It 
also suggests that other places mentioned in travel books dating from the 1920s contributed 
to the montage used in the 1930s novel. As such the purpose of this paper is a little 
frivolous, but given the variety of claims for the true location of Shangri La, we think it is 
worthwhile to put forward a reasoned discussion of the inspirational sources for the novel.

What is Shangri La

A Tibetan Bhuddist lamasery called Shangri La was the focus of a novel published 
in 1933.  That novel was The Lost Horizon, written by James Hilton in 1931 or 1932. 
Shangri-La was located in some then-remote part of the Himalayas - the paradise 
where people live to a very old age, where the ageing process is dramatically 
slowed, where everyone lives in harmony ï where, as one of the characters 
remarks ñpeople are moderately sober, moderately chaste, and moderately honestò.
An interesting contribution which might be far more significant than is immediately apparent 
was made by  Eve Mullen in The Journal of Religion and Film Vol 2 Nr 2, 1998 Orientalist 
Commercializations: Tibetan Buddhism in American Popular Film. Mullen states in that 
paper that Shangri-La was  ñéa fictional land reflecting Hiltonôs understanding of the 
Tibetan Shambhala as a mysterious nation of esoteric people who occupy a ñhiddenò region 
of the highest plateau in the world.ò No other reference for Shambhala has been sought for 
this paper, but it is certainly appropriate to acknowledge the possibility that Shambhala and 
Shangri-La are identical, and that Hilton incorporated the concept of Shambhala into The Lost 
Horizon. But it does not help us define a physical location for Shangri-La, and the location of 
the valley upon which he modelled his story continues to be subject to speculation and various 
ethnically-inspired claims.

In the late 1930s, the 1940s and 1950s Shangri-La became synonymous with a remote 
or imaginary utopia, and is defined as such in the Collins English Dictionary. A film 
made in 1936 relied upon a broad interpretation of the central theme to Hiltonôs story, 
and in the 1960s a Singapore-based hotel chain adopted Shangri-La as its brand name.
Although familiarity with the concept and the inspiration for it is fading with the passage of time 
since Hiltonôs novel first appeared,   the search for the true Shangri-La continues in some circles. 



Where was Shangri La

There are many suggestions, and some  interesting theories as to the ñtrue locationò of 
Shangri La. Many of the theories are based upon bare snippets of information, making the 
question ever more tantalising.That Shangri-La was located somewhere in the Himalayas 
is indisputable, and this evaluation suggests it is possible to be far more specific than that. 
During the Cold War proposed locations tended to be in the western Himalayas, but as 
far as possible from China ï preferably in ñpoor littleò Tibet ï Western Tibet of course 
ï the part furthest from China. Links to a Tibetan-speaking culture are also fundamental, as 
Hilton placed Shangri La somewhere on the Tibetan Plateau ï ñHe guessed the flight had 
progressed far beyond the western range of the Himalayas towards the less-known heights of 
the Kuen-Lun.. In that event they would by now have reached the loftiest and least hospitable 
part of the earthôs surface, the Tibetan Plateauéò That has not stymied other claimants.

Without attempting to canvass all of the claims in circulation, it is worthwhile to review at 
least one or two by way of introduction to the issue.

The British Broadcasting Corporation 

The internet record of a  BBC Radio program from July 2001 suggests that Hilton travelled 
to ña remote valley in Northern Pakistan, bordered by China, Afghanistan, and Kashmir. He 
found a place so beautiful, so remote and so wild that he christened it Shangri La.
http://www.bbc.co.uk/radio4/excessbaggage/factsheets2001/28_pakistan.shtml

It is accepted for the present purpose that Hilton found a beautiful valley, and that he was 
inspired by it. The date given by the BBC for Hiltonôs trip to Pakistan is 1931, which would 
fit with a 1933 publication date for something based upon his experiences. But there is no 
evidence that Hlton ever travelled to Northern Pakistan. Even if he had, it is unclear how he 
would come to dub a valley in the north of Pakistan with the name of ñShangri Laò. As we 
understand the BBCôs claim, Hilton attached the name to a beautiful valley, as he considered 
it to resemble ñShangri Laò. To do so because the valley was beautiful and suggestive of a 
paridise is confused - it was Hilton who wrote the book which led to  ñShangri Laò becoming 
synonymous with a beautiful place. The BBC suggests the name was already defined as a 
place which was close to paradise, and was applied by Hilton to the valley he visited. 

The BBC also fails to clarify the central point, which is how he developed a very Tibetan name 
for a non-Tibetan valley. They also fail to explain how, when Hiltonôs book very clearly places 
Shangri La in Tibet, with occupants who are of Tibetan and Chinese Bhuddist origins, Shangri 
La can suddenly be transported to the north of Pakistan, where the populace is Muslim. We 
discuss this aspect of Hiltonôs book in more detail later in this paper.

In a final salvo at the BBC, the central characters in Hiltonôs The Lost Horizon fly east over 
the Karkoram Mountains (which are east of Northern Pakistan in the first place) and continue 
in a easterly direction for at least five, maybe six hours. That puts any potential location for 
Shangri-La a very long way east of Northern Pakistan.



Muôs Mansion

With the end of the Cold War new studies of Shangri La have appeared. One of these, initially 
funded by the Shangri-La hotel chain, placed Shangri La the general vicinity of Lijiang and 
Zhongdian, in the north-west of Yunnan Province, in the Peoples Republic of China. On the 
basis of this study, World Bank funds were obtained to ñrebuildò the temple said to have 
featured in Hiltonôs novel. At least this is the story told in 1998 by a senior official on the  
construction site. 

The ñrebuilt templeò is now publicised as ñMuôs Mansionò. It is comprised of two separate 
enclosed areas containing  a number of halls and residential structures with a geometry which 
resembles the ñForbidden Cityò, in Beijing. One of the structures is probably an Ancestral 
Hall, possibly containing artefacts resembling those which would have been found in such a 
building during the Qing Dynasty. This hall, however, is within the second enclosed area, not 
generally open to casual visitors. Accordingly it is only practical  to speculate in regard to it.

The construction of ñMuôs Mansionò was observed and photographed in September 1998.  
The structures photographed in the course of construction are now said to date from the Yuan 
dynasty, and to be more than 470 years old - ñMuôs mansion was built during the Yuan and 
became prosperous during the Ming Dynasty.ò  The general architectural style perhaps from 
the Ming or Qing Dynasty, and older structures in the vicinity of Lijiang are almost universally 
built in keeping with this architectural style. But some of the finer points as to age are lost in 
translation. To be more truthful, the official brochure, translated from a Mandarin original,  
should suggest that the building is ña late 1990s reconstruction of Muôs Mansion, built in the 
style which may have been used 470 years agoéò 

Photograph: Construction of  Muôs Mansion - now said to be 470 years old. 



Muôs Mansion is beautiful, and much of the workmanship is excellent. In most cases traditional 
Chinese construction methods were followed. Here and there are places where the fly-screen 
which was used to reinforce the plaster is now showing through the cracks, but one needs 
to ignore that. Real recently-felled old-growth forest giants stood behind the red paint ï not 
reinforced concrete as is so often found elsewhere in Yunnan. And there are some beautiful 
marble balustrades, exquisitely carved wooden screens and nice ceramics. The best of the 
screens noted in 1998 are in areas not open to the general public. The gardens are beautiful, 
and the furnishings are in keeping with the latter part of the Quing dynasty. Again, it would 
seem the best gardens are not open to the general public and it is impactical to comment on the 
furnishings in those areas. 

Despite the misrepresentation, Muôs Mansion is well worth a visit. Perhaps fifty percent of the 
complex is a private club ï presumably for certain local notables and visiting ñspecial touristsò. 
In September 2001 that area was off-limits to ordinary visitors ï behind very definitely closed 
and barred doors. As a museum, what you can visit of Muôs Mansion is interesting but not 
actually a museum. We did not see anything which was more than perhaps five or ten years 
old - apart from materials such as the forest giants which supplied the timber, and the grantite 
which was worked in 1998 to supply retaining walls and pedestals for the wooden columns.

As a means of preserving elements of Chinese culture and traditional skills Muôs Mansion is 
without equal. Muôs mansion also presents an authentic an image of old China as the nobility 
saw it. But as for the authentic and ancient home of Mu ï King of the Naxi ï there is good 
reason to have very serious doubts. And as for Lijiang being Shangri-La ï the thrust of this 
paper is to suggest there is reason to have even greater doubts.

Overall, there is very little to support any claim that either Lijiang or Zhongdian was the 
inspiration for Shangri La. [ Zhongdian, as briefly mentioned above, has also laid claim to 
being the inspiration for Shangri-La.] In fact the nature of both Lijiang and Zhangdian, their 
altitude, geography, agriculture, and ethnicity very clearly excludes the possiblity . Of the two, 
Zhongdian is possible the more acceptable having regard to ethnicity, but no other feature of 
the city or its immediate surroundings supports a claim that it inspired Shangri-La. 

If the general vicinity of  Lijiang and Zhongdian is extended to include eastern Tibet and the 
west of Sichuan Province, some areas are included which come closer to the topography and 
ethnicity of Hiltonôs Shangri-La. But to expand the region of Shangri-La to that extent really 
is stretching the remote valley of Hiltonôs novel a little too far. Having said that,  both Lijiang 
and Zhongdian are much better candidates for the valley that inspired Hilton than is the Hunza 
Valley in northern Pakistan. 

Where did Hilton put Shangri La?

In a letter to President Franklin D Rooseveldt of the United States written in 1941, James 
Hilton stated that the inspiration to use a valley called Shangri-La as the basis of his novel 
came to him while standing on the corner of Paternoster Row, in London, England. His letter 



does not provide any further information, so that we are left with no suggestion from that 
source as to where the name came from. What is significant is that although he says the name 
ñcame to himò, he did not claim it was a work of fiction.
A review of The Lost Horizon puts Shangri La many miles east of the Karkoram Mountains 
which form the border between Kashmir and Tibet, and a detailed evaluation actually provides 
a number of quite good indicators of a general search area.  The following is a summary of the 
results. 

¶ The events written of by Hilton occur in May 1931 ï late spring in the Himalayas.
¶ Sunset over the Karkoram Mountains on 1 May 1931 was at about 1900 hours, but 

perhaps later at flying altitudes.
¶ Shangri La is 15 or 18 hours east of a place called Baskul, which is in the general 

vicinity of Peshawar, in Pakistan. Peshawar is at latitude 34 o north.
¶ Baskul is within 4 to 6 hours flying time of Peshawar.

Using these indicators a world gazetteer was consulted for the latitude and longitude of 
various places, and the approximate distance (in miles) was calculated between some of those  
mentioned.

An arc cast to incorporate four hours flying time from Peshawar  failed to identify any place 
that Hilton may have called Baskul.  In this search for a potential location the area was limited 
to that enclosed by the borders of what was then ñBritish Indiaò or at least the British spheres 
of influence. The reasoning behind this last limitation relied upon the knowledge that one 
of Hiltonôs characters (Conway) ñwas in the consular service not the diplomaticò, together 
with  ñéthis machine was a special one, built for some maharajah originally--quite a stunt 
kind of outfit. The Indian Survey people had been using it for high-altitude flights in Kashmir.ò  
and finally ñThere are heaps of places on the frontier where you might crash and not be 
heard of afterwards.ò  The outcome was to place Baskul almost anywhere within 680 miles of 
Peshawar, which was hardly useful. Finally it was decided to locate Baskul within the borders 
of Balochistan and the North-West Frontier Province, and to suggest eastern Afghanistan and 
even Turkestan were not beyond the realms of possibility.  

In  the  end  the location of Baskul was of little consequence for the evaluation, a more clearly 
defined starting point being the Karkoram Range, which Hiltonôs travellers fly over as the day 
turns to night. 

The Karkoram  range runs approximately north-west to south-east over about 450 
miles. The east-west limits of the range are about the same distance, creating a starting 
point with a 450-mile margin for error, accepted as manageable for the purpose 
of the present evaluation. The latitudinal range was taken to be 33 to 38o north.

¶ Shangri La is somewhere in Tibet, or where people are ethnically Tibetan.
¶ The people of Shangri La speak ña kind of Chineseò, and some are of Chinese 

appearance.
¶ The plane in which Hiltonôs characters are travelling stopped once for fuel ï after first 

flying generally east for more than an hour after leaving Baskul.
¶ As the night falls, the plane is crossing the Karakoram Range.



¶ It then continues to fly east for several hours
¶ Conway estimates the utmost distance the plane could travel on a tank of fuel was about 

1000 miles
¶ At half-past one (in the morning) the plane starts to land.
¶ By evaluation they have now flown east for around six hours and thirty minutes after 

crossing the Karkoram Range on the border of Kashmir and Sing Kiang. 

In 1931 the cruising speed of a six-passenger aircraft at sea-level was 170 to 200 mph. 
(A 1926 Ford Trimotorôs top speed was less than 150 mph.; A Lockheed Vega (1929) had 
a top speed of 190 mph;  and for a Lockheed Orion (1931) top speed was 226mph. The 
last-mentioned had a cruising speed of 200 mph.) Because the plane involved is ósportyô 
we assume it was capable of flying in the upper range of possible speeds.

Depending upon the latitude adopted, the distance from the Karkoram Range to the borders of 
western Sichuan Province is somewhere between 1260 and 1580 miles. To have travelled 1200 
miles in six hours would require a minimum ground speed of 200 miles per hour, which was 
possible, but on the upper limits of ground speed (at sea level) then achievable by passenger 
aircraft. Hiltonôs plane flew for a little more than six and a half  hours, at an assumed maximum 
speed of 200 miles per hour ï so we assume it travelled around 1,300 miles. 

On the basis of the above evaluation, it was considered just feasible to place Hiltonôs Shangri 
La in the most easterly parts of Tibet or the western-most parts of Sichuan Province in the 
Peoples Republic of China.  

Possible locations for Shangri La based upon Hiltonôs text

Litang, in western Sichuan Province,  is at latitude 30o north, or  3 to 8 degrees of latitude south 
of the Karkoram range, and just 4 degrees south of Peshawar. A landing site in this vicinity 
is feasible, given that Hiltonôs passengers travel only in an easterly direction, not necessarily 
due east.  To reach Lijiang, in Yunnan Province to the south-east of Litang would necessitate a 
minimum flying time of 6.5 hours, a distance of 1300 miles and a drift to the south of another 
three degrees.  

There is, however, a complication. Elsewehere in his book Hilton indicates that a journey 
of 1,100 miles is required to reach Tasien Lu from Shangri La. Tasien Lu, now known as 
Kangding, is easily identified, and is less than one hundred miles (in a straight line) from 
Litang.  Even allowing for a tortuous journey through mountain valleys and passes, it is  very 
difficult to  stretch one hundred miles to one thousand one hundred. Lijiang is 240 miles in a 
straight line from Litang, which is hardly more useful, espcially as in that direction the line of 
mountain valleys could be followed. 

Unsuccessful attempts were then made to adjust the distance between Shangri La and Tasien 
Lu, using other indicators in Hiltonôs book.  It was finally concluded that the use of Tasien Lu 
as a reference point would push the location of Shangri La further west of Litiang, into Tibet 
itself, which would only be practical if the aircraft in which Hiltonôs characters travelled was 



much slower than the initial evaluation had suggested. 

The map that follows illustrates the area Sichuan and Yunnan which it was considered could 
perhaps have been reached by Hiltonôs characters, given the limits imposed by The Lost 
Horizon.  The map  is based upon the 1961 edition of the ñThe Readers Digest Great World 
Atlasò, chosen because it was the nearest in date to the publication date of The Lost Horizon 
that was readily available.  

The projected area was accepted as  worthy of detailed assessment, being that which 
could have been reached by flying for six and a half hours after sunset over the Korkoram 
Range.This area could be extended northwards, but for reasons which will be explained, this 
was  not considered necessary for the present purposes.  It could also have been extended 
westwards to accomodate a greater distance from Tasien Lu. Further, if the airspeed of Hiltonôs 
plane is reduced, and the time of sunset over the Karkoram Range is advanced, the projection 
also moves west,  eliminating Sichuan and all but a very small part of Yunnan. Although it 
then starts to incorporate the northern parts of Assam, Nepal is still eliminated from the area 

Map: Potential locations for Shangri La



of interest. These adjustments would start to place Shangri La in a much more remote and 
inhospitable area, and one about no information was available at the time.

Returning to the original projection, the city of Litang was not shown on the original map, 
and was added for the purposes of this evaluation.  At the time Hilton was writing, it was 
generally spelt by foreign publishers as Liôtang.  Lijiang, which is near the southern limit of 
the projected area, was spelt ñLikiangò on the original map, and has also been changed for 
the present purpose. Other place names are as spelt in the 1961 Atlas.  To the west of Litang 
is Minya Konka.  Both Litang and Minya Konka are particularly significant to the discussion 
which forms the balance of this paper.

Current Debate

Discussion of the structure which in 1998 was said to support the claims that Lijiang was the 
true Shangri La has been outlined above. The conclusion reached was that it does not support 
the claim at all, and to be fair, recent publicity documents appear to have dropped that claim. 
A second claim, publicised by the BBC for the ñTrue Shangri Laò, has been rejected as wholly 
unjustifed, and Hiltonôs book has been evaluated in an effort to determine the general vicinity 
in which he might have placed his fictitious paradise.  

Evaluation of other sources has show there are many unsupported and perhaps casual claims 
for areas purporting to be the ñtrueò of Shangri La ï two claims for places in Yunnan Province, 
and others for a variety of places in Bhutan, Tibet, Nepal, India, Pakistan, Afghanistan and 
in the west of Sichuan Province in China. Given that Hiltonôs book is a work of fiction, any 
location east of the Karkoram Range could be considered - which eliminates India Pakistan 
and Afghanistan, but the aspirations of Bhutan, Tibet, Sichuan, Yunnan  and Nepal are more 
easily understood.

The impetus for the present debate is quite clearly financial ï tourist revenues and the potential 
for funding from the World Bank. And why not ï if Shangri La is a fictitious place somewhere 
in the Himalayas, any site in the general vicinity of the Himalayas could be promoted as the 
inspiration for such a place. The thrust of this paper, however, has been to define the location 
of Shangri-La much more closely.
 

Links with President Franklin D Roosevelt

Before delving into the inspiration for Shangri-La it is useful, even essential, to know 
something of James Hiltonôs background. Hilton was British, born on September 9, 1900 in 
Lancashire. He travelled to America in about 1936 or 1937, where he appears to have lived for 
most of the next seventeen years. He died in that country in 1954. The Lost Horizon was first 
published in the United States in 1933, and was probably written in about 1932.

James Hilton sent a complimentary Authorôs Edition of The Lost Horizon to President Franklin 
D Roosevelt in 1937, the receipt of which was personally acknowledged by Roosevelt. 


