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In 2020, at a time when travelling was curtailed, we wanted to celebrate John Murray’s history of publishing exceptional travel writing and rediscover some timeless journeys from the past, introduced by today’s most exciting writers.


We wanted the series, like the best adventures, to be surprising. These books capture the wonder that comes from travelling, from opening our imaginations to unfamiliar places and cultures, or allowing us to see familiar things through different eyes. These Journeys give fresh perspectives not only on the times and places in which they were originally published, but on the time and place we find ourselves in now.


As a traveller who has walked and written across much of Europe, the author of Walking the Woods and the Water, Where the Wild Winds Are (both finalists for the Stanford Dolman Travel Book of the Year), and most recently Outlandish: Walking Europe’s Unlikely Landscapes, I was thrilled to take on the role of seeking out these books. Literally hundreds of suggestions came to me from the travel writing, nature writing and adventure communities, and also, appropriately enough, through serendipity – one of the titles on this list, A Vagabond for Beauty, was randomly dropped through my letterbox by a passing neighbour.


In this spirit of chance discovery, we invite your suggestions for books to republish in the future. We are looking for titles currently out of print in the UK, books that have been forgotten about, left to languish on dusty bookshop shelves or that were unjustly ignored when they were first published – potentially including translated works by foreign language writers. If you have a suggestion, please get in touch with us on Twitter @johnmurrays or @underscrutiny. #JMJourneys


 


Nick Hunt, Series Editor
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Excerpts from All the Roads Are Open by Annemarie Schwarzenbach published with permission of Seagull Books










Introduction


Ella Maillart and Annemarie ‘Christina’ Schwarzenbach – partners, companions, fellow travellers – begin their journey from Switzerland to Afghanistan on the cusp of the Second World War. Hitler has a firm grip on Germany; he has already achieved the Austrian Anschluss and his army has swept into Czechoslovakia. Poland has not yet been invaded but as readers know, and Ella and Christina seem to sense, it is on the horizon. ‘The Cruel Way’ might then refer to the path these extraordinary women are treading, or the one unfolding behind them. This volume contains Maillart’s original work, published in 1947, and also, for the first time, sections of writing from Schwarzenbach. The accounts of these two women, like their adventurous, turbulent relationship, cohere and collide in intriguing ways.


They leave Switzerland in a Ford on 6 June 1939. Throughout this account, Maillart refers to the car by its brand name, and her choice seems important. She has not only an understanding of mechanical engineering, but also a good eye for other vehicles along their route. She spots Nazi munitions and Soviet trucks and feats of British industry, but the Ford suggests a subtle shift away from the old great powers of Europe. These women do not make their journey in a Volkswagen or an Austin. Maillart writes of her need to escape Europe; to escape not only the coming war but also the ways of thinking that seeded it.


Ella Maillart was born in Geneva in 1903. Her father was a fur trader, and her mother was a keen sportswoman, who excelled at skiing and imparted her love of the outdoors and physical exertion to her daughter. In her teens and twenties, Maillart learned to sail, and it is clear that she quickly became proficient. She undertook expeditions, initially with her childhood friend, Miette, and later with three other women, around the Mediterranean. She subsequently found employment as a ‘cabin boy’ on English ships sailing the Atlantic and was the only woman to compete in the single-handed sailing competition at the 1924 Olympics. She was, for a time, a French teacher in Wales and also worked as a stunt-woman and actress on mountaineering and ski films. She mixed with Europe’s literati and began to write, first articles on Russian cinema and, later, books. She travelled to China, Tibet and throughout Central Asia. By the time she and Schwarzenbach set out in their Ford, Maillart was both an experienced writer and a seasoned explorer. 


In 2021, readers might feel giddy when encountering the date 1939. It’s a year of precipitous meaning, marking the point of no return. I found myself reading this travelogue with a kind of vertigo. And, of course, that vertigo – the sense of standing on the brink of an apparently inevitable plunge – is augmented in the light of the conflict we know will later befall the region through which Maillart and Schwarzenbach journey. Their motivation for travelling to Afghanistan, Maillart explains, is that it is one of the few places in the world largely untouched by the West. These women go to Central Asia to escape the turmoil of Europe, but it is difficult to absorb their rich descriptions of cities like Kabul without the clamour of contemporary geopolitics pressing through the surface of our reading. We might also grimace, and think of 1979, when a Herr Spent of the German legion in Tehran confidently declared that the Shah’s objective was to extract enough wealth from his people to ensure the stability of his dynasty, thus making a ‘new revolution impossible’.  


Like her readers, though, Maillart herself is working from a place of hindsight. In a sense, this can be said of much travel writing, but the space between the living of this journey and the writing of it is, I think, once again peculiarly marked by world events. It is not until 1945, when the war is done, that she makes permanent her memories by recording them. By this point, there is not only certainty in the fate of Adolf Hitler – a man who haunts these pages – but of Schwarzenbach, of Christina. Rescuing Christina from her morphine addiction is the governing hope of the journey, but by 1945, Maillart knows the outcome of this endeavour. As such, the writing itself is shadowed by spectres and, I sensed, by the rituals of mourning. The women make frequent visits to tombs; they go to Christian sites of various denominations and Islamic shrines, both Sunni and Shia. More often than not, these sites house the remains of a saint or an imam. Such visits punctuate the texts in a way that seems to presage Maillart’s inevitable grief.


Perhaps tellingly, the sadness that I detect in Maillart’s writing does not appear at all in the sections of Schwarzenbach’s that are included here. Her accounts are lively, at times excitable, rich in sensory experience and inquisitiveness. While she is rather wraithlike in Maillart’s account, she is vivid in her own. I was struck by the way her interest in other people contrasts with Maillart’s reserve, at least the Maillart we encounter in these pages. Schwarzenbach writes of the men they meet and of the women of Afghanistan and their ‘progress’ (she is rather sceptical of the term).


The Cruel Way, at its heart, is about the lure of the journey. The narrative is structured and interrupted by borders: mountain ranges, deserts, seas and rivers. Spaces are limned by differences in language, nation and empire, by culture and religion. There are bureaucratic borders precipitating frequent run-ins with border guards. Sometimes Maillart and Christina are ushered onwards without issue; at other times their papers are inspected and found wanting. There are negotiations, one of them calls a friend (they are well-connected) and they are allowed to continue. It is often their cameras that are the focus of this bureaucratic attention. In Istanbul they are taken for spies, and in Turbat they are once again detained and questioned about their photographs. Christina pretends to take the car away for petrol, leaving Maillart with the officials. Maillart then sneaks out the back and runs down a lane to join Christina and the car, and they drive away, wondering if and for how long they will be pursued. 


As they travel, the women change, or rather, they are seen differently by those around them. Their meanings shift as they transplant themselves from place to place; their codes are broken and re-encrypted. Over the course of their journey, Maillart and Christina are taken for many things, and that is always the phrasing that is used: ‘taken for.’ (While writing this introduction, I had to check myself a couple of times – I would accidentally type ‘mistaken’ when this is not how Maillart puts it and the difference is, I think, crucial.) In Khoi, Christina is taken for Maillart’s chauffeur. Indeed, Christina is continuously taken for a man. For Maillart, this is only a problem when it interferes with her own explorations. As they travel through Persia (modern day Iran) Maillart instructs her companion to wear a skirt as two women travelling together are more likely to be offered help should they need it. Moreover, she is keen that they gain entrance to the harems, which they will not be able to do if Christina presents herself as a man.


Frequently, they are also taken for Nazis. While staying in Tehran, they are saluted by the domestic staff, who talk about how awful the British are. While Maillart objects to the gesture, she notes that in many of the regions they pass through, it is Great Britain not Germany that is despised as the old aggressor. As they travel on, they find themselves mixing Persian words with their usual French vocabulary, and Maillart notes that the car also becomes ‘persianised’, by which she means Christina has attached local purchases to the dashboard.


We, in turn, might take these travellers for many things: adventurers, tourists, ethnographers, imperialists, refugees. When Maillart writes of escaping, her language is infused with references to toxins and their restorative obverse, ‘fresh air’. She seeks altitude. She often writes of landscapes in terms of sickness and health, perhaps for telling reasons. In East Persia, she vividly describes the small craters erupting in the soil like ‘carbuncle wounds’. Earlier, leaving the Caspian Sea and its Turkish-bath-like heat, she noted that ‘bodies are not meant to go on oozing like a bag of curds’. Her writing is evocative; sometimes grotesque. Maillart often distinguishes between what she sees as the technological advancements of the West and the spiritual forces of the East. She spots European vehicles or armaments, and notices a cinema projector in an Iranian mosque, where the arched mihrab used to stand. She names the projector as a ‘new god, and bestower of oblivion to our mass civilisation.’


Christina, with Maillart’s help, is fighting against an addiction, although we are told that she frequently slips off to find morphine. Maillart explains her companion’s drug use as a process of self-exploration. She writes of Christina’s experiments with the boundaries between the ‘natural’ and the ‘anti-natural’ – ‘she would know that nature and its laws cannot bind us, she would begin to feel in herself a freedom beyond nature’. These sections offer tantalising insights into their relationship and the extent of Christina’s struggles. Nothing is uttered in certain terms; all we have are Maillart’s words – words like ‘love’; phrases like ‘taken for a man’. Intriguingly, Schwarzenbach reveals very little of these concerns, offering only beguiling allusions to the unfathomability and ‘labrynthine’ structure of her life and her fears that she had ‘gone a step too far and, albeit unintentionally, crossed the boundary of the sphere human beings are allotted.’


The Cruel Way frequently grapples with the possibility of ever truly understanding the lives and experiences of others. A visit to the tomb of Ali Ibn Musa al Reza – the eighth Imam of Shia Islam – in Meshed draws a reflection on the possibilities of understanding or immersing oneself in unfamiliar beliefs and cultures. Here, they worry that their cameras, for which they do not have a permit, will be spotted, and they hide them as they hurry through the town to the site of the tomb itself. They do not mix with the pilgrims but watch from a vantage point. As they do so, Maillart reflects on her previous visit to this tomb, when she did situate herself within the crowd. On that occasion, she had walked among the pilgrims as they entered the chamber that housed the tomb. Trying to grasp a sense of their spiritual fervour, she came to realise that true participation would be impossible without the religious belief that the Shia pilgrims possessed. She stood in the prescribed place, enacted the appropriate gestures, vocalisations and movements, but her experience was somehow diminished, shown up as a simulation. 


Ella Maillart and Annemarie – or Christina – Schwarzenbach seem, at times, remote. Their political concerns are of their age, as is their vocabulary, and there are points when they take an uncomfortably superior view of the world around them. Yet, despite this distance, there are also moments when they seem altogether tangible. They are curious, confident, and their relationship – whatever its specifics – is resolutely queer. This should not be surprising. Throughout history, women and queer people have managed to live all sorts of lives in all sorts of guises. What makes The Cruel Way so extraordinary is the way it maps this singular human relationship through a resolutely expansive engagement with the world beyond.










A Note on the Text


 


 


 


 


 


In looking back into the past to rediscover, and republish, out-of-print travel books, we have inevitably come across terminology that might not be used today. We made the decision not to change the original words of either writer in this book, but rather to acknowledge that language and attitudes have moved on since the time of writing.










‘You are seeking a “New World”. I know one that is always new because it is eternal. O adventurers, conquerors of Americas, mine is an adventure more difficult and more heroic than all yours. At the cost


of a thousand sufferings worse than yours, at the cost of a long death before the fact, I shall conquer this world that is ever young. Dare to follow me and you will see!’


Saint Teresa (1515–1582)


 


‘Nay, be a Columbus to whole new continents and worlds within you, opening new channels, not of trade but of thought. Every man is the lord of a realm beside which the earthly empire of the Czar is but a petty state, a hummock left by the ice. Yet some can be patriotic who have no SELF-respect, and sacrifice the greater to the less. They love the soil which makes their graves but have no sympathy with the spirit which may still animate their clay.’


Henry David Thoreau (1817–1862)


 


‘. . . the healers of the soul have found to be true: that to make manifest to the mind what is in the heart is to ease suffering. This itself I think is part of a cosmic process, serving the purposes of soul for which the universe exists, a process by which we are ever becoming more self-conscious, drawing nigher to the depths in ourselves and the true in being. Every step, even if painful, by which we gain a profounder self-consciousness brings with it a wisdom which is compensation for our grief and whose dawning indicates, as I truly believe, the absolution of our sin.’


Æ. (Foreword to MORS et VITA)










Chapter 1


The Idea


‘If it’s not warmer to-morrow when I take you to the station, the car might easily break down: it can no longer cope with such frosts.’ Christina made that remark by the way and I hardly heard it, for my thoughts were still in Prague: she had just described the soul of that city, the life of her Czech friends, their utter helplessness and despair as the might of Hitler approached them with steady relentlessness.


We were both looking through the small window-panes of her peasant’s house in the Engadine. Winter ruled. Across the valley, clouds hid the slope of the Fextal where we had skied that morning between luminous red-brown larches. A dark, low sky oppressed the valley – shadowless, dead. Though high in the Alps, the land looked flat and broad, for the house stood by a lake now frozen hard under many layers of snow. Nothing but that desolate expanse barred us from the southern horizon where the Maloja pass leads into Italy.


Christina must have added: ‘The car is worn out and Father has promised me a Ford’; I only heard that last name and it seems to have been responsible for all.


That one word was enough; flocking ideas arranged themselves in the right order, vague tendencies crystallised into a solid plan. As if it were a kind of long-drawn echo, I heard a voice like mine begin to say:


‘A Ford! That’s the car to climb the new Hazarejat road in Afghanistan! In Iran too, one should travel in one’s own car. Two years ago I went lorry-hopping from India to Turkey: I am not likely to forget that dusty journey with its many breakdowns, the fervour of the pilgrims, the sleeping on the road or in overcrowded caravanserais, the police inspections at each village and – more difficult to laugh away – the necessity of staying by the lorry instead of roaming at will.’


In the clouds above the Maloja a diffused light seemed to show the way: after a drop of five thousand feet into the warmth of Lombardy it would wind through the Balkans and take us to the Bosphorus, gate to the immensities of Asia. My mind was already in Persia.


‘East of the Caspian we shall drive to the ancient tower of the Gumbad-i-Kabus and camp among Persian Turkomans: they may still follow the customs I sought in vain among their kinsmen modernised by the Soviets. We shall see the golden dome of the Imam Reza shrine – smooth, compact, and precious shell aimed at the sky. Then we shall reach the giant Buddhas in the pure valley of Bamian, the incredibly blue lakes of the Band-i-Amir. Further still, down the northern side of the Hindu Kush, up the valley of the mighty Oxus, we shall vanish into the mountains before any prohibition from Kabul can stop us. There live the men I want to study in a country where I feel happy: mountaineers not enslaved by artificial needs, free men not forced to increase their daily production. If access to Kafiristan is barred, we can traverse India, take the Burma Road and live with the Lolos of Eastern Tibet. When I have collected new facts about these tribes, I shall at last be admitted into the brotherhood of ethnologists. Then all will be well: I shall belong to an organisation, it will be my job to rove, I shall no longer be tempted to write books to make a living.’ A power dormant in my talk had given birth to a plan already so mature that it at once imposed itself: it was like the mango trick.


At last Christina had a chance to speak: ‘When I was in Teheran I longed to go further East where traditional ways of living had not been abolished.’


Her voice brought me back to the present. I looked at her coldly: though she was still convalescing after months of an exhausting cure, the look in her eye was sound and determined. Trying to dam the new current with the nearest bricks I could lay hands on, I said:


‘My dear, I am a fool to talk like this. Unless you put on twenty pounds of flesh you cannot possibly tackle such hardships. Besides, who would finance us? And anyway war will soon break out . . . And if it doesn’t I shall probably lecture in the States.’ I didn’t mention my main objection: provided she were soon normal, how long could we bear each other?


Though she probably guessed my thought she said nothing, nothing. Her thin hand held a cigarette, the yellow knuckles sharp under a skin as thin as tissue-paper. She was sitting on the bench – with hollowed chest, hugging her knees, her adolescent body leaning against the great stove built in the corner of the room. But for her tense presence it would have been restful in the quiet old house while the squalls whistled abroad, in that peasant house of bare larch (the oblong lozenges of its red grain are like watered silk). Table and walls were clean, smooth and friendly under the palm eager to feel them.


Though apparently impassive, Christina did not know how to be at rest.


Calm as usual, her colourless face was a symbol I was trying to read: devoid of all pretence, it was a ‘simple’ face in the sense of true, artless, not concerned with itself. Under the mass of close-cropped hair the head seemed too big, too full of thoughts for so frail a neck. The forehead was not high but arresting by its broadness, its density, its determination – nearing stubbornness sometimes.


I knew that behind it thoughts could take to high flights once they had surmounted an obsession I could not yet define. The eyes set wide apart, showed changing shades of dark-blue grey under eye-brows much darker than her hair. Those eyes belonged to a soul in love with beauty that would often wince away from a discordant world; they could shine with enthusiasm, with affection, they could smile back at you, but I never saw them laugh. Unexpectedly fleshy when you studied it, the nose suggested that her constitution was perhaps not so weak as it seemed. Melancholy in the modelling of the pale, irregular mouth – lips that were inhaling smoke with silent voracity. (The dark shades of her teeth increased, she had told me, whenever her vitality was ebbing.) The small chin was particularly youthful, making one think of a puzzled child ready to ask for protection. Her hands were those of a patient craftsman who knows how to chisel a pure line: I have seen her turn seven sheets one after the other into the typewriter before that paragraph had attained the perfectly flowing curve which alone could satisfy her. Writing was the only ritual of her life: she subordinated everything to it.


Impassivity was quite natural to her concern for perfect form: she could never have displayed an untidy face like mine. It was partly because of this strange tense serenity that a friend of ours used to call her the ‘Fallen Angel’. Her subtle body, her pensive face lighted by the pale brow, put forth a charm that acted powerfully on those who are attracted by the tragic greatness of androgyny.


She spoke, determined to allay my fears:


‘Kini: I must go away. I am finished if I stay in this country where I no longer find any help, where I made too many mistakes and where the past weighs on me too heavily . . . I had thought of going to Lapland but I would much rather come with you to Afghanistan. You see . . . I have not yet learned to live alone! As for exploring, I needn’t go with you into the mountains: you are a friend of the Hackins and I might perhaps help them if they are excavating there. You know I have already worked with archaeologists in Syria and in Persia.’


After a short pause she continued: ‘You are concerned for my health and I admit I am weak. But you don’t know my constitution. You must ask the doctors. They can never explain my recoveries. I promise you to ski every day instead of smoking too much; then I shall have more appetite, eat more and put on weight. As for money, our publishers ought to help us. I have just finished my last book and I can get an advance on a story about Afghanistan. The Geographical Magazine will also support us.’ Then, in a more subdued voice, she added: ‘I am thirty. It is the last chance to mend my ways, to take myself in hand. This journey is not going to be a sky-larking escapade as if we were twenty – and that is impossible, with the fear of Hitler increasing day by day around us. This journey must be a means towards our end. We can help each other to become conscious, responsible persons. My blind way of life has grown unbearable. What is the reason, the meaning of the chaos that undermines people and nations? And there must be something that I am to do with my life, there must be some purpose for which I could gladly die or live! Kini . . . how do you live?’


‘Now, listen. Let’s be practical. We agreed long ago that we shall have to know ourselves better before we can know anything else; we also inferred that the chaos around us is linked with the chaos within. But first of all you must gain strength, cease to be at the mercy of your health. Are you willing during the coming months, to devote your marvellous energy to building a new body for your renovated nerves? Will you stop worrying about questions you can’t yet solve? Don’t say ‘‘Yes’’ just to quiet me but, please, see what you owe yourself. For instance, you often said you would fight Hitler with all your might when war breaks out; but what will you do then if you are still a mere shadow?’


Thus my voice, with as much authority as I could. But I knew the torment that lay behind Christina’s simple words. And deep down, where life is secret and smooth in its flowing, I uttered a silent prayer: May it be in my power to help you, impatient Christina so irked by the limitations of the human condition, so oppressed by the falsity of life, by the parody of love around us. If we travel together, may it be given me not to fail you, may my shoulder be firm enough for you to lean on. Along the surface of the earth I shall find our way where I have journeyed before; and inwardly, where I have long ago begun to ask myself questions so like yours, may the little that I have found help you to find what each of us has to find by himself.










Chapter 2


The Start


Silvaplana in the Engadine was the spring-board of our imagination in its soaring East by South to the great watersheds of Asia. But the actual take-off was the rocky pass of the Simplon whence, wheeling, swooping, banking down the mountain road and the dark gorge opening into Italy, we went abroad.


Patches of snow invisibly thawing under the soft wind dotted the grey sides of the bovine mountain near us; no traffic, no noise disturbed us on that road still walled in between the banks of hardened slush. Thousands of feet beneath us a train was probably worming its way along the twelve-mile tunnel: we were happier here, poised between lowlands and high ranges, between southern and central Europe, between the charm of Latin warmth and the heaviness of Teutonic reserve, admiring a natural border that no politics can alter.


Let us linger there a moment before we look at Switzerland for the last time; let us evoke a little of what we left behind us then, in 1939. Our good-bye went also to Paris, London and Berlin, the monstrous towns that were still booming as usual; they built the background of our world, a world we knew condemned. Until ‘it’ happened we must pursue our strife because we felt it less futile than any other activity.


Paris. Rushing from consulate to publisher, from dressmaker to museum, from bank to tip-giving journalist, from car-specialist to editor, from anthropologist to camera-man, from doctor to librarian, one day I found myself walking down the Champs-Elysées. The pollen of the blossoming chestnut-trees seemed to sparkle in the morning air, the sky was light blue, warm and gay. I turned into the Avenue Montaigne on my way to my stylish guestroom by the river. I was happy. But aware of the beautiful moment, my throat contracted suddenly. Tears were soon streaming down my cheeks, gushing out continuously. Deeply moved, half blind, I had to find a bench where I could gather myself together.


Very slowly that overwhelming impersonal emotion became a thought – that something was keenly suffering for Paris. It was as if the flesh and the spirit of Paris were maimed, martyred, torn apart and as if I had become a mass of compassion large enough to envelop the whole witty capital I knew so well. What else could be done about such misery but cry – cry with an intensity of feeling at which I soon began to marvel.


After a while more normal thoughts began to shape themselves: ‘it’ had not happened yet and even if it did it might not be so terrible as all that . . . Here and now I only knew that I was taking leave of Paris. I was right to look at it with intensity for I felt I should never again see it as it used to be.


There was nothing to explain this shattering experience. Only last evening, Blaise Cendrars had invited me to spend the summer in the Forêt des Ardennes: he asserted there would be no war. Since he spent much time in the office of Paris-Soir and ought to know more than ordinary mortals, I had felt cheered. Charming but wavering Robert was calmly becoming a bourgeois, pretending he was not worried by the future. Hackin had just left the Musée Guimet for Afghanistan as if life in Europe were quite normal. We had arranged to join him at Begram where he would dig in July: he had agreed to take Christina in his group.


But because he was an active socialist my friend Professor Rivet was no longer received in certain houses – a small sign that an ominous gap was widening, that ways of thinking had at last some bearing upon practical life. Political refugees had been expelled. Jean’s ‘left’ paper had been confiscated and some of his friends arrested. ‘Fascism will reign for a long time,’ he said. And as we parted he warned me: ‘This time, I assure you, war is quite near.’ But he had said the same thing on the eve of Hitler’s march to Vienna.


As for Paul Valéry and Lucien Fabre, I was convinced that whatever might happen they would not be upset. Fabre seemed to understand my vague gropings. ‘The rational explanation of the world doesn’t work,’ he said. ‘We throw a network of meridians and parallels over it but they don’t contain everything and they explain nothing. Go and see more of the East, since you are so inclined. Perhaps in India, where many believe in a spiritual life, there is a climate favourable to revelations.’


In London the atmosphere was quite different – more unanimous, more youthful than when I was last there. It looked as if the English had taken to eating lion at breakfast. But I could not help remembering how in September 1938, Hilary St. George Saunders as well as Denison Ross had lost their heads as soon as it seemed that the country might be bombed. In the rage and despair of their surprise, they had clamoured for the lives of sixty million Germans. Now each of them admitted that, caught unprepared, he had been in a bad mess but that he and his country were prepared to fight once more to the death.


Steve King-Hall had a clear vision of what was happening and I liked his way of proving that modern wars are cataclysms that only postpone a lasting settlement. Many people’s problems may be simplified when they know they must fight for their country. But the suffering war involves is useless until the survivors know what to live for.


Frere had time to lunch me at the Savoy though he was now working at the Labour Ministry as well as for the firm that publishes my books. He had become detached and wise: chatting or joking was a thing of the past. He went as far as to say that spiritual problems were at the root of the European crisis.


The Royal Geographical Society had ceased to be august and imperial: in a busy atmosphere, precious books and documents were being packed off to safe places in the country. Choosing the maps we needed for our journey, I met Eric Shipton and Campbell Secord who were leaving next day for the Karakoram. Should the Afghans object to my plans, I was to join Shipton in his remote valley and there spend the winter among the Shimshalis, studying the women while he would deal with the men. (The only thing that happened at the time of our supposed meeting was that their expedition came back because of the war; but one of Shipton’s companions disguised himself into me and ‘my’ arrival was enacted at Gilgit where the Political Agent was deceived for a while.)


During these London days I was staying with Irene who had met Christina at Teheran in 1935. She thought I was unwise to start with such a companion – predicted that we would reach neither Kabul nor Iran. Assuring her she was wrong, I tried to convince her that I knew the ‘Fallen Angel’ better than she. Deep in my heart was an unshakable confidence in Christina and that my double aim – Kabul and helping her – would be attained.


But frolicking through London with Audrey in search of a hold-all that would keep me warm if I got benighted among the snows of the Pamirs, I saw what fun it would be to rove with a witty companion, sparkling with joie de vivre. Then I knew I was not quite easy about our enterprise.


From London I flew to Germany to meet Dr. Herrlich whose book on Kafiristan (now called Nuristan) had just been published. The Afghan Government had forced upon his expedition an escort of twenty-one soldiers: they wanted to be sure that no German would enter a native house. The soldiers were to forestall any incident that might show the world at large that ‘progress’ had not yet reached the steepest and most hidden valleys. But every time a pass lay ahead, the Germans, good mountaineers, put on a spurt, out-distanced the soldiers and gained half an hour to study the Kafirs! These fair-haired men still worshipped the god Imra and his spouse Nurmelli. One of the initiation rites was to sacrifice a goat to Gish the god of war. Boys and girls dance arm in arm around the fire and sing in harmony. Women give birth in the ‘Nurmelli-house’ where they stay twenty days. Until the effigy of the dead man has been erected, the high-priest cannot enter the house of the deceased. In Kafiristan, too, cocks are sacred animals and men milk the cows. And the people use stools – the only Asiatics, except the far-away Chinese, who do not live on the ground.


I gathered that the Dr. Herrlich’s permission to explore Kafiristan had been obtained at a time when the Afghan Government had wanted machinery from Germany at an advantageous price. Deprived of such bargaining powers, I had little chance of being officially allowed in these valleys; nevertheless, in a defiant gesture, I bought calipers to measure the heads of those mountaineers!


I was intrigued and charmed by the wooden objects the expedition had brought back – heroes on horseback which, in the cemeteries, keep guard over the thick coffins of cedar wood; carved figures with stiff faces under pointed helmets; bowls with geometrical patterns that recalled the art of the South Seas.


On my way back to Geneva I stopped at Zürich where Christina had obtained the help of a museum.


I called on C. G. Jung, hoping (very foolishly) that he could give me a key to the mentality of the so-called primitives. I offered him one of my books. He looked at it and asked: ‘Why do you travel?’


‘To meet those who know how to live peacefully’ was the first answer that came to my lips. But the great man had looked at me with suspicion; did I look like a restless lunatic who wants to be cured?


I felt giddy at the science he displayed in analysing the recesses of what he called ‘the Old Man’s mind’ or in describing the supra-conscious heights he was going to study systematically. I asked if such research were not dangerous. Years later, when I met spiritual masters in India, I was to remember his answer, and the glance of those small piercing eyes: ‘Yes, it is dangerous. But he who wants to know must take into account the possibility of going mad.’


Bathed in the light reflected from the lake, Zürich was in a festive mood; a streaming multitude was delighted with the clever ‘Swiss Exhibition’, which, on the eve of another world war, reminded the Confederates what Switzerland stood for, toning up the fibres of their disparate characters. In a flash of memory I remembered a similar atmosphere during the Fête de Juin, the pageant that took place in Geneva in 1914. I saw the wide theatre whose vast stage opened on to the natural background of Lake Léman; the choir chanting the life of our free people; the heart-moving scene when the huge barques sailed up to the stage full of Swiss soldiers of the past coming to liberate Geneva from Napoleon.


Has it perhaps a meaning that these two magnificent shows quickened the spirit of the Swiss before two world tragedies? Why, for what purpose should Switzerland be spared twice? But has life a purpose? and if it has, how can we know it? Every line of thought led me back to this same question that I asked for the first time in 1918 when I saw how many lives were foolishly wasted!


In Geneva while I said to friends ‘I leave to-morrow for Kabul,’ I was as calm as if I had said ‘I am going to Paris.’ Could it mean that from then on I was to feel at home in the East? It was casually, too, that I kissed mother good-bye on the landing by the lift while she asked once more: ‘Have you got everything?’


From the height of our fourth storey, motionless on the dark road between two white cliffs of modern flats, our roadster looked small, compact and powerful: narrow at the radiator and broad in the stern, it was a ship that would smoothly open Europe or Asia in a sliding bow-wave during many months.


We were under way – rolling on the silky tarred roads I know so well, crossing the Pont du Mont-Blanc, following the quays where red tulip-beds danced in the blue breeze from the lake.


It was the sixth of June, 1939.


Though our inner gaze was fixed on a goal impatiently desired, we left home slowly. Though we longed for the desolate expanse of the Persian desert and the sharp winds of the Hindu Kush, our eyes were sensitive to the Pays Romand. How moved I was by a country endowed with such variety, a country where nothing is in excess; so proud the hills of rocks, so radiant the snowfields caressed by passing clouds, so odorant the long hay mixed with daisies, so pure the waters, so deep the murmuring foliage of the parks, so classical the pediments of the old grey houses. How unbelievable all this would seem evoked in the monotonous plains of Iran! Lizard-like little towns under the brown scales of their tiles, inns where the shaded tables rest against a wall lapped by transparent wavelets, golden tiers of vineyards worshipping the sun! All that coast, a curved amphitheatre facing the Alps enthroned beyond the liquid arena of the Léman – what abundance, what perfection, what calm it breathed, as if there were no frantic men under the German skies!


But like a satiated cat with closed eyes seemingly lost in bliss, the country was yet alert, its burrowed mountains hiding weapons, its telegraph antennas ready to catch the least omen.


Good-bye clean country, great Rhône valley lined with vibrant poplars, where every bounding torrent we pass evokes a place of beauty – Arolla, Zermatt or Saas-Fee! I linger by a waterfall pretending to take trial shots with the ciné, but I only want to break the trance woven by so many miles of tarmac gliding underneath our singing wheels. I want to touch your earth once more.










Chapter 3


Italy


The first camp was pleasant.


As we stepped out of our sleeping-bags our blue-grey tent shone under the diamond powder of the dew. Supple like yellow satin, new leaves trembled, thrilled to be noticed by the young sun. Even the waters of our stream were new, snow-born in the mountains above Domodossola.


Neither a carabinero nor the owner of the field had arrested us – as a pretentious youth had threatened last evening, showing off before peasant-women all in black. Timidly they had watched the lighting of our petrol stove. The rich aroma of our ‘Nescafé’ provoked the remark that there was no coffee to be had in their country – and coffee the favourite drink of Italy! Out of her folded apron a girl took a handful of roasted wheat: ‘We replace it with this!’


At midday we lunched by the lake of Garda. My thoughts crossed the waters to the ‘Villa delle Rupi’ where Cecil Lewis had invited me for the summer. I compared the uncertain enterprise on which we had started with the months of peaceful work I might have accomplished in that idyllic spot. Could it be that I was fond of difficulty?


I don’t like motoring and on an ‘autostrade’ I loathe it: it makes me a dull automaton that can only listen to the purr of the machine. Milan ought to have been near but from our billiard-table road we could see nothing, not even the fields. The few cars about were all German, the women in them with kerchiefs round fat faces reddened by too much wind.


We stopped at a filling station which I recognised: arriving here from Turkey two years ago, at night, we had run short of petrol and of money. No ‘liras’ could be cashed because of the maddening money regulations. In a depressed voice I had asked: ‘What angel will help us?’ At midnight there was hardly any traffic so when a car stopped at the pump I boldly addressed the owner. I proposed to repay him by money-order from Geneva. He trusted us and bought our petrol. When he gave me his visiting card, I saw that his Christian name was Angelo!


Christina was at the wheel most of the time; either her trained ‘road-sense’ suffered from my clumsiness or she did not trust me while the valves of our new Ford were still not ground. Since all that concerned the car was her domain, I did not argue.


We had to halt to let a long procession go by: the men in black, the girl-communicants in white, the clergy in bright red, the holy emblems gilded on their palanquin and all the shy women at the rear. Trampled flowers lay dying on the road. The scene struck me as very oriental with its tired people walking in a dream: it reminded me of similar ceremonies that I had seen in India or in China.


 


The approaches to charming Trieste were still defaced by huge DUCE painted on every wall of the corniche road.


We sipped ice-creams on the quay where brown trawlers’ nets hung by the green Adriatic. That flagged piazza will always be linked in my memory with Christina’s words. It was from Trieste that she had sailed for the Near East where she was to marry Francis. ‘I felt that I was heading for a prison. I don’t know why,’ she said in a detached voice, ‘but I was too weak-minded to free myself while it was still possible.’ I thought I could guess how difficult it must have been for these two to become a couple. As long as one is single it does not matter if one is extremely self-centred, but in marriage it is almost inevitable that one of the pair will have to live for the other. Christina lived solely for her writing. While Francis had learned to compromise between his private life and his life as a diplomat, Christina could never attempt such a tour-de-force: she knew that legations are but the glass-cases of life, pleasant only for a moment. Francis, therefore, had assured her that she needn’t change her ways at all.


They had first met at Teheran where he was working as Secretary; she was helping archeologists at Rey not far from the capital. They enjoyed talking together and often their discussions lasted late into the night. People gossiped. The wife of the Minister whom Christina stayed with when she was in town advised either marriage or restraint. It seemed foolish to hamper a friendship: the first solution seemed easier though they were determined to go on living in every way as independently as before.


But by the time they were married, Francis had become Chargé d’Affaires: as the wife of Number One she had to appear at receptions. Awkwardly, with an immense effort, she tried, or thought she tried her utmost to deal with that hated new life. She put her work aside: when cook blunders, the country you represent loses face for a long time! She assumed that Francis did not notice her increasing misery, that he showed no compassion, encouragement or understanding while she gasped in her glass-case.


Life dragged on in an atmosphere of latent crisis. A way out might have been to laugh at herself: but for those who live with great intensity the business of living is so urgent that there is no leisure for the palliative of humour. She rebelled, fell prey to a nervous breakdown. According to what she told me, she began to think that in marrying Francis her main aim had been to free herself from her mother. I imagine that part of this latent antagonism was due to the love that Christina felt during her childhood for that great amazon, her mother. With the years this feeling had become more complex. And it seemed that neither mother nor daughter could ever get used to a different state of affairs.


‘Mother foretold disaster if I married. And it was happening. There was no way out, for Francis’ people were strict Catholics. It was very foolish of me to be always acting against Mother – the person who knows me better than anyone else. I had no hope of freeing myself from her, no hope of ever being simply myself.’


From then on, Christina had begun to live a new instalment of the particular hell she used to carve out for herself. Some hints about it were enough to teach me that hunger or poverty are less to be dreaded than an illness of the mind. A bad wound in her leg and a tormented friendship with a beautiful Turkish girl were added to her troubles. But one day she reacted, seized an opportunity to run away from doctors and drugs; she joined Marjorie at her summer camp high up on the slopes of the Demavend, where horses are left free to roam, where the torrent is like leaping crystal, the air as sparkling as the snowfields where it was born. There the silence whispered to her anguished pride that all was still not lost. But if she were to live again she would have to strive alone.


Three years later she freed herself at last from her Teheran nightmare by writing a long poem in prose. I had seen her at it at Neuchâtel during her convalescence, a prey to her inspiration, cigarettes and coffee hidden from the doctors. That beautiful, feverish poem exhausted while renewing her. ‘One sheds one’s sicknesses in books – repeats and presents again one’s emotions to be master of them,’ wrote D. H. Lawrence. It was true of Christina.


Now, having exorcised the past and feeling virginal once more, she was ready to be preyed upon by life again. But could she not adopt a less violent rhythm? Was there a remote chance that my normality might become ever so slightly contagious?


 


Before leaving Trieste we went to buy hats – in case of breakdowns in the roasting desert. Coming out of a department-store wearing that latest sixpenny-worth, I remarked that it might even serve if we had to appear at a garden-party! But Christina did not smile back: she had lost the flat little key of the car. Our Ford had suddenly become as inaccessible as the nearby Lancia. We remained calm under this blow, the first one borne in common. With beating hearts we retraced our steps very carefully; and in the big shop we had the luck to find our key lying on the floor.


Then, lightheartedly, we sent the car darting up the great road that conquers the stony Karst, a dull grey plain honeycombed with gaping caves.


Springtime and a road wide open ahead, when you are free to drive on for thousands of miles, free to camp or eat, to stop or change itinerary at will, can give a great exhilaration. Only leaving harbour in one’s own boat could one be more deeply stirred, for at sea the whole immensity is offered – no roads to force the keel along given lines. Or in the air, with a new element under control, a boon till now conceded only to the birds.
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