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			Translator’s Introduction

			Details of Pierre Loti’s life exist in abundance, for he kept a daily diary (journal intime) from childhood through to 1918 and much of his writing was autobiographical. Some of these details will be of interest to the reader and they can be best presented below in a year-by-year format. There follow observations on the man himself and finally more specifically on his journey to Persia and the resulting account entitled, Vers Ispahan, and on his visit to Muscat, related in his short essay ‘En passant à Mascate’, both of which are translated in this book.

			Loti’s Life

			1850 – 14 January, the birth of Louis-Marie-Julien Viaud (later Pierre Loti) at 141 rue St-Pierre in Rochefort, in present-day Charente-Maritime, the third child of Théodore Viaud and Nadine Texier, a middle-class Protestant family. 

			1850-66 – He had a lonely childhood and he lacked friends of his own age. He was much spoiled by two grandmothers and an elderly aunt who lived with the family and doted on by his mother. He entered the local college in 1862.

			1866-67 – In the autumn of 1866, Julien left Rochefort for Paris in order to take the necessary academic courses at the Lycée Napoléon for entry into the Navy. Successfully passing his examinations in July 1867, he entered the naval school in Brest, Brittany, in the following October.

			1869-70 – His naval duties took him to the Mediterranean, North Africa, across the Atlantic to Brazil, the USA and Canada. In June 1870, his father Théodore Viaud died, leaving the family in straightened financial circumstances. He had been accused of embezzling funds from the mairie in Rochefort where he worked. After a time in prison, it seems he was exonerated, but the financial damage to the family was already considerable.

			1871 – Julien returned to France from the Baltic and the North Sea where he served during the Franco-Prussian war.

			1872 – Easter Island and Tahiti. It was in the latter that he acquired the name ‘Loti’, a Tahitian flower, and henceforth assumed the name Pierre Loti.

			1873-74 – Dakar, Senegal.

			1876-77 – Loti spent several months in Constantinople, his first of many stays in the city.

			1878-79 – Loti stationed in French waters. Published his first novel Aziyadé anonymously.

			1881 – Loti’s novel Roman d’un spahi published.

			1883-84 – Loti left in May 1883 for China and the Tonkin campaign. His controversial articles on the colonial war in Indo-China published in Le Figaro resulted in an official recall to France.

			1885-86 – Seemingly exonerated by the naval authorities, Loti left for Indo-China, China and Japan. On his return, on 20 October 1886, he married Blanche Franc de Ferrière from a Bordeaux Protestant family.

			1887 – This year saw Loti visiting Rumania and, once again, Constantinople.

			1889 – Between the months March to May, Loti accompanied the new minister of France to Morocco, where in Fez the latter presented his letters of credence to the sultan. On 18 March, Samuel, Loti’s son by Blanche, was born.

			1891 – In May, Loti was elected to the French Academy. After a long period stationed in Rochefort, Loti was placed in command of the gun-boat Javelot based on the river Bidassoa in Hendaye, in Basque country on the Franco-Spanish border.

			1894 – Loti made a private visit to the Holy Land. He returned via Constantinople and Bursa. He installed his Basque mistress Crucita Gainza in Rochefort.

			1895 – Loti bought number 139 rue St-Pierre, the house adjoining the family home at 141.

			1896 – Loti once more in command of Javelot at Hendaye where he rented a house on the Bidassoa, Bakhar Etchea, (‘The House of Solitude’, ‘The Hermitage’) which he was able to purchase in 1903. Loti’s mother died on 12 November.

			1898 – Loti was suddenly and abruptly retired from the Navy. The Navy ministry gave as the reason the new policy of attracting young blood. Loti took the decision, which was rescinded only in March 1899, very badly.

			1899 – After visits to Madrid and Berlin, Loti departed for India. There he presented the Maharajah of Travancore with a medal of distinction on behalf of the French Academy.

			1900 – From India, via Rangoon and Muscat, Loti arrived in Persia, a personal visit which lasted from 17 April until 6 June. Later that year, he left once again for China and Japan.

			1903-04 – Loti in Constantinople.

			1907 – Loti’s private visit to Egypt at the invitation of the Egyptian nationalist leader Mustafa Kamil.

			1909 – Loti visited London where he met Queen Alexandra.

			1910 – Loti retired from the French Navy, having served more than 42 years, nearly twenty of which were at sea.

			1914 – Loti joined the war effort and was attached to the Rochefort arsenal, later becoming honorary liaison officer with General Gallieni in Paris.

			1915 – Officially recalled to duty, Loti remained in his position as liaison officer.

			1917 – Loti joined the Northern Front.

			1918 – Loti reassigned to the Navy, but authorised to rejoin the Northern Front, though later evacuated due to ill health.

			1920 – Loti suffered a stroke which left him partially paralysed.

			1923 – On 10 June, Loti died in his house in Hendaye. He was given a state funeral and, according to his wishes, was buried in the garden of his mother’s ancestral home in St-Pierre-d’Oléron, La Maison des Aïeules on the Île-d’Oléron.

			Loti the Man

			Loti grew up in the Rochefort house devoid of the company of children of his own age and surrounded by doting elderly women. There were two grandmothers and a maternal aunt in residence. Passionately devoted to his mother, Nadine, he speaks little of his father in his journals. The youngest member of the family by far, he was clearly spoilt and it is not difficult to see why he was so unhappy when he eventually went to the local college after private home tuition, and then also when he was later alone in Paris. Early activities were playing the piano and horse-riding, the latter a very useful skill throughout his life during his extensive travels. Encouraged by his sister, Marie, herself an artist, Loti found that he too had considerable artistic skills which he showed in some of his publications in his sketches and drawings of the scenes of his journeys.

			Loti’s weekly visits during the summer months of his childhood to the Duplais family at La Limoise in Échillais in the Saintonge countryside south of the Charente brought him great happiness and the firm friendship of Lucette Duplais, eight years his senior. Here his rural wonderings introduced him to the natural world and developed his knowledge of, and passion for, the plants, trees and animals of the area. This was perhaps also the beginning of his obsession with collecting and the creation of his own museum at home in Rochefort.

			Loti was brought up in the strict Protestant religion of his parents and attended the local temple every Sunday. He recalls bible readings at home also. Later in life, he abandoned his childhood religion. His journey to the Holy Land in 1894 and that to India in 1899-1900 were at least in part a search to regain his religious faith, but both journeys failed to bring the peace of mind he sought. It is clear he looked upon Islam with approval and although his writings attest to his empathy with all the Muslims he came across, he never became a Muslim. This lack of faith is perhaps in part a reason for his constant morbid references to the passage of time and to death in his writings.

			His sexuality has caused much comment. His early autobiographical novels, as well as his personal-diary entries, bear witness to his promiscuousness and despite his marriage to Blanche in 1886, he later installed in Rochefort his Basque mistress by whom he had three sons. He writes of his intimate relationships with several members of his crews, both Basque and Breton, whom he called his ‘brothers’. One biographer has suggested that, had there been a third sex, he would have loved that one too! One can detect in his writings – and certainly in Vers Ispahan – his particular, almost leering, interest in the women he comes across on his journeys, even if his descriptions are of those veiled and in full dress. His excitement that he might catch a glimpse of a young unveiled woman in Persia and his disappointment when it is revealed that she is in fact old is included in a bizarre passage in the text.

			Loti was a great exhibitionist and lover of fancy-dress balls, at times almost embarrassingly so, and there exist many photographs of his extravagant dressing-up.

			Loti’s naval duties took him for long periods to Brittany and the Basque country, and the sailors and their families of the former and the inhabitants of the Pyrenees were very close to his heart. He admired both peoples for their hard work, resourcefulness, courage and their ability to withstand the hardships of life. They too, as well as the unsophisticated peoples of Asia and Africa of his travels, were untainted by modernity, by railways and factories. Among them all he felt at home.

			Much read and popular in France in his lifetime, Loti’s publications brought him considerable wealth. Before his death, he managed to bring the family’s financial affairs back to stability after the fall from grace and death of his father. It should be recalled too his wealth allowed him to buy back the Maison des Aïeules at St-Pierre-d’Oléron, his mother’s ancestral home which had left the family’s possession, and also to purchase The Hermitage in Hendaye and the house next door to his place of birth in Rochefort.

			Loti’s Travels in Persia and Vers Ispahan

			Pierre Loti, together with his trusty companion Edmond Gueffier, originally his naval orderly, travelled between 17 April and 6 June 1900 from Bushire on the Persian Gulf to Isfahan in the mountains, via Shiraz, Persepolis and Yazd-e Khvast. From Isfahan, he travelled north by carriage, taking in the towns of Kashan, Qum, Tehran and Qasvin, before embarking on a ship at the Caspian Sea port of Rasht which took him to Baku and back home through Europe.

			Loti was an artist, a painter of words as well as of oils, a wielder of both pen and brush. The text of Vers Ispahan is a day-by-day artist’s impression of all he saw and experienced in the country, above all the hardships of the road, the filth, squalor and poverty he found wherever he stopped, but also the marvels of Persian art and architecture of all ages and the wonders of nature: the trees and plants all around him, the desert, the mountains, the weather from the scorching deserts to the bitter cold of the high ground. It is an account of contrasts: the widespread poverty and the brief interludes of luxury spent with a Russian diplomat in Shiraz and the French legation outside Tehran, the scorching sun in a pure blue sky and the bitter mountain winds and rain under dark skies, the desolation of the desert and the flowering of the plains. The reader very soon becomes accustomed to Loti’s depiction of the skies he saw and their remarkable range of colours. He is particularly at home with descriptions of these skies and desert scenes. He was after all a naval officer who spent twenty years at sea. He saw the desert and the sea as one, and the reader will note how he constantly connects the two.

			Why did Loti undertake the journey? His preface would lead us to believe that his true motivation was to see Isfahan in the rose season. It is clear that he had held a childhood fascination with the town and that he had had access to the poet Saadi’s thirteenth-century Persian classic, the Gulistān (‘The Rose Garden’) at an early age. His desire to see Isfahan in all its floral splendour is clear too from Loti’s remarks on his visit to Muscat in April 1900, a port of call between India which he had just left and Persia where he was heading. They are important enough to quote here. Loti writes, having been offered by the sultan of Muscat the opportunity to travel in the interior of Oman, ‘The temptation to accept was a strong one, there in that white room where the grace and friendliness of the sovereign of the desert made a great impression on me. But I was going to Persia and I remembered Isfahan. For years, I dreamt of not missing the rose season. I refused the honour, having no time to lose, since it was already April.’

			But other considerations may have weighed on his mind and caused him to delay further his return to France after his departure from India in early 1900. In March 1898, Loti had been dealt a cruel blow. He was informed by the Ministry for the Navy that, in order to make way for new young blood, he was to be placed with immediate effect on the retirement list. Loti fought the decision hard, but it was March 1899 before it was reversed. This enforced period of retirement and the attendant depression undoubtedly caused him to turn away and distance himself from his native country. He had been offered the opportunity by the French Academy to travel to India on a special mission to present the Maharajah of Travancore with an order of distinction; why hurry back to the empty Rochefort house (his beloved mother had died in late 1896), when Persia and the roses of Isfahan beckoned? Whatever Loti’s motives for visiting Persia, he clearly took full opportunity to pay personal visits to those members of the ruling family who were present in the country (the shah was absent at the time in Europe) to further the cause of French diplomacy in political and cultural affairs. This had clearly been arranged by the French Foreign Ministry and the Legation in Tehran.

			Loti’s Visit to Muscat

			As mentioned above, Loti travelled to India in the autumn of 1899. He left the country in late March 1900 en route for the Persian Gulf. On 5 April, he stopped off in Muscat on the coast of Oman, where, through the good offices of the French consulate, he met the sultan, Faysal b. Turki, the 36-year-old ruler. The visit was very brief, one day, it seems, and Loti reports no more than what must have been a discussion on Franco-Omani relations and the gifts of a horse (reluctantly declined) and a dagger and sword (gratefully accepted). It should be stressed here that Loti was being used by France to fly the tricolour, just as he was in Persia where he met leading government figures, members of the shah’s family. The brief undated account of the visit was finally published in book form in 1910, as one of the essays in his collection entitled Le Château de la Belle-en-bois-dormant and remains as yet untranslated.

			The text before us is the account of Loti’s Persian journey and was published by Calmann-Lévy in Paris in 1904 under the French title of Vers Ispahan. The original paragraphing of the French text, including those paragraphs separated – sometimes inexplicably – by double-line spacing, has been exactly retained. All Loti’s own footnotes are translated in toto. Some of those included in the Exeter text (Pierre Loti, Vers Ispahan, texte présenté par K.A. Kelly et annoté par K.C. Cameron, University of Exeter, Exeter 1989) have been translated in part or in whole within square brackets after the marker C. They are of some value, but lack in places information provided by up-to-date authoritative sources. My own brief footnotes are enclosed in square brackets and make use without direct references to such works as the Encyclopedia of Islam, 2nd edition (12 volumes, Brill, Leiden 1954-2005) and the Cambridge History of Iran (7 volumes, CUP, Cambridge 1968-91). For the important places and geographical features, G. Le Strange’s The Lands of the Eastern Caliphate (Frank Cass, London 1966) is still an excellent reference work. Proper names are spelt in the translation as one would expect to find them outside specialist publications, whereas they are transliterated in my footnotes. Places I am unable to track down, mainly tiny villages on his route, are left with Loti’s French spelling or the nearest English equivalent. It should not be forgotten that Loti was a photographer of some talent and references to some of his relevant photographs taken on the journey as published in Alain Quella-Villéger and Bruno Vercier, Pierre Loti photographe (Bleu autour, Saint-Pourçain-sur-Sioule 2012) have been provided in the footnotes. References are also made to Loti’s original photographs reproduced here. Finally, the reader should be aware of two English-language biographies of Loti: Lesley Blanch, Pierre Loti – Portrait of an Escapist (William Collins, London 1983) and Richard M. Berrong, Pierre Loti (Reaktion Books, London 2018).
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			Part One

			Prelude

			If anyone wishes to come with me to see the rose season in Isfahan, let him wend his way slowly at my side, stage by stage, as in times gone by.

			If anyone wishes to come with me to see the rose season in Isfahan, let him agree to face the danger of riding along treacherous tracks where our beasts tumble, and to sleep in squalid caravanserais, crammed in a corner of hard ground among the flies and vermin.

			If anyone wishes to come with me to see the old ruined town in its melancholy oasis in the midst of fields of white poppies and gardens of pink roses, full of mystery, with all its blue domes, all its blue minarets of immutable enamel; if anyone wishes to come with me to see Isfahan under a beautiful May sky, let him be ready for long treks in the burning sun and in a bitter cold wind at extreme altitudes across the highest and vastest plains of Asia, once the cradle of mankind, but today deserts.

			We shall pass before ghost palaces, built of mouse-coloured flint, with a grain more durable and fine than that of marble. There, in olden times, lived the masters of the earth and all around for more than two thousand years, huge-winged giants in the form of bulls have stood watch with human faces and royal crowns. We shall pass by, but all around nothing will remain but the infinite silence of hayfields in flower and unripe barley.

			If anyone wishes to come with me to see the rose season at Isfahan, let him expect interminable plains, as elevated as an Alpine summit, carpeted with close-cropped vegetation and strange pale flowers, where every now and then some village built of dove-grey earth will appear, with a little tumble-down mosque with a dome more charmingly blue than turquoise. If anyone wishes to follow me, let him resign himself to many days spent in solitude, in monotony and mirages.

			On Our Way

			Tuesday, 17 April [1900]

			At dusk, our baggage for the journey lies spread in disorder on the ground, wet with spray and a pitiful sight. The wind is up under a dark canopy of cloud. The distant sandy plains which we must soon penetrate, trusting in God, stand out clearly against the horizon; the desert is less gloomy than the sky.

			A large sailing boat, which we hired at Bandar Bushire, has just put us down here on the threshold of solitude, on the scorching shore of the Persian Gulf. The air is full of fever and scarcely breathable for men of our climes. This is the usual assembly point for caravans which must climb their way up to Shiraz and central Persia.

			We left India about three weeks ago on board a ship which took us slowly along the coast, ploughing through heavy warm waters. For several days we had seen a kind of immense wall, now blue, now pink, on the northern horizon. It seemed to follow us and it is still there this evening, rising up right next to us. It is the edge of Persia, the objective of our expedition, which lies at an altitude of two or three thousand metres over the vast plains of Asia.

			We found our first welcome on the harsh soil of Persia. As we were arriving from Bombay, where the plague raged, my French servant1 and I had to spend six days in quarantine, alone on a small swampy island, where each evening a boat brought us something to keep us from dying of hunger. In stifling heat, in the midst of hot sandstorms blowing in from nearby Arabia and in the midst of apocalyptic tempests, we suffered there for a long time, overpowered by the sun by day and covered in horrible gadflies and nasty insects, by night prey to countless vermin which infested the vegetation.

			Finally let into Bandar Bushire, a town of sadness and death if ever there was one, a cluster of dilapidated hovels under an accursed sky, we hastened to make our preparations, bought camping equipment, hired horses, mules and muleteers. They left this morning to meet us by going round a bay, while we cut across the sea in a straight line to avoid walking under the cruel sun.

			So then here we are, set down at the gateway to the desert facing something resembling a ruined village, where people in rags sit on top of the walls, smoking and watching us.

			Long negotiations with our half-naked boatmen, who brought us to land on their shoulders dripping with sweat, since the boat had to lay a hundred metres offshore because of the sand banks. Long negotiations with the local headman who has received an order from the governor of Bushire to give me a mounted escort, and then with my caravan leader,2 whose horses and mules should be here, but have not yet arrived.

			On all sides, an expanse buffeted by the wind, an expanse of desert and sea. We have no shelter and our baggage is scattered. Daylight draws to a close and we are in disarray.

			A few drops of rain. But no one takes any notice in this land. It is well known that it will not rain; it cannot rain. The people who were sitting smoking in the ruins have just said their sundown prayer. Night falls, sinister.

			We wait for our animals which are still not here. From time to time in the darkness chiming bells approach, each time giving us hope. But no, it is some strange passing caravan. Twenty or thirty mules file past close by us. To prevent them from trampling on our baggage and ourselves, our men shout out and suddenly they disappear into the dark distance. (We are here at the start of the route from Bushire to Isfahan, one of Persia’s major routes and this little ruined port is a well-trodden thoroughfare).

			At last, our animals arrive, also with the loud ringing of bells.

			The night gets thicker and thicker, the sky low and in turmoil.

			Everything is scattered on the ground. The animals are leaping about and flaying out. Time is passing and we ought to be on our way. In nightmares, you have sometimes come across such insoluble difficulties and experienced such inextricable tangles in the midst of increasing darkness. It really seems impossible that so many things, arms, blankets, crockery, bought in haste in Bushire and not packed, lying on the very sand, can at night soon be arranged on these mules with their bells, and plunge into the black desert in line behind us.

			However, the task begins, interrupted from time to time for prayers: packing up our belongings in huge saddle bags made of wool of different colours; tying up with string and rope; balancing the load of each baggage animal – and all this done in the light of two small lanterns, woefully inadequate in the midst of this dark storm. There is not one single star, not one single opening above through which the slightest ray of light can fall. The wailing gusts of wind stir up swirls of sand. And all the time in the background, the tinkling of bells and chimes, unknown caravans passing by.

			Now the village headman comes to bring me three soldiers who together with my servants and muleteers will make up my guard for the night. The same two little lanterns now placed on the ground and attracting grasshoppers give just about enough light for me to make out these new arrivals: tall black caps on delicate faces, long hair and moustaches, ample robes drawn in tight at the waist with sleeves hanging down like wings.

			At last, the moon, the nomads’ friend, comes to clear away the black chaos. On a level with the horizon in a sudden burst, the moon suddenly appears, huge and red, at the same time revealing water close by, its refection stretching out in a blood-red sheet (one corner of the Persian Gulf), revealing too mountains yonder standing out in silhouette (this massive range which we shall have to begin to climb tomorrow). The beneficent light of the moon spreads over the desert, putting an end to these nightmarish impossibilities, delivering us from inextricable confusion and revealing us one to another, since we are figures outlined in black against the bright sand; and especially detaching us, members of one caravan, from other caravans, or from looters who were to be found here and there and whose presence in the area troubled us.

			Half past nine. The wind is dying down and the clouds are clearing away to reveal the stars. Everything is packed up and loaded. My three soldiers are in the saddle, grasping their long straight rifles. Our horses are brought and we also mount. With the joyful jingling of bells my caravan finally moves off in a small but mixed band in the agreed direction across the boundless plain.

			A plain of grey mud begins immediately after the sand, a plain of mud dried in the sun and pitted with footprints. Trails of a paler grey, fashioned over a long period of time by the trampling of countless travellers, are the tracks which guide us and which will disappear into the distance ahead of us.

			My caravan is on the move! And this is for six hours and it will take us to our halting-place at about three or four in the morning.

			Despite the discouraging departure which seemed as if it would never come about, my caravan is on the move, at a brisk light and easy pace across the featureless terrain.

			I have never before crossed the desert in the dead of night. In Morocco, Syria and Arabia, we would always camp before the evening prayer.3 But here, the sun is so deadly that neither man nor beast would withstand a journey in the daytime; only travel by night is known along these routes.

			The moon climbs in the sky, where large persistent clouds cover it from time to time.

			An unfamiliar escort, very Persian profiles; new faces for me, costumes and harnesses seen for the first time.

			With the monotonous tinkling of bells, we push on through the desert: larger bells with deep notes hung under the belly of the mules, smaller bells and chimes, forming a garland around their neck. I hear my retinue singing in the high voice of a muezzin, sweetly as if in a dream.

			My caravan has already become a cohesive whole; sometimes it stretches out in a line, spaced out under the moon in the infinite greyness; but by instinct it comes together again in a compact mass with legs brushing together. We take courage in this instinctive cohesion and little by little allow the animals free rein.

			It happens from time to time that a mule in a flight of fancy slyly drifts away off course – and no one knows why. But the animal is easy to pick out, its black outline breaking loose, its load giving it a humped back in the midst of these smooth, clear expanses, where neither rock nor tuft of grass stands out clearly. One of our men runs after it and brings it back with a long drawn-out bellow, which in these parts is the muleteer’s call.

			The music of our bells with their sweet monotony constantly lulls us off to sleep as we move along; their continual ringing in the silence sends us off to sleep. Some do nod off, lying motionless along the neck of their mule hugging it mechanically with both arms, body relaxed, but whom nothing would unseat, and long bare legs hanging down. Others sit upright and keep up their singing along with the chiming bells; I wonder if they too are asleep. 

			Now there are areas of pink sand, marked out with a peculiar regularity. On the surface of dried clay, they form stripes and the expanse of the desert is like a shimmering fabric. On the horizon before us, but still far away, there is the chain of mountains in the form of a straight wall,4 which brings an end to the stifling lowlands, the edge of the great plateau of Asia, the edge of the real Persia, the Persia of Shiraz and Isfahan. Up there, two or three thousand metres above these cruel plains is the goal of our expedition, the land we seek, where our trials will be over, but so difficult of access.

			Midnight. A kind of sudden coolness, delicious after the daytime furnace, lightens our step. Across the vastness, with its shimmering pink and grey, we go on as if hypnotised.

			One o’clock, two o’clock in the morning. Just like a night-watch at sea in very fine weather when everything is going well and the ship can be left to glide; all notion of time is lost. Now a minute seems an hour; now an hour seems a minute. Moreover, just as on a calm sea, nothing stands out in the desert to show the way.

			I must be asleep and this is surely a dream! At my side is a young girl and in the moonlight she seems adorable and pretty, with a virginal veil and headband, riding close by on a young ass; to keep up, its little legs trot silently along.

			But no, the pretty traveller is indeed real and I am awake! Then in a first moment of alarm, it crosses my mind that my horse, taking advantage of my being half asleep, must have led me astray to join some strange caravan.

			But I recognise the long moustache of one of my escort soldiers a couple of paces away; and this horseman in front of me is indeed my head muleteer who turns round in the saddle with a calm air to smile at me. Other women on little donkeys to right and left are travelling with us; it is just a group of Persians, men and women, returning from Bandar Bushire. To feel more secure, they have asked permission to travel with us tonight.

			Three o’clock in the morning. Over the clear expanse, a black shape ahead of us appears and grows bigger: trees, palm trees, the vegetation of the oasis; it is the halting-place and we are here.

			In front of a village of sleeping shanties, I dismount mechanically. I am asleep on my feet, suffering from a good healthy exhaustion. Under a sort of open shed, covered with straw with the moon’s rays shining through, my Persian servants quickly put up little camp beds for my French servant and myself, after they have closed a rough, but strong lattice-work door. I see all this hazily; I lie down and lose all consciousness.

			Wednesday, 18 April

			Woken up before daylight by men’s and women’s voices whispering below close by. They are talking quietly with my interpreter to ask permission to open the door to go out.

			It seems the village is enclosed by walls and fences, almost fortified against night prowlers and wild beasts. We had gone to bed at the very entrance, the only entrance, beneath the over-hang of the gate. These people, who have no wish to wake us up, are shepherds and shepherdesses and it is time to take their flocks off to the fields, for it will soon be dawn.

			As soon as permission is given and the door opened, a veritable torrent of goats and black kids brush past us in the narrow space and begin to pour out between our beds. Their constant bleating can be heard and the faint noise of hundreds of little hooves on the ground. They smell of their stable, of grass and of desert herbs. This departure takes so long, more and more of them, so many that in the end I wonder if I am hallucinating, if I am dreaming. To verify that it is real, I hold out my arm to touch the rough fleece of their backs as they pass by. Those with asses and foals come next, brushing past us in the same way. However, I have a less clear perception of them, for I am once again sinking into the unconsciousness of sleep.

			Perhaps an hour later, I am awake again, this time because of a burning feeling on my head; the blinding sun has replaced the moon. Although it has hardly risen, it is scorching. Our hands and faces are already black with flies. A mob of little children, naked and brown, has collected around our beds, their young bright eyes looking at us in amazement.

			Quick, must get up and find some shelter, anywhere in the shade.

			I rent a house until evening and they hurry to clear it for us. There are tumble-down walls, built of beaten earth and crumbling from the desert wind. Palm trunks for beams, palm leaves for the roof and a latticework door of palm fronds.

			Again and again, children come to visit us, small five- and six-year olds; they are completely naked and so pretty. They greet us, talk to us and then go away. It seems they are from the house and think they are at home. Hens too push their way in and in the end we allow them. At the time of the midday siesta, goats come in too in order to find shade and we let them be.

			Openings in the wall serve as windows through which a wind like the air from a coal fire blows. They look out over the dazzling desert on one side, and on the other, over the cornfields, already being harvested, and over the Persian wall yonder, which has perceptibly climbed into the sky during the night. After the long march through the night, we would like to sleep in the midday silence, in this surrounding torpor. But there are countless evil flies and, as soon as we remain still, we are covered in them; we are all black. At all costs, we must stay on the move and keep our fans moving.

			When the shadows of the earthen houses begin to lengthen, we go outside to sit in front of the door. All our neighbours are doing the same and life resumes in this humble pastoral village. The men sharpen their sickles; the women, sitting on mats, weave their sheep’s wool. Their eyes are well made up and they are nearly all pretty, these daughters of the oasis, with their fine profile and the pure lines of the Iranian people.

			A tall handsome young man arrives on a horse dripping with sweat and the little children of our house who resemble him in looks rush up to meet him. They bring him fresh water and he hugs them; it is their brother, the eldest son of the family.

			Now an old man with white hair arrives. He heads towards me and everyone bows before him. They hurry to put out the neighbourhood’s finest carpet for him to sit on and out of respect the women withdraw bowing deeply. The men, accompanying him with their long rifles and their long moustaches, form a fierce circle all around. This is the headman of the oasis to whom I had sent my requests for an escort for the following night and who is coming to tell me that he will provide me with three horsemen before the evening prayer.

			Seven o’clock in the evening, a clear dusk, the time I had chosen for our departure. In spite of long discussions with my caravan head, who has succeeded in imposing one mule and one muleteer more on me, everything should be ready, or very nearly. However, the three horsemen who were promised are not here. I have sent people to look for them and they are not yet back. Just like yesterday, it will be completely dark when we get underway.

			It will soon be eight o’clock and we are still waiting. So much for our three horsemen! I’ll do without an escort! Let them bring my horse and let us go! But this little village square, in complete darkness and already congested with all my men and all my animals, is abruptly invaded by a black wave of home-coming bleating herds: the harmless and joyful thrust of thousands of sheep, goats and kids scatter us and throw us into disorder, passing between our legs, passing under the bellies of our mules and slipping in everywhere; and they are still arriving. 

			When it is all over, the square empty and the livestock put away, there is yet another adventure: where is my horse? During the confusion with the goats, the man holding it has let it go. The village gate was open and it has bolted, with the saddle on its back and the bridle on its neck. It has galloped off towards the open sands. Ten men dash off after it, releasing all our other animals which begin to mix together and kick up a fuss. We shall never set off.

			Past eight o’clock. At last the fugitive is brought back, in an agitated and excited state. We leave the village, ducking to avoid the beams under the over-hang of the gate, where we slept the previous night.

			At first, the black feather-like leaves of the tall date palms all around us stand out on all sides against the star-filled sky. Soon, however, they are more scattered and the vast plains encircle us in their emptiness. As we were about to leave the oasis, three armed horsemen appear and greet me. They are my three guards on whom I had given up entirely. They have the same appearance as those of yesterday: fine figures, tall hats and long moustaches. After wading across a gushing ford, my caravan comes together again, complete and more or less in line, into the boundless space, into the dark empty desert.

			This harsh desert is yet more inhospitable than that of yesterday; the ground is dangerous and no longer gives any confidence. Sharp and unexpected stones cause our animals to stumble. Alas, the moon is not even close to rising. Among the distant stars, Venus alone, all silver and bright, pours down a little light for us.

			After two and a half hours march, another oasis, much larger and with thicker vegetation than that yesterday. We skirt it without going in, but an exquisite coolness reaches us from being so close to all those palm trees and the stream we can hear running beneath them.

			Eleven o’clock. At last behind the mountain yonder, still this same mountain to which each hour brings us closer and which is the edge, the massive cliff of Iran. Behind the mountain, a brightness announces the appearance of the moon, the friend of caravans. Pure and beautiful, it rises, radiating light in waves and revealing to us haze we have not seen. No longer the veils of sand and dust as on previous days, but genuine and precious water mist which lies at ground level over the whole of the oasis, as if to cover over the life of men and plants in this special little region, when all around is drought and desolation. The mists have very clear shapes; one would think they are stranded tangible clouds. Their contours are alight with the same pale golden colour as flakes suspended in the air near the moon. The stems of the date palms emerge above, all their fronds arranged in black bouquets. It is no longer an earthly landscape, for the earth has disappeared; it is rather some garden of the fairy Morgane5 sprouting from a corner of the sky.

			We pass close to Borajun without going in. The large oasis village with its white houses sits among pearly mists and dark palm trees. The two Persian travellers who had asked to travel with us tell me they are stopping here. They take their leave and vanish. Where are my three horsemen who had introduced themselves with such fine greetings? Has anyone seen them? No one. They slipped away before the moon was up so that no one would notice them. So, the following is my reduced caravan exactly: my head muleteer, my four muleteers, my two Persian servants hired at Bushire, my faithful French servant and myself. I have a letter for the headman of Borajun, giving me the right to request three more horsemen from him. However, it is after eleven o’clock, all the village seems to be asleep and he must be in bed. We would lose so much time recruiting men who flee at the first opportunity in the desert and would once again leave us in the lurch! Since the full moon is protecting us, let us go on alone and trust in God.

			The oasis recedes behind us, all the wonderland of golden clouds and black palms. Once again it is desert, but a desert more and more frightening, where one loses all courage. Holes, ravines, hollows, an undulating uneven country, one of huge broken and rolling stones, where the paths go up and down and where our animals stumble at every step. The full white light of the moon falls on everything white.

			This semblance of coolness which we had felt from the greenery and the streams is no more and once again we experience the dry scorching heat which does not abate, even at midnight.

			Our mules become irritated and no longer walk in a straight line. Some escape and disappear behind rocks; others, those which had fallen behind, take fright when they realise they are alone and they start running to get back to the front and, as they pass, scrape our legs with their loads.

			The terrible cliff face of Persia, which is still ahead of us, unfolds as we approach. We see more detail and can see several superimposed strata. We are soon about to reach the first layer.

			We can no longer proceed quietly in a dream; that is the charm of plain monotonous deserts. In this awful chaos of white stones, where one feels lost, we must keep an eye on our horse, keep an eye on the mules, keep an eye on everything. Watch out, watch out, even when an irresistible drowsiness begins to close your eyes. It is really distressing to struggle against this sudden torpor which attacks your arms, renders your hands too limp to hold the bridle and confuses your mind. You try to change position by every possible means, to stretch out your legs, or cross them over the pommel, as bedouins do on their Mehri camels. You try to put your feet on the ground, but then the sharp pebbles injure you as you walk at this fast pace and the horse runs away and become separated in the midst of the great white wilderness, where you can scarcely see one another among this scattering of rocks. Whatever happens, you must stay in your saddle.

			Midnight finds us at the very foot of the Persian mountain chain; it is fearful to look at from beneath and from so close. It is a sheer blackish-brown wall; folds, holes, caverns, the moon rudely exposes the immense but immovable turmoil of it all. From these piles of silent dead rocks, we are hit by an even heavier heat, taken from the sun during the day, or from the huge subterranean fire which fuels volcanos. The rocks smell of hot sulphur and of hell.

			For one, two, three hours we drag ourselves to the foot of the giant cliff which blocks out half of the sky above our heads. It continues to rise, brown and reddish in colour before the plains of white stone. The smell emitted of sulphur, of rotten eggs is really objectionable as we pass huge fissures and huge gaping holes which seem to plunge down into the bowels of the earth. In the infinite silence, the tread of our humble caravan and the long cries of our muleteers die away and are lost. We are still dragging ourselves along through the ravines and hollows of this pale desert. Here and there are clumps of black shapes, their darkness projected onto the white stones by the moon. You would think they were animals and men positioned to watch out for us. But, as we approach, they are nothing but brushwood and twisted stunted bushes. It is so hot that one would think there are braziers everywhere; we are choking, we are thirsty. At times, we can hear water boiling in the rocks of this infernal wall, but in fact they are gushing torrents which we must ford. The water, white under the moon, is tepid and pestilential. It defuses an unbreathable stench of sulphur. There must be vast metallurgic riches in these mountains, as yet unexploited and unknown.

			We often imagine that we can see the palm trees of the oasis we are heading for down below, this one called Daliki, where we will be able to drink and lie down. But no, there is only sad brushwood. We are feeling dead-beat, we sleep as we walk along; we no longer have the courage to watch out for anything and we rely on the instinct of our animals and on luck.

			However, this time we are not mistaken; it really is the oasis. Those dark masses can only be the screen of palm-trees, those little white squares the village houses. To affirm the reality of these objects, still so distant and to sing us a welcome, the guard dogs bark, for they have already scented our approach, and the cocks sing out their clear morning song in the great silence at three o’clock in the morning.

			We are soon in the little streets of the village among wonderful date-palm trunks. Before us, the heavy gate of the caravanserai opens up for us at last. We are swallowed up in a disorderly fashion, as if into some delightful refuge.

			Thursday, 19 April [1900]

			I do not know whether I am awake or asleep. For a moment, I have the hazy impression that I am surrounded by singing birds, flying so close to me that I can feel the wind from their wing feathers as they pass. They are, in fact, eager swallows which have nests full of young up against the beams of my low ceiling. If I were to stretch out my hand, I could almost touch them. They come and go with joyous cries through my windows which have neither glass nor shutters to close them. The sun is rising. Now I remember: I am in the oasis of Daliki, occupying the caravanserai suite of honour. Yesterday evening I was taken by an outside stairway to this little room where there were only whitewashed earth walls. My Persian servants, Yusuf and Yaqub, hastened to put up our camp-beds and spread out our carpets, while my servant and I waited, exhausted and greedily drinking fresh water straight from an ewer.

			The heat is already less oppressive here than on that dreadful gulf, and the weather is radiantly beautiful! My room, the only one in the village which is not on the ground floor and which looks out onto its surroundings, is open to the four winds through four small windows. I am among fresh green date-palms, under a morning flax-blue sky with very light clouds of white cotton. On one side, something huge and dark, something brown and red rises so high I have to put my head out and look up to see it all. It is the great mountain chain of Iran which is so very close and almost overhanging. On the other side, there is the village, with a little of the desert visible beyond, among the identical thin trunks of all the palm-trees. The cocks crow and the swallows sing. The houses of beaten earth have pointed doorways of a pure Arab design and flat roofs, where grass is growing as in the fields. The beautiful girls of the oasis go out without veils to wash in the open air and sit on stones in front of their house and begin to arrange their black hair with headbands. The beating of weavers’ looms can be heard. It is a busy place and, since it is the time of arrival of the trading caravans which make their way slowly each night, the bells of mules hastening towards the caravanserai begin to be heard all around, also the bellowing of the arriving muleteers, valiant and merry, their black Persian hats pushed right back on their fine brown heads.

			In the afternoon, there are long discussions with the caravan head. At Bushire, I had decided after consulting the map to double this evening’s stage, but he had refused, become angry and had only given way to threats, after having made a show of leaving without signing the contract. Today, in view of the state of the roads I would rather to walk for only six hours, as he himself was insisting at first, so as to sleep in a village called Konor-Takte. And now he no longer agrees.

			However, at the end of my patience, I eventually say, ‘Anyway, this is how it will be, because this is what I want. Discussion closed!’ His nice cameo face suddenly relaxes and he smiles, ‘So since you say you want, I can only answer, “so be it”.’

			He was arguing just for argument’s sake, to pass the time, nothing more.

			Six o’clock in the evening. My new escort of three horsemen, provided by the local headman, arrives. They have fine cotton robes with a floral pattern and very old-fashioned rifles. For the first time since our departure, my caravan gets ready in daylight, with the last red fires of the sun. We leave the oasis quietly and under the tall palms beside the clear streams sit some women, lounging in a sad group in the evening, nearly all of them pretty and with small children.

			The solitudes of sand and stone begin immediately. The long cliff of Persia, which we shall tackle at last tonight, opens out as far as the eye can see right to the very end of our empty horizon. You would think it was painted at leisure in extreme colours and contrasts: oranges, yellows or greenish yellows alternate with strange stripes, reddish browns, exaggerated by the dying sun, impossible and frightening. Then in the distance, all this blends into a splendid violet, the colour of a bishop’s robe. Like last night, this massive rampart of Iran smells of sulphur and of a furnace. One gets the impression that it is saturated with toxic salts, substances hostile to life. It takes on the colouring of something poisoned and terrifying shapes. Moreover, it stands out on a sinister background, for half of the sky is black, cataclysmic black or the black of a downpour of rain. Once again one of those false storms which blow up in this country, giving the impression that it will destroy everything, but which somehow disappears without spilling a drop of water. There is no doubt that anyone who has never left our climes and who was brought here without any preparation in the face of sights of such immensity and violence, would certainly suffer from the anguish of the unknown, from the feeling of being no longer on earth, or from the terror of the end of the world.
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