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Preface and Acknowledgements





BETWEEN 1830 and 1914 travel to the Mediterranean became a significant part of the British way of life and the British way of death. My aim has been to amplify our knowledge of the way Victorians and Edwardians lived and died by harvesting the small ocean of literary material that their journeys created. I abandoned Lytton Strachey’s technique of sinking a bucket, in order to trawl a net; and the result is neither biography nor a monograph, but an essay. It deals less with what made people distinct, than with what they had in common. Specialists will find in it a lot that is familiar; but I hope that the unfamiliar faces it introduces, and the new setting it provides for old faces and old truths, will make it interesting even for them.


As a proportion of the total population, the number of Britons who travelled so far was very small. The Mediterranean was almost inaccessible to the lower middle class; and the only members of the working classes to whom it was accessible were servants, soldiers, and sailors. But if travellers were few, they were prolific; and in order to make the subject manageable some further limits had to be set. I therefore decided to deal with the leisured, the literary, and the artistic—those who went because they chose, rather than because they were obliged, to go. Consequently I do not write much about servicemen, diplomats, merchants, or missionaries. But beyond this principle of exclusion my aim has been comprehensive rather than selective and, resolved to risk being shot down, I have roamed without a passport across disciplinary frontiers. This means that I have forfeited all claim to be exhaustive, because even within the limits imposed the range of material is very wide and every expert will think of something or someone that I have omitted and might have included. I rely heavily on the inductive method, and I am, in Clough’s words, rebuked by a sense of the incomplete. You cannot decipher the murmur of a crowd from the echoes of stray voices. What I have read is only a fraction of what has been published; what has been published is only a fraction of what was written; and what was written was only a fraction of what was thought and said. And as if that awful fact were not rebuke enough, there remains the possibility that what was written was not an accurate record of what was thought and said. In justification I can plead only that, since omniscience is impossible in human affairs, speculation is the alternative to silence; and the case for speculation has been argued by a far more powerful advocate than I. ‘You must’, wrote Matthew Arnold, ‘begin with an Idea of the world in order not to be prevailed over by the world’s multitudinousness.’


I wish to thank the staffs of the Public Record Office and the University of Bristol Library for their courteous and efficient assistance. I acknowledge a special debt to the Inter-Library Loans service. Without this precious facility my book would have taken much longer to write and might not have been written at all. Among colleagues in the Arts Faculty at Bristol I am particularly grateful to Michael Liversidge, of the Department of the History of Art, for his generous permission to consult and quote from the papers of William Boxall which are in his possession. Hugh Tulloch, David Large, John Vincent, and Peter Warren helped with advice, loans of books, and the stimulus of conversation; Gordon Kelsey and his staff in the Photographic Unit prepared the illustrations for publication; and from undergraduates studying Doubts and Beliefs of the Victorians I heard questions and answers which compelled me to rethink my own. I should like to thank Anita Hathway for typing the copy and John Steeds for help with the illustrations, and to record my gratitude to my old schoolfriend Laurence Measey, who somehow found time in his life as a busy Consultant to check my medical chapters to save me from some embarrassing gaffes—without, I must add, in any way making himself responsible for the errors that remain or the opinions I have expressed. Material from the book formed the basis of three talks for BBC Radio Three and the text has benefitted considerably from the critical comments and advice of Alison Richards, Senior Producer with the Radio Science Unit. The comments and suggestions of the readers and editorial staff of Oxford University Press were invaluable, and if the book has any merit, this is due in great measure to their painstaking efforts on its behalf. For the map I am indebted to Simon Godden, Cartographer in the Department of Geography, University of Bristol.


J. P.


Bristol, July 1986
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IN VICTORIAN and Edwardian Britain the superior classes were travelling classes. They were always going abroad. Their lives were a constant bustle of arrival and departure, their portmanteaux and hatboxes were plastered with foreign labels, and many of the myriad letters that they wrote and received carried the postmarks of exotic places. ‘The only remarkable thing people can tell of their doings these days is that they have stayed at home’, declared George Eliot in 1869.1 Absence was in fact so conspicuous that it became recognised as a national characteristic. ‘The English’, wrote Théophile Gautier in 1840, ‘are everywhere except in London, where there are only Italians and Poles.’2 It has been estimated that in the 1830s something like 50,000 passengers left the country every year by the Channel ports alone; and by 1913 the corresponding figure was in excess of 660,000.3


Most Britons who went abroad before the First World War travelled for professional or commercial purposes. They were colonial bureaucrats, service officers, traders, and missionaries, and their destinations were scattered over the two hemispheres of Britain’s global empire. But a minority travelled at leisure—from choice rather than necessity; and this minority grew steadily larger as a rise in wealth and a decrease in the cost of travel made foreign holidays accessible to the lower reaches of the middle classes. ‘Those who can be allowed to enjoy themselves quietly at home,’ observed Anthony Trollope in 1866, ‘or eat shrimps through their holiday quietly at Ramsgate, are becoming from year to year not fewer in number, but lower down the social scale: so that this imperative duty of travelling abroad—and doing so year after year–becomes much extended, and embraces all of us who are considered anybody by those around us.’4 By Edwardian times even artisans and their families were being enticed across the Channel by organizations like the Toynbee Workmen’s Travelling Club, which assured its members that ‘foreign travel [was] as easy as home travel and … the expense of a visit to the Continent … probably less than that of a week at Margate.’5 The principal destinations of these leisured travellers were the towns of northern Europe (chiefly Paris, Brussels, and Boulogne), the Rhine, and Switzerland; but Switzerland was a parting of the ways, because the group identified by Ruskin as ‘the noblest born, the best taught, the richest in time and money’6 continued further south, to the shores and cities of the Mediterranean.


It was here that the missing apex of the British social pyramid was to be found. Victorian and Edwardian cabinet ministers, peers, dowagers, heirs to landed fortunes, and members of the Royal Family all travelled to the Mediterranean—not, like the Grand Tourists of the eighteenth century, as strangers on a unique excursion; but rather as regular visitors coming to a home from home. Coroneted carriages paraded the public squares and thoroughfares in the principal Italian towns; titled hostesses received with Mayfair magnificence in Roman palaces and Florentine villas; liveried gondoliers ferried passengers with names in Debrett or Burke along the canals of Venice; aristocratic yachts steamed between the Greek islands, North Africa, and the Levant; jeunesse dorée from Oxford and Cambridge poked about the galleries, churches, and ruins of Italy and Greece; noble English residences multiplied along the Riviera; crested dice were thrown in the Casino of Monte Carlo and the gambling haunts of Cannes; and the Hotel Excelsior in Nice added ‘Regina’ to its name to commemorate three visits by Queen Victoria.


But Victorian and Edwardian visitors to the Mediterranean were not exclusively or even predominantly aristocratic, because in the second half of the nineteenth century rising incomes and facilitated travel combined to bring more and more members of the middle classes to the South. ‘Money increases quickly’, wrote Trollope in 1866, ‘and distances decrease; wings that a few years since were hardly strong enough for a flight over the Channel now carry their owners safely to the Danube and the Nile; Jerusalem and the Jordan are as common to us as were Paris and the Seine to our grandfathers.’7 The man who did most to mobilise the British bourgeoisie was Thomas Cook, the Leicester Baptist and temperance evangelist who became the major figure in Victorian organised travel. His skills put the trains and hotels of Europe, the caravans of Palestine, and the steamships of the Nile at the disposal of British business men, lawyers, physicians, dons, clergymen, and spinsters and widows with private incomes. ‘Cook’s Tourist Agency’, wrote George Augustus Sala in 1895 shortly after its founder’s death,




… has opened up, not only to the London middle-class cockney but to the remotest provincial, countries and cities which … he would never have dreamt of visiting. The devout have been able, by means of Cook, to make pilgrimages to the Holy Land; the humbler student of archaeology has had Italy and Egypt thrown open to him; and Cook at present pervades the whole civilized world.8





An important aspect of Cook’s talent for organisation was its psychological effect. Cook’s Select Parties, Popular Holiday Tours, through-tickets, hotel coupons, exchange bureaux, and uniformed agents, couriers, and interpreters in foreign parts lowered resistance to Southern travel because they tamed it. They substituted regularity and simplicity for confusion and complexity. Cook’s head office in Ludgate Circus was the threshold of an ordered universe, offering a perspective on southern Europe, the Levant, and Egypt that was full of reassurance. Many very wealthy and important people made use of the firm’s facilities, especially when they went to Egypt and the Holy Land; but its major market was the middle classes. This is confirmed by its advertising, which was generally designed to appeal to bourgeois snobbery. The fifteen pages of double columns listing ‘Some of the Royal and Distinguished Persons who have Travelled under the Arrangements of Thomas Cook and Son’ which were appended to the 1898 brochure on Egypt are a case in point. The first Thomas Cook did not intend his foreign tours for the working classes, but the occasional cheap excursions that he organised (such as that to the Paris Exhibition of 1878, which involved travel and lodging for 75,000 people) anticipated the nature of foreign travel in the twentieth century and confirmed his role in the history of British leisure as the link between Grand Tourism and mass tourism.


But the Mediterranean contingent had more to it than blue blood and bourgeois solidity; it had an intellectual patina, a cultural bloom. ‘As we recede from the shores of our beloved Britain and get further from Boulogne and Paris and Brussels,’ wrote Frances Power Cobbe in 1864, ‘we leave behind us more of that class of tourists whose society cannot be said to convey any particular gratification … Once over the Alps, the genus ‘Tourist’, with its proper female accompaniment, becomes rare.’9 The South was the haunt of the British artists, academics, and literati. It is difficult to think of a Victorian or Edwardian sculptor, painter, novelist, poet, philosopher, historian, or critic of any note who did not make at least one visit to the Mediterranean. Many made their residence there more or less permanent, as the representatives of what George Bernard Shaw called ‘Victorian cosmopolitan intellectualism’; and some left their remains in Southern cemeteries, as if to stress their lasting attachment. Elizabeth Barrett Browning and Arthur Hugh Clough are buried in Florence, and the body of Sir Charles Eastlake was interred there for a year before it was transferred to Kensal Green. John Addington Symonds, Augustus Hare, John Gibson, and William and Mary Howitt are buried in Rome. Naples contains the grave of Mary Somerville; Lucca that of Ouida; Trieste that of Charles Lever; Menton those of Aubrey Beardsley and John Richard Green; San Remo that of Edward Lear; Cannes those of Henry Sumner Maine and Henry Brougham; Alicante that of Edward Freeman; Venice that of Frederick Rolfe; and that of Sir David Wilkie is the waters of the Mediterranean itself Robert Browning died in Venice and would have been interred with his wife in Florence but for an official prohibition on further intramural burials.


An archaeologist recovering Victorian civilisation from a catastrophe like that of Knossos or Pompeii would be in no doubt about the Mediterranean sympathies of its upper and middle classes. In addition to an architecture showing the influence of Greek temples, Roman amphitheatres, and Venetian palaces, he would discover museums stuffed with treasures of Mediterranean art and private houses cluttered with the mementos of journeys to the South. By 1830 the British Museum was already one of the richest repositories of Greek and Roman antiquities in the world, and during the Victorian years it both expanded these collections and added rare specimens from Egypt, Carthage, and the Levant. Personal collections of Mediterranean memorabilia abounded, the trophies of vandalising expeditions to historic sites and ancient monuments.


In 1838 William Wilde rifled the necropolis of Memphis at Saqqara and carried away six funeral urns of the sacred ibis.10 Young Eddie Huth, in Cairo with Thomas Buckle in 1861, wrote to his mother that he had been to see the Sphinx and had ‘broke[n] a bit off its neck to take home with us, as everyone else does’.11 Lady Elizabeth Grosvenor, touring the Mediterranean in a private yacht, took a fancy to a marble altar on the Greek island of Delos and recorded in her diary that on 12 July 1841 ‘this was with much difficulty rolled down the ruin-covered slope of the hill, and by the united exertions of the whole crew transported into the ship.’12 Less enterprising travellers bought their trophies from native dealers, who had looted on their behalf. Tomb robbers touted their wares in Cairo, Cyprus, and Palestine, offering ancient funerary ornaments, ceramics, and papyri, and even mummified remains, for a few piastres. Thus during his brief visit to Egypt Thomas Buckle was able to acquire enough antiquities to equip a private museum. In his poem The Burden of Egypt, Richard Monckton Milnes reproved the British for their abuse of Egypt’s heritage:








But who are now the spoilers? We even we;


Now the worst fiends of ruin are unchained,


That sons of science and civility


May bear the fragments home, beyond the midland sea.











That reads like a pallid imitation of Byron’s diatribes against Elgin; but Milnes could not lay claim to Byron’s sincerity—unless, that is, he intended his poem as a confession, for he was himself guilty of the practice he deplored. When he went to Egypt in 1842 he packed a set of chisels in his baggage to assist the removal of hieroglyphics from temple walls. One thing is sure: if Milnes’s poem was cant, it was not unusual. There was a strong element of Pharisaism in the Victorian solicitude for historic sites abroad, and those of Egypt especially attracted gamekeepers with a record as poachers. The amateur Egyptologists Greville Chester and Amelia Edwards were both associated with the setting up of the Society for the Protection of the Monuments of Ancient Egypt in 1888; yet each had acquired a private collection of Egyptian antiquities by less than scrupulous methods.13


Trunkloads of souvenirs specially manufactured for the tourist market were brought home from Italy and Palestine. In Naples, Florence, Rome, and Venice British visitors snapped up terracotta and alabaster replicas of museum sculptures; Venetian glass vases and beads; mosaic and cameo brooches; copies and photographic reproductions of old masters; bronze models of the temples of Tivoli and Vesta; paperweights in the form of the Pantheon; and marble miniatures of the tomb of Scipio and the Trajan Column. From the Holy Land they brought mother-of-pearl crucifixes, rosaries, and étuis; ornaments carved in olive wood from the Mount of Olives; and cups and vases made from the bitumen called Dead Sea Stone. Dickens’s inventory, in Little Dorrit, of the ‘infinite variety of lumber’ from Egypt and Italy that encumbers the Meagles home at Twickenham owed as much to observation as to invention:




There were antiquities from Central Italy, made by the best modern houses in that department of industry; bits of mummy from Egypt (and perhaps Birmingham); model gondolas from Venice; … morsels of tessellated pavement from Herculaneum and Pompeii, like petrified minced veal; ashes out of tombs, and lava out of Vesuvius; Spanish fans, Spezzian straw hats, Moorish slippers; Tuscan hairpins, Carrara sculpture, Trastaverini scarves, Genoese velvets and filigree, Neapolitan coral, Roman cameos, … Arab lanterns, rosaries blessed all round by the Pope himself … There were views, like and unlike, of a multitude of places; and there was one little picture room devoted to a few of the regular sticky old saints, with sinews like whipcord, hair like Neptune’s, wrinkles like tattooing, and such coats of varnish that every holy personage served for a fly trap.





Documentary records of this contact with the South were equally multitudinous. The Mediterranean was a major inspiration of Victorian writers. In an essay of 1879 John Addington Symonds claimed that the influence of Italy was as strong in nineteenth-century as it had been in Elizabethan literature. ‘As poets in the truest sense of the word,’ he wrote, ‘we English live and breathe through sympathy with the Italians. The magnetic touch which is required to inflame the imagination of the North is derived from Italy.’14 Books about the Mediterranean were one of the mainstays of Victorian publishing. The presses plied the reading public with Sketches, Notes, Diaries, Gleanings, Glimpses, Impressions, Pictures, Narratives, and Leaves from Journals about Tours, Visits, Wanderings, Residences, Rambles, and Travels in all the quarters of the South. Travel books on Italy alone were appearing at the rate of four a year in the 1840s,15 and although the number subsequently dropped a steady flow was always maintained. Accounts of travels in North Africa and the Levant were numerous, and as early as 1845 Robert Curzon wrote of the reading public as ‘overwhelmed with little volumes about palm trees and camels and reflections on the Pyramids’.16 Some of these travel books carried distinguished names. Dickens, Thackeray, Gissing, Butler, Belloc, and Somerset Maugham all published accounts of their journeys to the South, and all, together with Disraeli, George Eliot, Ouida, Anthony Trollope, E. M. Forster, Frederick Rolfe, Norman Douglas, and Compton Mackenzie made imaginative use of their Mediterranean experiences in their fiction.


It says much for its peculiar allure that the Mediterranean continued to inspire travel books in the age of the guidebook. The countries of northern Europe had become banal as they had become familiar, and had lost much of their attractiveness as subjects for literary treatment. ‘As for France and Flanders and Switzerland, our next door neighbours’, proclaimed the Eclectic Review in 1824, ‘they may serve John Bull very well for a country house; but to have seen those countries is no longer worth speaking of.’17 In the second half of the century it was supposed that the same must now be true of the Mediterranean lands. ‘The question nevertheless arises’, wrote Alexander Graham and Henry Ashbee in 1887, in the Preface to their Travels in Tunisia, ‘whether, with the present facilities for locomotion, there is sufficient raison d’être for books of “Voyages and Travels”. Guidebooks will always be in request; but “Incidents of Travel”, “Pencillings by the Way”, “Sunny Memories” or “Letters” from this or that country would seem to belong to a previous generation.’ The same thought occurred to Herbert Spencer when he was writing his autobiography, and he refrained from giving an account of his travels in Italy because he felt that there was nothing left to say. ‘Those who have not seen Italy have read about it’, he explained. ‘The subject has been so well worn by generations of travellers that it is threadbare.’ In 1914 James Bryce thought of all the books that had been written about the Holy Land and remarked: ‘It may well be thought that nothing now remains to be said about Palestine except by archaeologists.’18 And yet the travel book survived. The Mediterranean afflatus was inexhaustible, and the reason was that the journey south was a rite of passage. At the limit of olive cultivation the British traveller was conscious of crossing a frontier whose significance was far deeper than that of the Channel or the Rhine. On the threshold of the South he experienced an apotheosis. He passed from the circumference to the centre of things, and his thoughts dwelt on roots, origins, essentials, and ultimate affinities.


The names of places in the South acted like an incantation on the emotions of cultivated Victorians. ‘I was looking on the Mediterranean,’ breathed Frederick Faber in 1841; ‘it was the first time those haunted waters had met my gaze. I pondered on the name–the Mediterranean–as if the very letters had folded in their little characters the secret of my joy.’19 ‘The name of Italy’, proclaimed Mabel Sharmon Crawford in 1859, ‘has for the educated world a kind of magic sound.’20 James Sully wrote in 1912 of ‘the thrill of awesome joy … echoed by the very names “Forum Romanum”, “Colosseum”, “Baths of Caracalla”, “St. Peter’s”, “the Lateran”, “the Vatican” and the rest.’21 The British were enchanted by these names because they were familiar with Mediterranean history and infatuated with Mediterranean art, landscape, literature, and religion. ‘These shores have yielded us our religion, our arts, our literature and our laws. If all that we have gained from the shores of the Mediterranean was erased from the memory of man, we should be savages’, says Marmion Herbert in Disraeli’s novel Venetia, repeating and revalidating, as it were, Dr Johnson’s famous dictum of sixty years before. To Charles Kingsley it was ‘the sacred sea; the sea of all civilisation and almost all history, girdled by the fairest countries in the world’; and it was his view that the Mediterranean ‘should be one of the most august and precious objects of this globe’ to all who valued the cause of human progress. Remembering his own travels to the South of France in 1864, he declared that ‘the first sight of it should inspire reverence and delight, as of coming home—home to a rich inheritance.’22 For the large majority of Victorian travellers the most treasured item in this inheritance was the Christian religion, and they approached the biblical lands of Egypt and the Levant with reverential awe. To men and women so influenced by Christian revivalism a journey to the eastern shores of the Mediterranean was something more than a journey into the past; it was a journey to the meeting-place of the past and the eternal. It revealed the tremendous facts that Christianity was historical and that history was Christian. The lives and works of Byron, Shelley, and Keats had also enhanced the Mediterranean, and given a special slant to the Victorian vision of Italy and Greece. Refracted through Romantic poetry and Romantic biography these countries connoted magnified possibility, mystic revelation, and transfigured destiny. A heightened aesthetic appreciation of Mediterranean scenery was the legacy of the Italian landscapes of Claude, Poussin, and Salvator Rosa. These painters had bequeathed to eighteenth-century travellers visions of beauty and sublimity, exquisite symmetry and golden light, and awesome chaos and stupendous power. As passed on to the Victorians this inheritance was triply enriched. The Romantic poets gave the landscapes of Claude and Salvator literary equivalents. By stretching the tessitura of language and forging a new range of diction they encompassed their emotional resonance in poetry. Furthermore they invested these landscapes with the power of symbols. By using them as settings for psychological drama they turned them into landscapes of the mind; manifestations of the turmoil of the human spirit. And then they filled them with associations of noble purpose and tragic death. Byron’s death in Greece, and those of Shelley and Keats in Italy, sanctified these Mediterranean lands and suffused them with elegiac reminiscence; while Byron’s and Shelley’s support of the fight for Greek and Italian independence identified the South as the home of a noble cause—a distraction which high-minded Victorians ardently desired.


‘A man lives by believing in something, not by debating and arguing about many things’, declared Carlyle in On Heroes. ‘Faith in something I must have’, cries Lancelot Smith, the hero of Kingsley’s novel Yeast. In Adam Bede George Eliot specified ‘doubts and qualms and lofty aspirations’ as the characteristics of her age; and in Middlemarch she told her readers: ‘Scepticism as we know can never be thoroughly applied, else life would come to a standstill. Something we must believe in and do.’ Leslie Stephen defined the malaise of his times as ‘not that people find the old faiths failing them, but that they begin to doubt that there is anywhere such a thing to be found as faith in anything.’23 By 1830 the battle for Greek independence had been won; but large areas of southern Europe still toiled under Bourbon, Hapsburg, and Papal bondage, and their rescue became one of the main objectives of all this idle idealism. In 1830 the Cambridge undergraduates who called themselves The Apostles struck a blow for civil liberties in Spain by assisting the abortive guerrilla expedition of José Torrijos against Cadiz; and in his apology for his own participation the twenty-three-year-old Richard Chenevix Trench, a future Archbishop of Dublin, uttered the cry that the poet Clough was later to adopt as the leitmotiv of the Victorian predicament. ‘You will say’, he wrote, ‘that all this is very foolish; but it is action, action, action that we want, and I would willingly go did I only find in the enterprise a pledge of my own earnestness.’ The liberation of Spain was the obsession of a few; but the liberation of Italy became the gospel of a generation. Dedication to this cause acted like a ferment on public, private, and literary life and roused Protestant England to its greatest moral crusade since the campaign against slavery. In the 1840s, 1850s, and 1860s the Italian Question was constantly debated in the British press, and statesmen like Palmerston, Gladstone, and Russell made it a significant issue in British politics. It inspired Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Algernon Charles Swinburne, Arthur Hugh Clough, Walter Savage Landor, and George Meredith, as well as a multitude of minor and minimal bards, to pour out poems, plays, novels, and battle hymns; and the Society of the Friends of Italy, inaugurated in 1851, linked the powerful and the humble in a common pursuit. ‘In the number of members’, claimed the Committee of the Society in its first Report,




are included men of all ranks and professions: members of the legislature; the chief magistrates and members of the corporations of various of the largest and most influential towns; clergymen of all denominations; distinguished professors in our universities; men of literary celebrity; men engaged in commerce; and working men. The Committee can confidently state that rarely, if ever, has a Society of the same limited extent, formed for an object of the same nature, been composed of materials at once so various and so select.





The Victorian public venerated the rebel leader Garibaldi as a hero who, if not perhaps darkly wise, was certainly rudely great. He was greeted with huge demonstrations of welcome when he visited England in 1864, and some 800 volunteers enlisted to fight with him in Italy. Most of these were hard-drinking roughs from the slums of London and Glasgow; but the spirit of chivalry moved officers like Peard and Dunne; and women auxiliaries like Jessie White found in the Italian service a scope for heroic aspiration. Jessie White–novelist, journalist, and wife of the Italian patriot Alberto Mario–was Italy’s Boadicea and Garibaldi’s Florence Nightingale. She was twice imprisoned in Italy for subversive activities, and during Garibaldi’s campaigns in Sicily and Naples in 1860 and in northern Italy in 1866–7 she nursed the wounded both behind the lines and on the battlefield. Here, too, if her fellow correspondent George Augustus Sala is to be believed, she struck a blow in the cause of female emancipation, for after an encounter with the Austrians at Montesuelo in 1866 she and her companion Mrs Chambers tore up their drawers to make bandages.24


In an atmosphere so saturated with association, suggestion, and quixotism, books were liable to crystallise around even the most slender talents. Narratives of tours round the Mediterranean and in Italy, Palestine, and Greece continued to find publishers and, presumably, readers even when written by authors who revealed little except the poverty of their experience, the triteness of their thought, and the strength of their ability to inflate anecdotes into volumes by means of digression, quotation, and tedious drollery. As always, a ready market encouraged the production of trash. But there was more in the travel catalogues of Victorian and Edwardian publishers than pulp-literature. There were substantial guides and handbooks, which dealt with the practicalities of travel and retailed expert essays on history, archaeology, and art; and there were the contributions of notable writers who gave the travel book a new function as literary portmanteau, with elements of autobiography, disquisition, and essay. As treated by late Victorians and Edwardians like Samuel Butler, Vernon Lee, George Gissing, D. H. Lawrence, and Norman Douglas, the travel book was less a mirror than a window. It was a personal testament, describing an inward as well as an outward journey and serving as a vehicle for random fragments of description, opinion, and erudition. In their travelogues the style is more studied, the pose less public, the treatment more selective, the content more recondite, and the interest more human. They wrote about the byways rather than the highways of the Mediterranean and they focused their attention on the transient suggestiveness of localities and encounters rather than on the enduring magnitude of architecture and art. They aimed, in Norman Douglas’s words, ‘to follow Goethe’s advice about grasping that living life which shifts and fluctuates about us’.25 Furthermore, they associated the travel book with the literature of disengagement and protest. Butler, Gissing, Lawrence, and Douglas signified in their accounts of journeys to the South a hostility towards the values of the modern world and a desire to withdraw from its problems and complexities. They wrote less as the representatives of their society than as its casualties and defeated rebels. Their work proclaims the sadness and the anger of men who were at odds with contemporary life, and who were looking not for action but for rest.


Nevertheless it would distort the facts to set these authors apart as the harbingers of a new sensibility or a new motivation. There was nothing original in the way they felt. Echoes and assonance link their work with that of their predecessors, and their statements often merely elaborate and refine the commonplaces of previous generations. When, for example, Norman Douglas, in Siren Land (1911), wrote how good it was to ‘Mediterraneanise’ oneself, ‘to dream … to stroll … to browse at leisure’ away from ‘the fevered North’ and its perplexing ‘problems of the day’, he was only repeating that invitation to escape whose appeal was as old as sophisticated, urban society and which Eliot Warburton had addressed to the leisured British public, with equal fervor if not with comparable eloquence, from the pages of The Crescent and the Cross seventy years before:




Reader! Even you may some day be induced to change the feverish life of Europe, with all its perplexing enjoyments, its complicated luxuries and its manifold cares, for the silence, simplicity and freedom of a life on the desert and river. Has society palled upon you? Have the week-day struggles of the world made you wish for some short sabbath of repose? Has our coarse climate chafed your lungs and do they require the soothing of balmily-breathing breezes? Come away to the Nile! … Here are sunshines that are never clouded and fragrant airs as gentle as a maiden’s whisper, instead of northern gales that howl around you as if you were an old battlement. Here are nights all aglow with stars and a crescent moon that seems bowing to you by courtesy, not bent double by rheumatism. Here is the highest species of monastic retirement: you stand apart from the world; you see its inhabitants so widely differing from yourself in their appearance, their habits, their hopes, and their fears, that you are enabled to look upon man in the abstract and to study his phenomena without prejudice … As you recede from Europe further and further on, towards the silent regions in the past, you live more and more in the past … At last even your island restlessness softens down and merges into the universal peace around …





Moreover there is in the work of Douglas, as in that of Lawrence, an element of overstatement and stridency, and a self-conscious determination to be shocking, which suggest the nagging persistence of inherited values. It has rightly been said of Douglas that he never killed his conscience, and it is equally true of Lawrence that he never killed his prudery. Both lived on the turbulent frontier between conformity and rebellion and both were prone to judgements that the most puritanical Victorian would not have disowned.


Generally speaking, the differences between the later writers and their predecessors were more those of emphasis and language than those of motivation, attitude, or experience. The British response to the Mediterranean in these years was not characterised by interruptions, reversals, or new departures. The same motives, attitudes, and experiences persist and recur, and they often conflict within the same individual. Chronological sequence therefore imposes a false perspective on these aspects of the subject. So too does biography, because the writers generally supposed to have been influential are shown by the wider evidence to have been either representative or disregarded. Ruskin, for example, quite clearly owed as much to educated opinion as educated opinion owed to him, and his achievement was rather to formulate and mediate current ideas about Mediterranean history and art than to create them. He was influential only in a limited sense, because his large audience was willing to be persuaded. The few Victorian works that forsook established or nascent tradition and pleaded for a reassessment of popular attitudes were respected, but ignored. John Addington Symonds’s Renaissance in Italy is an obvious example. Symonds failed to defeat the tradition that Ruskin represented because he used archaic arguments that no one wanted to hear. The successful revolt was carried out by critics who said what people nurtured in a new cultural climate were predisposed to believe. Motivation and response are therefore better discussed in terms of categories than in terms of periods or personalities.


No understanding of the lives of the Victorian and Edwardian leisured and literary classes can be complete without some knowledge of how they travelled to the South, where they went in the South, why they went, how their experiences shaped their attitude, and how their attitudes shaped their experience. In their travel books, and in the guidebooks, letters, essays, and miscellaneous comment that the Mediterranean connection engendered we have the means to explore such questions. This documentary territory is not unknown. Biographers and anthologists have often gone there and brought back isolated samples. But hitherto it has not been surveyed and charted.
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PART ONE


WAYS AND MEANS























 


VICTORIANS and Edwardians who travelled to the Mediterranean at leisure followed the instinct of migration. They timed their movements to avoid the extremes of hot and cold, going south in the autumn and north in the spring. In Venice, according to the popular American novelist W. D. Howells, October was ‘the month of the sunsets and the English’;1 and throughout the Mediterranean it was the same–save only, perhaps, in the Holy Land, where the weather generally deterred pilgrims until Easter. In the summer British tourists avoided these countries, and British residents contrived to escape the heat by moving to higher ground. So from May until September there was little sign of a Northern presence in the popular localities of the South. Boulevards and promenades stretched desolate and dusty in the sun; villas were shuttered; boarding houses were closed; first-class railway carriages were all but empty; and the monuments of antiquity enjoyed a sabbath seclusion. On the Riviera only a few hotels remained open, and the stray visitor was liable to pay for his untimeliness. ‘I would suggest to mine host of the Hotel des Anglais’, protested Christopher Home Douglas after an out-of-season visit to Nice in 1874, ‘that the nationality for which he specially professes to minister objects, even in the month of May, to a toilet table festooned with spiders’ webs. Decayed boots and chicken bones are also objectionable in a bedroom, even though under your bed and supposed to be out of sight.’2 In the 1860s an attempt was made to attract foreign visitors to San Remo in the bathing season. The hoteliers announced their intention to operate throughout the summer, and plans were drawn up for bathing sheds along the beach; but the project foundered and until the First World War the French and Italian Rivieras remained, in British estimation, essentially winter resorts. The Italian habit of bathing in the Mediterranean in July and August was regarded as a foreign perversity. ‘To our English minds’, commented Lucy Baxter (‘Leader Scott’) in the 1880s,




this seems inconceivable. During those two months the scorching rays of ‘Sol Leone’ render the sands a burning desert, the sea is as warm as the hot air above it, and the close lodgings are too stifling to endure. Of what use is a month at the seaside to us if our children cannot dig in the sands, and our boys and girls take long walks, seaweed and sea-anemone hunting?3





The big cities of the South, likewise, were reckoned to be unendurable during the summer. Rome was abandoned by Northern tourists and residents soon after Easter; Florence and Naples emptied; Algiers and Cairo were left to their garrisons and officials. The tourists retreated homewards, and from the 1850s those leaving Italy were followed as far as the Lakes, Switzerland, or Germany by most of the British residents. It had once been the habit of these expatriates to linger south of the Alps and seek the shade and breezes of hill and mountain resorts. The Neapolitans used to take up summer quarters at Sorrento, Castellammare, or Ischia; the Romans at Albano; and the Florentines at Lucca or Siena. But in the second half of the nineteenth century, with the increased cheapness and facility of travel, these habits changed. Many residents now chose to quit Italy altogether and join their compatriots on the Rhine or in the Swiss valleys. By the 1880s a number of Riviera hoteliers had branches in Switzerland, which they opened in the summer months with employees and equipment transferred from France.
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1. JOURNEYS





During the nineteenth century journeys to the Mediterranean by land and sea were radically changed by steam locomotion, and in the first years of the twentieth century journeys by land were being changed again by the automobile. Nothing illustrates the modern revolution in transport so vividly as the experience of British travellers to the South.


In the 1830s and for most of the 1840s they relied mainly on horse power to carry them through France and Italy. Consequently the journey from London to Rome still took between three and four weeks–as long as it had taken in the days of the Roman Empire. Money could not buy greater speed—though it could buy a measure of convenience. Wealthy families could take their own vehicles and, by hiring teams of horses and voituriers at Boulogne, proceed on their way in well-upholstered comfort. At Abbeville in 1848 Effie Ruskin watched the departure of an English family of four and their six servants in a commodious coach. ‘They are just setting off,’ she reported, ‘with four horses, two cages full of canary birds, and a fat sick dog in a basket.’1 The carriage in which the Boyle family travelled to Italy in 1832 was fitted up like a miniature drawing-room, with a table, cupboards, and everything necessary for relaxation and refreshment. ‘The front box,’ recalled Mary Boyle, ‘on which we took it in turns to take an airing and see the country, had also receptacles for different treasures of travel, while the rumble behind was occupied by the faithful Henry. In this manner we proceeded leisurely, but comfortably … pausing in the middle of the day to bait our horses and feed ourselves, and sleeping at little wayside inns.’2 It was in this style that the Ruskin and Dickens families made their way to Italy in the 1840s. Ease and privacy could also be secured by taking a vettura. A contractor, called a voiturin in France and a vetturino in Italy, undertook to convey his passengers to a stipulated destination, feeding and lodging them on the way, for a fixed sum. This was a very popular form of travel and it was still in use in southern Italy as late as the 1890s. George Eliot and G. H. Lewes travelled by vettura from Toulon to Florence in 1861, and George Eliot described the journey as ‘the most delightful (and most expensive) … we have ever had.’3 Dr James Henry Bennet, writing in 1875, remembered this style of travel as ‘the most comfortable, pleasant and hygienic of any for tourists not much pressed for time, or very particular about expense’;4 and Frederic Harrison counted it among the precious memories of his old age. It was like ‘to have heard in their prime Rachel, Grisi and Lablache; to have read David Copperfield and Vanity Fair month by month in their early shilling numbers; to have seen the British fleet under sails; to have seen French cathedrals yet unrestored, and Rome as it was seen by Byron and painted by Piranesi.’5


These modes of travel were necessarily slow, even by early nineteenth-century standards, since the horses were not changed and had to be rested and baited. Thirty-five miles a day was about the most that could be expected. Any one disinclined to dally would travel post, hiring vehicles and horses from government postmasters at successive stations along the route. By this means it was possible to travel briskly without sacrificing comfort. In 1835 Henry Manning and his companions were able to reach Rome in twenty-five days, ‘spending two at Paris and the Sundays at Breteuil, Chalon, Nice and Civita Vecchia, and sleeping in … beds every night’, by travelling post.6


For the traveller compelled to rely on public transport the journey to the South in these early years was something akin to torment. He took his place in a diligence, a vehicle with the dimensions of a loaded haywaggon carrying between fifteen and thirty passengers and weighing up to five tons. These monstrous conveyances plied the length and breadth of France, Italy, and Spain at little more than walking pace, their axles hot and screaming and their passengers prostrate from successive days and nights of relentless motion and tight confinement. ‘From Paris’, wrote William Boxall to his sister in November 1833, ‘we journeyed to Chalon by diligence … This journey cost us three days’ and two nights’ perpetual travelling, sometimes at not more than three miles an hour, cramped, tired and exhausted.’7 Frances Power Cobbe looked back with nausea on her travels by diligence in Italy. She recalled ‘going four miles an hour in the heat and dust … and with a full complement of Italian travellers all ignorant of the fundamental principles of ablution … a journey of perhaps thirty, forty or fifty hours’.8 Passengers chose, according to their means, inside seats in the coupé or the intérieur, or outside seats on the banquette with the conductor; and each offered its species of misery. ‘I defy anything to render the banquette agreeable’, wrote the painter George Frederic Watts, who took the diligence from Paris to Chalon in 1843. ‘I never passed a more wretched night, except perhaps on my passage to Boulogne. Fancy a cold night wind and a horrid disgusting brute of a French conductor …’9 But the penalty of taking an inside place was a sense of asphyxiation and endless disputes with native passengers who were determined to keep the windows closed. Dr James Johnson, who travelled through France in 1829, described the diligences as ‘locomotive prisons … in which the traveller is pressed, pounded and, what is worse than all, poisoned with mephitic gasses and noxious exhalations evolved from above, below and around’.10 The artist Cato Lowes Dickinson reported that the diligence in which he crossed the Apennines in 1850 was ‘filled with the atmosphere of a cowshed impregnated with garlic’. He pulled the window down, whereupon a fellow-passenger promptly pulled it up. ‘I pulled it down,’ he went on, ‘for I was beginning to stifle! He pulled it up again, and he rattled away in Italian … At length, after some squabbling, I pulled it out of the frame altogether and he couldn’t put it back again. There was a great row about it and the people began to cover themselves up as if they had been crossing the Alps.’11 The chronicles of Continental travel are full of incidents of this kind, and Dr Thomas Madden expressed a popular British response when he wrote in 1864: ‘Any fond recollections I formerly entertained of the pleasures of stage-coach travelling in the palmy days of “the road” were completely dispelled by various journeys in diligences of from eighteen to twenty-four hours each through the south of Spain and France.’12 About the only traveller whose nostalgia survived the experience was–predictably perhaps–George Eliot, who went with G. H. Lewes from Malaga to Grenada by diligence in February 1867. ‘The vehicle was comfortable enough’, she declared, ‘and the road is perfect.’ But then they had the coupé to themselves, and the journey lasted only sixteen hours.13


The discomforts were even more acute when the vehicle crossed the Alps. It was not that the roads were bad. Napoleon had constructed two fine military roads across the Simplon and Mont Cenis passes, and a new carriage route across the St Gotthard was opened in 1841. Furthermore at the summit of the Mont Cenis pass there was, according to George Augustus Sala, ‘a tolerable hotel where you could get delicious lake trout and remarkably good cheese’. It was, as Sala explained, ‘the length of time consumed in the lagging diligence and the horrible jolting and creaking of the machine itself that reduced you to a condition approaching despair’.14 The crossing took about ten hours, and in winter passengers were transferred to a conveyance called a sledge but which, as Oscar Browning recalled, was really a box, so that ‘descending the lumpy slopes was … like being precipitated downstairs in a portmanteau’.15 Deterred by these vexations, the traveller by diligence more often than not avoided the Swiss routes to Italy and took instead the road to Marseilles or Aix and then proceeded along the Cornice. The stages were sixteen hours from Boulogne to Paris, four days and three nights from Paris to Marseilles, and then a further three days and two nights along the Riviera to Genoa. Even as early as the 1830s, however, it was unusual to go the whole way by road.


Steam was already at work to relieve the passenger of some at least of the tribulations of horse power. A regular service of river steamers operated on the Saône and the Rhône between Chalon and Avignon, and it was customary to transfer to one of these for the middle stretch of the voyage. As William Boxall explained to his sister: ‘The Rhône is so rapid that the boat performs in one day what it takes by diligence two days and two nights.’16 By this time, too, coastal steamers were plying regularly between the Riviera ports and Leghorn, Civita Vecchia, and Naples, and most travellers made use of these for the last stages of their journey to Italy, as well as for the first stages of their journey home. When the American traveller George Stillman Hillard boarded the steamboat for Genoa at Leghorn in 1848 he found, besides a full complement of passengers (‘most of whom were English’) three English travelling carriages strapped to the deck.17 The passage from Marseilles to Naples took about sixty hours and the vessels were generally found to be clean and well maintained; but several travellers complained of overcrowding. Charles Dickens took the steamer from Genoa to Naples in 1853 and discovered when he arrived on board that it was already overfilled with passengers from Marseilles. He had to eat and sleep on deck, despite having paid a first-class fare. ‘The scene on board beggars description’, he told John Forster. ‘Ladies on the tables; gentlemen under the tables; bedroom appliances not usually beheld in public airing themselves in positions where soup tureens had been lately developing themselves; and ladies and gentlemen lying indiscriminately on the open deck, arranged like spoons on a sideboard.’18 Dr Thomas Madden, sailing from Naples to Leghorn, arrived just before the vessel started and found not only every berth but every table encumbered with bodies. ‘I deemed myself more fortunate than many others’, he wrote, ‘in succeeding, by bribing a steward, to obtain a share of a blanket on the cabin floor.’19 Coastal steamers were a preferred substitute for land journeys in Sicily until the era of the automobile, and steamboats carried visitors up the Nile from Alexandria to Cairo (covering the distance in a day) until the opening of the railway in the 1880s.


Sea crossings under steam were an established feature of Mediterranean travel after 1830. In the 1840s a packet left Southampton on the 3rd of every month for Alexandria, and on the 25th of every month for Constantinople, via Malta, Athens, Syros, and Smyrna; while regular passenger services linked Marseilles with Algiers, Alexandria, and Malta. By the 1860s there were weekly departures from Southampton to Malaga and fortnightly departures to Alexandria. In the 1880s it was possible to embark at Marseilles, Genoa, Brindisi, Naples, or Trieste and travel by steam to virtually any part of the Mediterranean–though the smaller Greek islands were only fair-weather destinations and for some of the ports of the Levant it was necessary to change vessels at Malta or Alexandria. French, Austrian, and English companies operated these services in close rivalry, and in the estimation of most British passengers standards of comfort and courtesy were higher on the foreign than on the English vessels. The Revd Henry Christmas assured the travelling public in 1851 that in the steamships of the Austrian Lloyd Company, ‘should the purse of the traveller render it advisable, he may fearlessly engage a second-class passage’. In the Peninsular and Oriental Steam Navigation Company’s ships, on the other hand, the second class was ‘intended only for gentlemen’s servants’.20 Frances Power Cobbe embarked on the Austrian Lloyd’s Neptune at Constantinople in 1858 and declared it ‘the most luxurious and delightful vessel’ she had ever sailed in. ‘It was splendidly equipped,’ she enthused, ‘even to a camera obscura on deck; and every arrangement for luxurious baths and good food was perfect.’ The only drawback to the Austrian steamers came from the poor quality of their fuel. They used cheap coal from Dernis, in Dalmatia, which caused clouds of black smoke and showers of burning soot. Passengers on deck had difficulty in keeping clean and the awnings often looked as though they had been riddled with grapeshot. Sir John Gardner Wilkinson, cruising the Adriatic in 1844, one day saw the awning of his vessel on fire–something which alarmed him, but not the Captain, who ‘calmly ordered it to be put out, as if it was a common occurrence’. Below decks, however, these vessels left little to be desired. Gardner reckoned that they were cleaner than any in the Mediterranean–‘except British men-of-war’.21 Such conditions were far removed from those experienced by the Revd John Aiton on the French steamers of the Messageries Impériales in the 1850s. ‘The filth and vermin are worse than those of Egypt’, he fumed.




The passengers are actually starved; English passengers are insulted by Frenchmen and rendered as uncomfortable as possible by the authorities on board. They are cheated on every hand and a different rate of charge [is] brought against them. They are scarcely permitted to walk the deck, far less to take up any position so as to take a view for a minute or two; and as to a Frenchman lending an English voyager a spyglass, or telling him the name of an island, he would rather spit in his face.22





But one suspects that the Revd Aiton was a difficult customer. The Revd Christmas rated the French vessels as only slightly inferior to the Austrian ones, and by the 1880s the Compagnie Générale Transatlantique was running British-built steamers of fin de siècle opulence on the Mediterranean routes. Thomas Wemyss Reid, who sailed on the Charles Quint from Marseilles to Tunis in 1881, was deeply impressed. ‘Nothing more luxurious in the shape of a sea-going vessel has ever met my eyes’, he affirmed. ‘The saloon is a marvel of beauty and elegance. Marble walls richly gilded, luxurious armchairs, crimson couches, mirrors, carpets, pictures, silver lamps, completely destroy for the moment the notion that one is on board ship.’23 Robert Otter, who made a habit of wintering in the Mediterranean in the 1870s, preferred the Peninsular and Oriental vessels because ‘the food, the hours and the general arrangements [were] more suitable to English tastes’; but he was critical of the Company’s heavy passenger load. ‘In neither of the other companies have I ever been so miserably crowded for sleeping accommodation as in those of the P. & O.’, he complained. ‘Every little cabin is fitted up with as many berths as it can possibly hold, and is often crammed to overflowing with passengers … The only drawback is the chance of being crammed into an overcrowded cabin and poisoned with foul air every night.’24


In fact there were other drawbacks, common to all steamships of this time, in vibration and instability. The early vessels had been paddle steamers, which remained relatively steady in high seas by virtue of their deep immersion and broadness of beam; but the later ships were screw driven, drawing very little water and built long and narrow in the interests of speed. They began to roll when the sea was no more than ruffled and in bad weather their passengers suffered fearful agonies of claustrophobia and mal de mer. As William Flower, who made the sea crossing to Egypt in 1874, explained:




The passenger … finds himself crowded in a dark, close cabin, with two or three uncongenial companions, lying on a narrow hard shelf, portholes rigidly closed, and the atmosphere he breathes poisoned by noisome odours, of which the sickening smell of the oil of the engines is one of the least objectionable; the rain pouring on deck makes escape from his prison, even for a few minutes, impossible … he feels he would give all his wordly possessions for a breath of pure air or a few hours’ cessation from the perpetual din of the engines within and the waves without.25





During a quarter of a century the steamship possessed the undisputed advantage of speed. In the 1840s, when three weeks were still required to travel comfortably overland from London to Rome, P&O steamers made the journey from Southampton to Alexandria in seventeen days. In the early 1880s the time was down to thirteen days& but by now the steamship had been superseded as the symbol of modern travel. In the intervening years steam had revolutionised transport by land, and distances once measured in days and even weeks had come to be measured in hours. The time had arrived when it was quicker and more comfortable to travel to Egypt by going overland through France and Italy and picking up the steamer at Brindisi. In this way the journey was accomplished in six days.


The middle decades of the nineteenth century were the age of intensive railway-building in France, Switzerland, and northern Italy, when the old submitted to the new with an expressive gesture of abdication. Where stretches of railway were completed, the diligence would forsake its horses and wheels and pursue its journey, with luggage, passengers, and all, on a rolling platform hitched to a train. Private carriages too made use of this facility, with the difference that they were not hoisted minus their wheels, but driven by means of ramps on to their special trucks. By the mid-1850s the railway was open as far as Marseilles and the traveller could reach the South of France from Paris, via Lyons and Avignon, in eighteen hours. The line was then pushed steadily eastwards along the Cornice, so that by 1869 a train service was available to Monaco. Within another year the railway was open as far as the Italian frontier. A direct first-class train left Paris every evening at 7.15 and arrived at Menton at 9.32 p.m. the following day. ‘Railways’, proclaimed Dr James Henry Bennet in 1875, ‘have all but annihilated space … A traveller may leave the London Bridge Station at 7.40 on a Monday morning, by mail train for Paris, and be at Nice or Menton for supper the following day.’26 Standards of comfort and service on this Mediterranean express were high. Families and groups could reserve private saloon carriages, each of which contained a sitting-room with sofas and tables, a bedroom, a smoking-room and a cabinet; and coupé-lits were available for those travelling alone. These were compartments with single rows of four seats, three of which converted into a bed for one person. Under the fourth there was a closet, confidently recommended by Dr Edward Sparks as ‘well trapped’.27 Boudoir sleeping cars, later called wagon-lits, were introduced into the 7.15 rapide from Paris in 1877, and in 1883 a weekly Mediterranean express service with wagon-lits was inaugurated from Calais. By the end of the century this was a daily service leaving Calais at 1.05 every afternoon and arriving at Monte Carlo at 9.39 the next morning. For the first six years the train continued to Rome; but the Cornice route to Italy was now out of favour, following improved rail facilities in Switzerland, so after 1889 the Calais–Nice–Rome Express was renamed the Calais–Mediterranean Express and terminated at Ventimiglia. This was the predecessor of the luxurious train bleu of the inter-war years.


Interest in the Swiss routes to Italy revived with the opening of the Fell Railway across the Mont Cenis pass in 1868. The railway was constructed with a central notched rail, which engaged a cogwheel in the engine; and according to Sala ‘it did its work very well, although you usually emerged from your railway compartment as black as a sweep, from the smoke of the locomotive.’28 Oscar Browning remembered that the jolting, too, was considerable, and the descent terrifying to highly strung passengers: ‘I have known delicate girls scream and nearly faint under the operation.’29 But the Fell Railway itself was superseded in 1871, when the Mont Cenis tunnel was opened and it became possible to travel direct from Paris to Turin by train. The Italian railway was now complete to Rome, via Bologna, Florence, and Perugia, and the total journey time from London was only fifty-five hours. The old twice-daily diligence disappeared from the St Gotthard pass with the completion of the railway and tunnel in 1882 and from the Simplon after the opening of the tunnel in 1906; but no sooner had the carriage roads been consigned to oblivion than yet another innovation in transport called them back to life–for the summer months, at least. ‘The new motor can claim’, wrote James Sully in 1912,




as a set-off to its noise, smell and other unpleasantness, the credit of having revived many an old and moribund country road. It is reviving the Mont Cenis; for this pass is an easy one for the motorist as compared with others which have sharper turnings or which, like the Gotthard, are not open to the motorist during the greater part of the day save on the condition of his submitting to the indignity of … having two horses hitched to his machine.30





Railways did not smoothe away all the frustrations and irritations of travel. In the early years of steam especially, British passengers found plenty to complain about. Henry Alford, Dean of Canterbury, lambasted the Paris–Nice express in 1870 as ‘a wretched imposture, of which any civilised nation ought to be ashamed’. ‘What’, he demanded indignantly, ‘would the English public think of a train so ordered that … by its carrying only first-class passengers, it compels invalids and delicate ladies to be shut up with brutal drunken men, offending (to say nothing of other annoyances) their ears with profane and foul language during the whole night and day of the journey?’ Furthermore, to speed-addicted Victorians the locomotive seemed pitifully slow. ‘The pace attained by this “express” train from Paris to Nice’, Alford scornfully revealed, ‘is–actual stoppages being averaged – about twenty-two miles an hour.’31 The foreign way with luggage, too, sent British blood-pressure soaring. On Continental railways all baggage had to be registered; and before 1875, when Thomas Cook negotiated a concession from the French company, it could not be sent in advance. This meant that it had to be claimed every time a journey was interrupted; and claiming luggage at railway stations abroad was an exasperating business. ‘Those going abroad for the first time’, warned Mrs William Aspinall in 1869,




are not aware how much French railways differ from English ones. You cannot, as at home, get a porter to find your luggage, put it into a cab, and so enable you to drive off from the station a very few minutes after arriving at it. No; you must wait till every box, basket and bag belonging to the whole train [has] been sorted and arranged in the most leisurely manner on a long table, and then you may go and claim your own.32





Foreign porters made things worse by their churlishness. ‘Is there a more civil being than the average British porter, and one more contented with a humble fee?’ demanded Henry Rider Haggard. ‘Compare him to the gentleman of his profession across the Channel!’33 Then Continental trains were horribly smutty. ‘The coal in general use’, explained Dr Stuart Tidey in 1899, ‘is of inferior quality, and the engines emit dense volumes of smoke, charged with soot and grit.’ This subjected the British passenger to a teasing dilemma. He could either open the windows and get covered in grime, or he could close the windows and, as Tidey put it, ‘re-breathe breathed air, possibly charged with all sorts of horrors in the shape of microscopic organisms left by … travelling predecessors’. For Dr Tidey, as for all his travelling compatriots, such a situation admitted of no real choice. ‘The better alternative’, he advised, ‘is to submit to the begriming process, which at least has the merit of being aseptic, and provide yourself with a wet sponge in an indiarubber bag to sponge your face and hands, and with an atomiser containing paroline with a little menthol and eucalyptus to spray into your mouth and nostrils from time to time.’34 Needless to say, French and Italian passengers invariably preferred the other option, and the familiar altercation over windows continued with unabated acrimony throughout the age of steam. Henry Rider Haggard voiced a common British grievance when he called Continental railway carriages ‘heated infernos with every air-hole hermetically sealed’.35


Passengers on slower trains, which generally did not use corridor carriages, suffered from a lack of lavatories. One of the things that Lina Duff Gordon best remembered about her journey to Italy in 1890 was ‘the queues of anxious people waiting at the various stopping stations for the bonne femme to arrive with the key’.36 But all these lamentations really only proved that the more the travelling public got, the more it expected. No one could seriously dispute that even the poorest rail service was immensely superior to what had been offered in bygone years of public transport by road. Antonio Gallenga, Italian correspondent of The Times, thanked providence for the tunnel when he remembered ‘the dinginess and dreariness which awaited the traveller in that damp and clammy café at the Susa Terminus, on alighting from the foul diligence at the foot of Mont Cenis’; and Marianne North lost patience with her plaintive compatriots. ‘Those days of long diligence journeys are over now,’ she wrote in her memoirs, ‘and the tourists who abuse modern railways should remember that they have after all something to be thankful for.’37


During the 1860s railways were being built in southern Italy and Spain. In the 1870s a track was laid across the length of Sardinia, from Porto Torres to Cagliari. By the 1880s the main arteries of communication in Sicily, Egypt, and Algeria were served by steam and, among Mediterranean countries regularly visited by the British, only in Greece and the Holy Land did domestic transport remain dependent on horse power. When the tourist ventured beyond the environs of Athens or Jerusalem the years rolled back and he made an improvised journey whose essential features had not changed in a thousand years. ‘Throughout Greece and European Turkey’, we read in the 1884 edition of Murray’s Handbook for Greece, ‘journeys are made only on horseback … As a general rule, the traveller should bear in mind that the unavoidable discomfort of travelling in Greece is so great, that it is desirable to have as few unnecessary sources of it as possible.’ The tourist should dispense with tents, mattresses, and the usual travelling requisites, which were ‘useless to all but their vendors’, and make do with a canteen of basic pots, pans, cutlery, and crockery; a camp bedstead; a waterproof cloak; rugs and plaids; an indiarubber bath (with bellows to inflate it); a tin washstand basin with plenty of towels and soap; a large white cotton umbrella lined with green; and a good saddle. The last item was indispensable. ‘Perhaps the next best thing to an English hunting saddle’, advised Murray, ‘is the large brass-mounted Turkish post-saddle used by the “Tartars” or government couriers. Or failing that, even one of the common brass-mounted saddles in general use in the Turkish army, and which can be bought second-hand in any large Turkish garrison town, will be found satisfactory.’ Horses, guidance, and provisions were supplied–usually for a fixed sum–by a factotum called a dragoman, whose services were essential and who could be engaged at Constantinople, Athens, or Corfu. Only in the Edwardian years was this style of travel beginning to pass away, as the railway progressed from Athens to Lavrion in the south, to Kalamata in the west and to the border of Thessaly in the north, and the first motor cars stirred the dust of ancient highways.


In the Holy Land, where the first railway–from Jaffa to Jerusalem–was not opened until 1892 and where the roads were unsuitable for motor traffic, things changed even more slowly. Until the First World War individuals and groups travelling independently would hire a dragoman to arrange tents, horses, provisions, and escort, and then make a stately progress undistracted by mundane necessity. ‘From first to last he took best care of us and our comfort in every way’, wrote Marianne North of Hadji Ali, the dragoman who conducted her and her father through Palestine in 1866. ‘He fed us only too well, giving what was left to any children or old people who might be near, and our tents were most luxurious. No life can be more enjoyable than the one we had with him. We had no cares, as he thought of and paid for everything for £3 –10s a day.’38 Henry Rider Haggard set out from Haifa in 1900 under the care of a dragoman who had contracted to find ‘everything except wine and mineral waters’, and visited Nazareth, Galilee, Mount Tabor, Nablus, Jerusalem, Jericho, and the Dead Sea. Cook’s tourists travelled, like wealthy pilgrims of old, in organised caravans. In the early years of the firm these were supervised by Thomas Cook himself, whose manner was that of a benevolent but peremptory patriarch. Isabel Burton, who encountered a Cook’s party of about 180 in Beirut in 1871, was deeply impressed by the discipline he required, and obtained, from wayward and querulous customers. ‘Mr Cook takes it all so quietly and good-humouredly, never notices or speaks of it, nor loses his temper, but goes quietly on his way, carrying out the programme, as a nurse should act towards a fractious child.’ The reward of submission was a life of pampered protection. Charles Bell, the Rector of Cheltenham, who joined a Cook’s tour in 1886, recorded that 16 horses, 21 mules, 17 servants, and 8 soldiers were provided for every ten members of the party.




We had seven private tents and a saloon tent for breakfast and dinner, and a cooking tent … Inside they had Egyptian hangings, with a pattern of scarlet and yellow and blue. The ground was covered by pieces of Persian carpet. We had everything we wanted; and indeed our tent life was wonderfully luxurious … Hot water was always ready at our call. Hardship there was none; and at night we had, when we asked for it, a camp fire, by which we sat under the light of the moon and stars, the red glow contrasting picturesquely with the silver lustre of the planets.39





During the First World War all this camp equipment was commandeered by the Turkish army, and by the time travel began again in the post-war years hotels had been built and the roads adapted to the automobile.


Travel to the Mediterranean not only became faster and more comfortable during the nineteenth century; it also became safer. The days of Corsairs and Barbary pirates on the high seas were over by 1830 and by mid-century brigandage was a thing of the past in Spain, Corsica, and northern Italy. Richard Ford, in the fourth edition of his Handbook for Spain (1869), scoffed at ‘the fears of cockney critics and delicate writers in satin-paper albums’ and dismissed reports of robbery and molestation as so much Gothic fable. ‘The unexpected absence of personages who render roads uncomfortable’, he wrote, ‘is one of the many and not disagreeable surprises which await those who prefer to judge of [the] country by going there themselves.’ The anonymous authoress of Unprotected Females in Sicily, Calabria and on the Top of Mount Etna, which was published in 1859, was sure that in Sicily ‘the traveller [was] much more secure from violence than in England’, since the local government had bought off the bandits by recruiting them on generous terms into a gendarmerie; while in Calabria there was no more than ‘a little peppering of danger … to give romance’. It was the Risorgimento, ironically, that revived the hazards of the road in these parts. Its associated political instability and social dislocation gave rise to lawlessness which it took several decades for the new authorities to suppress. Arthur Stanley reported in 1863 that it was ‘only by encountering some risk’ that he had ventured from Naples to Amalfi;40 and ten years later John Addington Symonds wrote from Sicily that table d’hôte talk was ‘brigands and nothing but brigands’. He complained of being ‘cooped into the walls’ of Palermo by the ‘confounded bandits’ who infested the route to Girgenti. His wife Catherine reckoned that two-thirds of the bandit stories were myths; ‘but’, she added, ‘there is a large substratum of fact, and it is unwise to go long journeys by land.’ They discovered that the only really safe methods of transport to Girgenti, fifty miles away, were coastal steamer and omnibus under military escort. They chose the steamer, which was a lot slower but more comfortable.41 R. H. Otter, who was in Palermo in 1876, also learnt that it was hazardous to go beyond the walls of the town ‘on account of the brigands’;42 and as late as 1900 Samuel Butler was warned against driving to Trapani, since it was ‘not considered safe’.43 But the 1892 edition of Murray’s Handbook for Southern Italy assured its readers that brigandage ‘properly so-called’ had now been eradicated, and this was confirmed by Macmillan’s Guide to the Western Mediterranean, published in 1901. There seems little reason to doubt that a menace which had still been real twenty years before was now only a phantom, sustained by outdated guidebooks and over-anxious hotel-keepers. In this, the age of the railway, casual highway crime was being superseded by a more sophisticated gangsterism, whose interests lay elsewhere than in the purses and watches of wandering Englishmen. Probably the only areas where rural banditry remained endemic in the late Victorian and Edwardian years were Palestine and Greece. To travel here without an adequate escort was to invite a repetition of the distressing experience of the unnamed Mr G., an early Victorian pilgrim who was stripped by Bedouin on the road to Jericho and left to find his way back to Jerusalem with nothing but his hat to hide his nudity; or the melancholy fate of Messrs Herbert, Vyner, and Lloyd, who were seized as hostages from a party of English tourists near Marathon in 1870, held to ransom, and murdered when government troops attempted a rescue.44 This last outrage caused a sensation, and the risks incurred by travellers in Greece became a matter of concern to the British Government. In 1881 the Foreign Secretary, Lord Granville, issued a general notification that British Consular officials were under instructions not to advance money to ransom British subjects kidnapped ‘in no public character but in pursuit of their own pleasure and business’. These instructions had been addressed specifically to the British Ambassador in Constantinople, since it was known that Greek bandits used Turkey’s Balkan territories as a base and a refuge. The 1884 edition of Murray’s Handbook for Greece promised travellers that the Peloponnese was safe, but it warned that their security in the border districts of the mainland could not be guaranteed. Yet even in these countries, though lawlessness was rife, it was his own imprudence that put the tourist at risk. The Greek authorities were always ready to furnish escorts, provided only that twenty-four hours’ notice was given to the police; and in Palestine the Turkish Government connived at a system of blackmail which enabled travellers and tour-operators to purchase protection from local Arab chiefs.


There is no doubt that British travellers in the nineteenth century were vexed less by outlaws than by the formalities imposed by foreign governments. These were particularly exasperating before 1860, when France and the various Italian states required British visitors first to go through the tedious and expensive business of obtaining passports and visas, and then to endure repeated and prolonged customs inspections and immigration procedures. Until 1850 British passports were so difficult to obtain (they were to be had only on personal recommendation to the Secretary of State and at great cost) that most Britons found it more convenient to purchase French ones and travel, technically at least, under the protection of a foreign power. This anomaly was easily tolerated at a time when British travellers needed passports only as credentials of identity abroad. (Not until 1915, when the emergency provisions of the Defence of the Realm Act were extended, were they required to carry them on entering or leaving their own country.) One of Palmerston’s measures as Foreign Secretary, however, was a reform of the issue of British passports. Consequently in the second half of the century these could be had either direct from Downing Street, or from approved agencies, on presentation of a letter of introduction from a banker or a certificate of identity signed by a magistrate, a mayor, a minister of religion, a physician, or a solicitor. Only a small fee was charged–initially 7s. 6d., later 2s. 6d. Right of entry to Italian and Turkish territories was conferred not by the passport, but by the visé, or visa, that it carried, and this had to be obtained in advance from the appropriate consulate. After the disturbances of 1848–9 the visa system was rigorously enforced in Lombardy, Venetia, Modena, Tuscany, Naples, and the Papal States, and travellers who planned to cross or stay in these territories had first to spend time and money obtaining consular signatures. Even then entry into Lombardy and Venetia was not assured, since the governing authority here was despotic Austria. ‘That jealous power’, wrote Edmund Spencer in 1852, ‘interposes such a barrier of police laws and passport regulations around her Italian posessions for the purpose of preventing strangers from entering them, that it is almost impossible for a traveller to know when he has complied with the requisite formalities.’45 All the Italian states save liberal Piedmont had strict customs regulations and censorship, and the peninsula bristled with venal officials who were a sore trial to British patience and a constant drain on British purses. ‘The examination in the frontier dogana of the state being passed,’ warned Mabel Sharman Crawford, ‘the stranger who fancies that, as far as the Grand Duchy [of Tuscany] is concerned, all luggage troubles are at an end will find, by subsequent experience, that this idea is incorrect, since the entrance into a town of any note … entails the liability of having the interiors of trunks, portmanteaus and carpet bags explored anew.’ But after the unification of most of Italy under the dynasty of Piedmont in 1860 these restrictions were relaxed or abolished, and the British were at last able to roam through southern Europe without passports and free of the threat of having their reading matter seized as subversive literature or their personal belongings impounded as contraband. No passport was necessary to enter French territory after 1860, nor to enter Egypt after 1882, when the country was occupied by the British; and in Greece a visa was required only when embarking on a tour of the interior. So amongst destinations frequented by the British only the Turkish territories of the Levant still required a visa as a condition of entry, and even here the requirement was not strictly enforced.46


Even more obnoxious to liberty-loving Britons than passports and customs regulations was the species of imprisonment which many Victorian travellers in the Mediterranean had to undergo in accordance with the laws of quarantine. The purpose of quarantine, which had been introduced into the Mediterranean ports in the fifteenth century, was to arrest the spread of bubonic plague. It was therefore regularly enforced against travellers arriving from areas where the plague was considered endemic–Barbary, Egypt, and the Levant; but in the nineteenth century it was used also as a prophylactic against cholera, which appeared in England in 1832, 1848, 1854, and 1866, and in southern France and northern Italy in 1835, 1855, and 1884. Hence John Henry Newman and his friends had to undergo quarantine in Algiers in 1832, on account of the cholera in England; and in 1835 travellers to Italy who had visited Marseilles, Leghorn, Genoa, or Venice found themselves liable to be detained in quarantine on arrival at Rome, Florence, or Naples. This cholera epidemic was so severe in the northern Mediterranean ports that for many years subsequently quarantine restrictions were threatened at the slightest sign of recrudescence. ‘No one’, grumbled the Revd Henry Christmas in 1851, ‘can now eat a few plums too many in Marseilles without alarming the sanitary officers of all the southern powers.’47


Travellers arriving from plague areas, or even from ports in regular contact with plague areas (such as Malta and Gibraltar), were detained under medical supervision for periods varying from three to thirty days, even when their country of arrival was itself designated a plague area. Consequently on certain routes the cumulative delay could be considerable. For example, tourists visiting Egypt, the Holy Land, Turkey, and Greece in that order had a minimum of three quarantines: one at Beirut for having been in Alexandria; one at Constantinople for having been in Beirut; and one in Greece for having been in Constantinople. The Revd John Aiton was five times in quarantine during his tour of Egypt and the Levant in 1851, and he calculated that if each had lasted the stipulated period he would have spent a total of four months in detention. Fortunately, in practice a quarantine of more than fourteen days was rare and the full forty days were exacted only when the plague was active (as it was in 1855). Passengers on private vessels, and on vessels terminating their voyage or unloading cargo, remained on board under a yellow flag for the duration of their quarantine. Those arriving by ongoing ships disembarked and proceeded to a lazaretto. There were lazarettos in Valetta, Marseilles, Jaffa, Beirut, Smyrna, Marsala, Genoa, Syracuse, Corfu, Syros, and the Piraeus, and standards of comfort and convenience varied considerably from one to another. According to the 1884 edition of Murray’s Greece the best lazarettos were those in Corfu, Malta, and the Piraeus; and Malta it judged ‘by far the least inconvenient and best regulated purgatory of them all’. This had been the opinion of travellers as far back as the 1830s and 1840s, judging by the comments of John Henry Newman, Samuel Bevan, and Sarah Austin. The inmates of all these institutions were rigorously excluded from physical contact with the outside world, and communications and exchanges had to be carried on by means of fumigated letters, shovels on long poles, and shouted conversations in parlatorios. These were rooms divided by corridors of wire fencing, along which health officials constantly patrolled. Money paid for goods received was passed through water, in the belief that this acted as a purifying agent. In the 1850s, in the lazarettos of Greece and the Levant, the period of detention was reduced and personal fumigation introduced as an alternative safeguard against contamination. ‘A suite of three rooms is prepared’, explained William Beamont,




two on the outside serve as dressing rooms, while the third, the doors of which are almost hermetically closed, except when opened for a moment to admit the traveller, is filled with dense fumes and vapours of disinfecting smoke. The traveller, entering the first room, strips and leaves his clothes and then running as fast as he can through the closed room, is supposed to leave in its disinfecting vapour all the seeds of infectious matter.48





Lady Eastlake was compelled to undergo a less rigorous version of this process of expurgation at the frontier post of the Duchy of Parma during the cholera epidemic in north Italy in 1855. She described how she and her companions were required to stand in a closed room ‘where some diabolical compound sent up its fumes’.49


The splenetic outburst of Mr Meagles against the quarantine restrictions in Marseilles, in the second chapter of Little Dorrit, sounds repeatedly in nineteenth-century travel literature. William Wilde called the system ‘that abomination of travelling’. Dr John Bowring fulminated against ‘the sacrifice of happiness, the weariness, the wasted time, the annoyance, the sufferings inflicted by quarantine legislation’.50 The Revd Aiton called it ‘the nightmare of horror to all travellers to the East’. The painter Penry Williams was convinced that it was not the fear of cholera itself, but the prospect of quarantine, that kept British visitors away from Rome in 1835;51 and thirty years later Marianne North watched in some alarm as her father reacted apoplectically to the news that he was to be detained for eleven days in the harbour at Corfu. ‘Signor Direttore,’ he spluttered to the apologetic Austrian Lloyd agent, ‘j’ai voyagé con mia figlia in tutta la terra and, hang it, I never was so shamefully treated!’52


But it was not all snarling and restless pacing. Some Victorian travellers, especially those on the return lap of a long voyage, found the enforced inactivity a welcome respite; and in the earlier part of the nineteenth century at least there was a general willingness to accept the system as a necessary evil. The regulations published in 1820 in Malta, by the British themselves, were some of the strictest and most elaborate on record; and in 1825 the British Parliament passed a comprehensive Quarantine Act, which gave harbour authorities power to detain in isolation vessels with foul or suspect bills of health for twenty-one days. Under this act a lazaretto was set up in Stangate Creek on the Medway and quarantine hulks were moored in the Solent.53 Here travellers returning from Muslim countries were required to undergo quarantine, though since they were allowed to deduct the duration of their voyage from the stipulated period they were seldom detained longer than a few days, if at all. It was subsequently that intolerance of the system grew, as the conviction took root that it was not only distressing but unscientific. Quarantine was based on the assumption that plague and cholera were spread by personal contact, and Victorian medicine discarded the contagionist for the miasmatic theory of disease. The failure of elaborate inland checks to arrest the spread of cholera during the epidemic of 1832 undermined the contagionist argument and in 1848 even the conservative Royal College of Physicians proclaimed the uselessness of quarantine. The opinion grew that infection was propagated not by touch, but by poisonous effluvia in the atmosphere. Quarantine was consequently condemned as a medieval futility whose real purpose must be police surveillance. ‘Under the plea of public health’, complained a correspondent of the Lancet in 1839, ‘all letters are opened, all travellers arrested, all commodities subject to costly and vexatious regulations.’ When he was in Palermo in 1851 Nassau Senior insisted on enlightening the local Medical Officer about modern scientific opinion on the subject. ‘The prevalent doctrine in England’, he lectured, ‘is that all quarantine regulations are absurdities; that plague and cholera are disorders of the atmosphere and travel in the winds, not in ships or by railways.’54


Anti-contagionism was at its peak in the 1850s and early 1860s. Thereafter the facts about cholera discovered by Snow, Budd, and Paccini, the germ theory of Pasteur, and then the identification of the organism pasteurella pestis and the elucidation of the role of fleas and droplet infection in the spread of bubonic plague, all combined to revive contagionist doctrine and bring medical opinion back to the principle of compulsory control. This was endorsed by a series of International Sanitary Conferences, which devised and recommended standard preventive procedures. The British authorities declined to reintroduce quarantine to cope with the menace of contagion, so although the Quarantine Act was not actually repealed until 1896 it was in effect superseded after 1866 by medical inspection, hospitalisation, and disinfection. In the Mediterranean ports, on the other hand, quarantine was still enforced in confirmed or suspected cases of cholera, yellow fever, or plague. The limit of detention, fixed by the Constantinople Conference of 1866 at ten days, was reduced by the Venice Conference of 1892 to five–which, although an appreciable abbreviation of the delays that the early Victorians had had to endure, was still a serious threat to the traveller’s comfort and convenience.
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