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PREFACE

IN SEPTEMBER 1901, an American missionary named Ellen Stone was kidnapped in Macedonia, then a southerly province of the Balkans. Her capture by a band of unidentified revolutionaries caused a sensation throughout Europe and America. This excitement was due in part to the times—it was the Victorian era when the honor of an unmarried woman was still a proper cause for mobilizing armies. It was also due to the place. The Balkans at the turn of the century were in the throes of a long, percussive revolution.

The Christian states in the west of the peninsula—Greece, Serbia, Montenegro—had already waged successful wars of independence against the Ottoman Turks who had ruled the Balkans for over five hundred years. This insurgency had spread east to Bulgaria. In the capitals of Europe, diplomats of the Great Powers met to carve up the carcass of the staggering Ottoman Empire and to discuss how to fill the void left by its impending collapse. The Eastern Question, as it was known, was the subject of endless debate.

The United States had not been invited to participate in that debate. As of the late nineteenth century it was not yet a world power. Isolated by two oceans, it did not stand to be affected directly by an Ottoman implosion. Most Americans, moreover, could not have located Macedonia on a map of Europe—making it all the more improbable, therefore, that Miss Stone, a middle-aged spinster from Massachusetts, should have strayed into the line of fire.

The American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions, the missionary society to which Miss Stone belonged, was headquartered in Boston. Its mission was Evangelical and characterized by a crusading zeal. The first of their number arrived in Constantinople in 1819. From there they hoped to launch a latter-day crusade against the Muslim Turks. Although their hymns were militant, the invasion was largely metaphorical. The enemy they’d envisioned was the Turk of Christian memory—the Seljuk Turk who had ruled the Holy Land during the Middle Ages and who had crossed swords there with Christian Crusaders. But the Seljuks had since been supplanted by the Ottomans. And the Ottoman sultan dealt with this fresh Christian intrusion by ignoring it.

The Ottomans had arrived from the plains of Anatolia at the end of the Middle Ages. In the fourteenth century, descendants of a warlord named Osman led a deadly efficient army over the Dardanelles and into Europe. One by one they conquered the faltering Christian kingdoms of the Balkans, defeating the Serbs at the Battle of Kosovo in 1389 and engendering religious and racial hatreds that would last for centuries.

At the height of its power, the Ottoman Empire had spread as far east as the Caspian Sea, as far south as the tip of Arabia, as far west as Algeria, and as far north as Belgrade. Not until the late seventeenth century were its forces turned back, when Eugene of Savoy thwarted Sultan Mustafa II’s siege of Vienna at the Battle of Zenta on September 11, 1697. After that, Ottoman power began to wane. By the nineteenth century, the prestige of the Empire was so reduced that the Western press referred to it by the less respectful name of Turkey or with plain contempt as the “Sick Man of Europe.” When Sultan Abdul Hamid II strapped on the sword of Osman in 1876, he had inherited an exchequer deeply in debt to European bankers.

The Sultan was, by nature, a recluse. His own subjects never saw him except on Fridays when he climbed into an enclosed coach and rode a few yards to pray at a mosque just outside the palace gate. If they strained, they could catch a glimpse of a sunken, hawk-nosed man with haunted eyes and artificially blackened hair. (Custom did not permit a sultan to show signs of mortality.) In place of the sable robes of his forebears, Abdul Hamid wore a Stambouline, an ugly black frock coat favored by Ottoman gentlemen to proclaim their Europeanization.

Abdul Hamid’s paranoia became so acute that he ordered built on the grounds of Yildiz Palace an authentic replica of a European outdoor café where he sat and sipped coffee while his bodyguards lounged at adjoining tables. He carried an ivory revolver. Startled once by a gardener, he shot the man dead.

Early in his reign, Abdul Hamid tolerated the Protestant missionaries. He perceived that their arrival antagonized the Eastern Orthodox as well as the Roman Catholics, and anything that set Christians to fighting among themselves worked to his advantage. But as the revolts among his Christian subjects grew, the Sultan’s rule became increasingly harsh, culminating in massacres by Muslim irregulars called bashi-bazouks. He suspected, correctly, that the American Evangelicals were encouraging rebellion in Armenia and elsewhere. Spies followed the Protestants, recording their comings and goings in confidential reports to the palace.

Since the United States didn’t enjoy full diplomatic relations with the Ottomans, the two countries had never exchanged ambassadors. The Americans wouldn’t take the initiative, waiting for Turkey to make the first move. Turkey didn’t see the need. American interests were represented, instead, by a lesser dignitary, the U.S. Minister. He presided over a legation that occupied a small rented palace in the diplomatic quarter of Constantinople. There was also an American consul whose job it was to safeguard the interests of U.S. citizens within the empire. One of these consuls, Eugene Schuyler, rose above the mundane confines of his office to write a white paper protesting the slaughter of Bulgarians in 1876. On balance, however, the Americans had little influence and could be manipulated or safely ignored.

In the spring of 1898, all of that changed. The American Asiatic Squadron surprised and sank the Spanish Fleet at Manila Bay. That Spain was already tottering—and the Yankee fleet was a slow, ungainly assortment of steam and canvas-driven vessels—did not alter the fact that America was now a power to be reckoned with. The Sultan was said to be very impressed, particularly as the battle had been won without the loss of a single American life. Negotiations for an exchange of ambassadors with Turkey were underway when they were overshadowed by the sudden kidnapping of Ellen Stone.

Kidnappings in European Turkey were hardly new. The highjacking of Europeans was already a cottage industry among roaming bands of comitadji. Their victims were usually aristocrats, industrialists, and foreign consuls. Their ransoms were usually paid by the victim’s family or associates while his government coerced the Ottomans into reimbursing it. As the Empire was nearly bankrupt, these so-called “indemnities” were difficult to collect. Americans had so far been spared as victims, probably because prior to 1898 the United States was still regarded abroad as a crude confederation of provinces rather than an actual country, and its citizens had appeared too insignificant to command a ransom. With the capture of Ellen Stone, Americans had to reckon with one of the unforeseen consequences of world power.

Faced with the problem of rescuing Miss Stone, the American Department of State was at a loss for precedent—the nearest thing in its experience being the cases of sailors captured by Barbary corsairs. The kidnapping posed a dilemma. Did the United States of America negotiate with kidnappers or did it not? Would it pay a ransom, or no? If the nation’s honor was at stake, would President Theodore Roosevelt take the perilous step of sending warships through the Dardanelles?

During the six months of Miss Stone’s captivity, American and English tabloids fueled public outrage. Before its ultimate resolution, the kidnapping had drawn the governments of America, Turkey, Russia, Britain, and Bulgaria into a web of diplomatic intrigue.

The Miss Stone Affair, as it came to be known, would go down in history as America’s first modern hostage crisis. Turn-of-the-century negotiators would find themselves having to deal with a shadow adversary who could fade into mountains beyond the range of conventional weapons. The art of hostage negotiation, Americans would learn, required finesse, politesse, patience, and unapologetic deception. The Stone affair, driven as it was by ancient ethnic hatreds and banner headlines, seems as timely today as it was on that brisk autumn afternoon in 1901 when Miss Stone was forced off her horse at gunpoint.

To trace the roots of modern terror we must look back to the beginning of the twentieth century. Back to a time when news traveled by cable and diplomats traveled by horse-drawn carriage. Back to an era when the American Foreign Service boasted more amateurs than professionals. Back to the strange case of Miss Ellen Stone.



CHAPTER ONE


Miss Ellen Stone
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The photograph which stands on my desk is not the strong face of the (mature) woman, now familiar to the public, but the picture of a winsome girl whom we called Nellie. She is the sort of individual whose personality makes a strong impression, and her crafty captors are aware that in seizing her they have taken one of the choicest representatives of American womanhood.

Frances J. Dyer,

The Congregationalist and Christian World,

October 19, 1901

ELLEN MARIA STONE was no fragile Victorian flower. A photograph taken of her in her late teens reveals a substantial, somewhat plain young woman whose ordinary features are graced by large almond eyes, a high forehead, and a firm, determined mouth. If she ever had a suitor, she never wrote about him.

Her family manufactured and sold leather goods in Boston and to the north in Haverhill, Massachusetts. Their modest fortune did not put them on an equal social footing with the Adamses or the Lodges. The drawing room banter of Brahmin society might have struck them as frivolous. The Benjamin Franklin Stones were plain people—Puritan bluebloods, sprung from the oldest Protestant roots in America.

On her mother Lucy’s side, “Nell” (as she was known to friends and family) could trace her lineage back to Miles Standish, military leader of the Plymouth Colony. Her paternal grandfather was a veteran of the Revolutionary War. His son served in the same regiment, later recruiting a company of his own to fight in the War of 1812.

When the Confederates took Fort Sumter in the spring of 1861, Ellen’s two oldest brothers—she had four—enlisted for the Union—George in the Army of the Potomac and Edwin Cornelius in the Navy. Edwin was aboard the frigate Minnesota when it escaped from the Confederate ram Merrimac. Ellen’s father, old Benjamin, joined the Union cause near the war’s end, and upon his return home produced for his family a copy of the New Testament, cover torn and twisted by a bullet meant for his chest.

Reared to the tattoo of a battle drum, Ellen Stone was as patriotic as she was devout. A classmate later recalled high school commencement exercises at the town hall where Nell recited a poem by Elizabeth Browning:

Dead! Both my boys!

One of them shot in the sea in the East

One of them shot in the West by the sea.

The point of Browning’s pacifist verse was apparently lost on the speaker as surely as it was on her listeners, who were carried away by the force of her declamation. It was the height of the Civil War, after all, and Ellen had two brothers at the front.

Had she been a boy, Miss Ellen Stone would certainly have been a soldier. But her life’s course was set at birth: her mother dedicated her to God. For a time, Miss Stone taught high school. Later, she took a job as children’s editor of a religious monthly, The Congregationalist and Christian World, where she would work for nearly a decade.

By the mid-i870S, the country was swept up in a delirium of revivalism. The faithful and the simply curious streamed into tent meetings where the Holy Spirit often overtook them and they fell to the floor writhing in religious ecstasy. The man, woman, or child thus blessed was said to have experienced an “awakening.” Those who were inspired to spread the Gospel had received “the call.”

The leader of this movement was the Reverend Dwight L. Moody, a compelling figure who set himself up as defender of the faith against Darwinism. In the winter of 1878, the Reverend Moody held a week-long revival at Boston’s South End Tabernacle. Ellen attended with a friend. It was during a chorus of “Christ for the World I Sing,” the companion later recalled, that Miss Stone’s face began to glow. Not long after, she received the call to become a missionary.

The call was not a grim summons to a life of toil and selfdenial. For a young Christian woman, it offered an opportunity to travel, live and work in exotic lands, and meet unusual people—in short, to have a life less ordinary than was usually the case. For a female with no marital prospects, it presented the opportunity for a career.

The American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM), the governing body of an Evangelical society headquartered on Beacon Street, usually preferred married couples. One of the values the board wanted to export was the example of the Western family. (The “heathen” families in other lands were too often polygamous and extended.) In fact, the board would sometimes arrange marriages for men going abroad.

As a single woman, Ellen Stone fell into a slightly different category. Unfettered by the cares of domesticity, she could become a dedicated and tireless worker, and as long as she was sent into an environment dominated by married couples, she would prove an asset. She would earn a small salary, have her modest living expenses paid, and enjoy the title of assistant missionary.

Ellen Stone was posted to the Principality of Bulgaria.

In China and India, missionaries of the American Board had enjoyed considerable success. The Near East, however, was different. Early on, the Evangelicals encountered difficulties. The first to arrive in Constantinople around 1819 apparently imagined themselves heirs to the Crusaders, but they had no tangible blueprint for conquest, nor did they enjoy the backing of the U.S. government, which was scarcely a diplomatic presence in the region. A death sentence, moreover, awaited any Ottoman citizen who converted to Christianity. The Protestants failed completely in their assault upon Islam.

The Evangelicals cast their eyes west to other promising fields of opportunity and their gaze came to rest upon the Bulgarians, who were growing increasingly restless under Ottoman rule. That the Bulgarians had been Christians for over 1,000 years did not seem to bother the missionaries. To the contrary, Eastern Orthodoxy, to their way of thinking, was the Oriental cousin of Roman Catholicism. And the Catholics, with their adoration of icons and relics, were for all practical purposes heathen.

From the Evangelicals’ worldview, the Orthodox should not be merely ready but eager to embrace Protestantism. After suffocating for centuries in a stupor of incense and stultifying ritual, they asked themselves, must not the Slavs be yearning for a more modern form of worship? Protestantism offered a creed that denounced the adoration of saints and the vulgar wealth and power of patriarchy. It held out the means for a man to talk directly to God.

The Protestants misjudged their own appeal, however. The Bulgarians, as it turned out, loved the sensual beauty of their Orthodox service. The poor especially found in the liturgy a mystery and mysticism lacking in their everyday lives. Protestantism, with its insistence upon plain dress, plain church, and plain services, seemed sterile by comparison. In day-to-day life, moreover, the Bulgarians were stubbornly secular. The Protestant creed appeared to them a dreary list of prohibitions: no drinking, no smoking, no gambling. The Evangelicals were finally forced to conclude that the Bulgarians had an inadequately developed sense of sin.

The most serious obstacle to Protestant progress, however, was political. To Bulgarians, being Orthodox was synonymous with nationalism. To be a Bulgarian Orthodox therefore was to be a patriot. To leave the faith was treason.

Letters from missionaries to the American Board in Boston reflect their disappointment. “We do not see the multitudes flocking to Christ as we have hoped we might before so many years should pass away,” wrote one in May 1885, “but we dare not become discouraged.”

In marked contrast to these failures there was the Girls’ Boarding School in Samokov. The girls’ school and its companion institution, the Boys’ Collegiate and Theological Institute, were the showpieces of Protestant evangelism. Wealthy Bulgarian Christians, who had no interest in converting to Protestantism, nonetheless had a strong desire to see that their children acquired a Western education. Shortly after the school’s founding, the parents of several Orthodox girls objected to the missionaries’ attempts to proselytize, and they withdrew their daughters from class. Although the school had to close briefly, it later reopened along a slightly more secular model, and it thrived thereafter.

The education of females would become the most enduring legacy of the American Board in the Balkans. Having remained so long under the Turkish yoke, Bulgarian society had an orientalized view of women. Even in Orthodox services, females were often obliged to sit behind screens. They bore children, tended huts, observed feast days, and, with a few literate exceptions, remained mute.

The American missionaries brought to the Bulgarians of European Turkey what they believed was an enlightened view of the sexes. Women enjoyed not an equal but a complementary role. The hand that rocked the cradle was the extension of a soul and even, certain progressive men would concede, an intellect. Because female intelligence informed the nursery, it should be fortified and refined for the task. Women should be educated if only that they might be better mothers.

In September 1878, Miss Ellen Stone and her luggage arrived at the door of the missionary compound in Samokov. She had been assigned to assist the directress, a formidable, iron-willed matron named Esther Maltbie. In that secondary capacity, she was charged with a sacred mission, the “emancipation of Oriental womanhood.”

IN THE TOWN OF Samokov, which lay about forty miles south of Sofia, living conditions were primitive. Plumbing took the form of mountain streams diverted into pipes made of pinewood. These, according to missionary accounts of the times, gurgled constantly. The cobbled main street slanted from the sides toward the middle, so that when an important person was due to visit, the townspeople could divert a river through it to flush out the filth. Every Saturday, housewives scrubbed the interior and exterior of their homes with brick dust, which made the entire town glow an unearthly shade of pink.

Far from shrinking from the strangeness, Miss Stone embraced it. Although she was not required to learn her students’ native language—classes at the Girls’ School were conducted in English—she mastered the Cyrillic alphabet and learned to read, speak, and write fluent Bulgarian. As a teacher, she seems to have been imperious yet affectionate. She called her students her “childies.” They called her kaka, meaning sister, or “Auntie Stone.” Those who complimented her became her pets as she was unfortunately susceptible to flattery.

Miss Stone spent about five years in Samokov and would probably have remained there for life but for a series of clashes with Miss Maltbie. In 1883, she was transferred west to Philippopolis. Here, Miss Stone found herself under the thumb of yet another difficult personality, the Reverend George Marsh. When Serbia declared war on Bulgaria in 1885 and Miss Stone volunteered without permission to minister to wounded soldiers in Sofia, Marsh reprimanded her for leaving her post.

Miss Ellen Stone, however, did not allow herself to be stifled by the ill-tempered Marsh. By now she was a power in her own right.

While male missionaries were obliged to petition for funds from the notoriously conservative ABCFM, female assistants had the option of applying to the Women’s Board, a well-funded auxiliary that seemed to be answerable to no one. Miss Stone drew on the Women’s Board’s reserves to recruit and help support a platoon of native “Bible Women,” itinerant female workers who spent their time traveling a circuit of remote villages, passing out Christian pamphlets and holding classes in infant care and hygiene. They could sometimes persuade village wives to open their doors and listen. Often, these poor women were under the impression that the missionaries had come with food for their children. Once the personal contact was made, an ordained minister would follow up the visit.

Miss Stone had nineteen Bible Women under her command. Some of her male colleagues were resentful. “The ladies can appeal to the wheel within the wheel,” complained the Reverend John Baird of Samokov. “That is gallantry, but is it Christian justice to men?” Another referred to Miss Stone’s “little Bishopric.” What irked them most was that Ellen Stone was now a law unto herself.

Miss Stone had been at Philippopolis about fifteen years when she received the call to Macedonia.

MACEDONIA, ANCESTRAL SEAT of Alexander the Great, was roughly the size of North Carolina. From the Rila mountains to Salonica on the Aegean Sea; from Lake Ohrid to the River Mesta, it was a region of splendid beauty and the scene of continuing carnage.

The year that Miss Stone arrived in Bulgaria, the Russians declared war on the Turks, sweeping through the eastern Balkans and liberating along the way their blood relatives, the Bulgarians. In their capital of Sofia, the Bulgarians celebrated the arrival of their Russian liberators. Their joy was short-lived, however. The Great Powers, chiefly Great Britain, were afraid that Russia would finally get its warm water port on the Aegean, and a month later, at the Treaty of Berlin, they forced Tsar Alexander II to give back much of what his armies had taken. As a result, the northern half of Bulgaria was declared a principality—autonomous, yet nominally under Ottoman rule. The southern half, from the rugged Balkan Mountains down to the sea, was tossed back to the Sultan. This lower sector, Macedonia, was left under Turkish rule.

Macedonians fled by the thousands over the border into the principality. Those unable to make it out were harassed or slaughtered by local Muslim militiamen, the bashi-bazouks. Although it was official American Board policy to stay clear of politics, many of its missionaries sympathized deeply with the Bulgarians. To the Evangelicals, the Ottomans became “the Unspeakable Turk.”

Having been shortchanged by diplomacy, Macedonia now loomed large in the missionary mind as a land of opportunity. The American Board hoped that the large Bulgarian population south of the line of demarcation might be more humble and approachable than their kinsmen to the north. A new railway from Belgrade to the sea made it practical for the Evangelicals to consider establishing a new station in Salonica. In 1894, the ABCFM dispatched to this new outpost one of its most able workers, Dr. Henry House.

Henry House was a patient, intelligent man. His father had been an abolitionist, and during the Civil War, the House home in Ohio was a stop on the Underground Railroad to Canada.

When Henry and Adeline House sailed for the Balkans in 1872, they were newlyweds. During their twenty years in Ottoman Europe, Addy gave birth to seven children. A marvel of endurance and industry, she not only suffered the demands of her boisterous brood, she kept her home open day and night to prospective converts. The Houses were the living ideal of the Christian family.

Upon their arrival in Salonica in the autumn of 1894, the Houses found a large home in a Bulgarian neighborhood. Its most appealing feature was a garden for the children. The living compartments were arranged on either side of a palatial foyer that was Mrs. House’s despair. The simple sticks of furniture that they’d brought with them from Samokov would not fill the open, yawning space. Their few Turkish rugs looked forlorn, like “little islands on a sea of pine boards.”

The Houses held regular services here, but the only persons in attendance were a young missionary couple, the Edward Haskells, who had been posted to Salonica about the same time. They rarely had other visitors. The Greek Orthodox of the city scorned them, the Bulgarian Orthodox regarded them as dangerous, and the Jews, like the Turks, proved impossible to convert.

The missionaries’ isolation increased. Then, only a year after their arrival in Salonica, the Christians of Armenia revolted against the Ottomans. Instead of sending government troops to curb backlash from the bashi-bazouks, Abdul Hamid II sent Kurdish irregulars, known as “the Sultan’s Own,” to suppress the revolt. The slaughter was extensive and dreadful.

Afterward, there was blame spread all around: the bashibazouks, the Sultan’s Own, the Sultan himself. Among those who had blood on their hands were Americans of the Near Eastern mission. They had marched into Armenia earlier that century singing “Onward Christian Soldiers.” Now they were in the embarrassing position of explaining to the vanquished Armenians that the phrase “marching as to war” was not to be taken literally.

Until the Armenian uprising, Abdul Hamid had tended to be tolerant of the American missionaries. He could see that Christians were split into many factions and that he could profit by pitting one against another. Now, however, the Protestants became the objects of his paranoia. The activities of Americans were observed and recorded by many of the 20,000 spies accredited to the palace. Their reports ended up in the Sultan’s infamous private djournals.

In Salonica, resentment toward the Americans ran especially high. Anti-Christian placards were posted in mosques. At the same time, young Bulgarian Macedonians met in attics to plot revolution. The British sent a fleet of forty warships to keep the peace.

One afternoon, a pair of English sailors called on Dr. House. They were members of the Salvation Army and wanted to know if the mission had space to lend them for services.

“Here was a use for our big room,” Adeline House exulted in her memoirs. “Never again were we to complain of its size. . . . There was much coming and going to our house then, for each day the number [of English seamen] would increase. They would come about four o’clock, play with the children, then sit and talk of their homes. After that they shared our simple supper of bread and jam with tea.”

The yardstick of the Salonica mission’s success became the number of individual teas served to British seamen, virtually the Evangelicals’ only constituency. Shut out by the citizens of Salonica, Dr. House turned his attention toward the Macedonian interior. But for that, he would need the help of a woman to help persuade villagers to open their doors. The American Board sent him the acknowledged dean of Bible Women, Miss Ellen Stone.

Miss Stone, now stout and famously stubborn, was advancing into middle age when she arrived at her new post in 1898. There she found herself surrounded by old friends, the Houses and their seven children, as well as by new ones, the Haskells who now had three of their own. Very likely, she felt like the odd woman out in a station where fecundity was rampant. And yet, her letters home were filled with affection for Salonica. She marveled at the privilege of walking in the footsteps of the apostle Paul who had preached here in ancient times. The view from the mission house left her breathless.

In the harbor and the sweeping crescent bay beyond, warships of the Great Powers dropped anchor. On the Sultan’s birthday, fountains of fireworks burst from their decks, lighting up the headlands. Their searchlights played over the outlines of minarets and onion domes sprawling up the hill to an ancient citadel. The great walls of Salonica had stood for twenty centuries, encircling first a Greek city, then a Roman city, which for a time became a free city, and then a Byzantine city. The Venetians bought it from the Greeks, who lost it to the Ottoman Turks. At the dawn of the twentieth century, Salonica was a Levantine metropolis second only to Constantinople.

Axes and shovels chipped away at the old fortifications, which were now too confining to progress. The ancient stones were being used to modernize the quay. European money built railroads linking Ottoman Europe to Belgrade and Paris. Cafés chantants presented Viennese operettas by the glow of gaslight. (Electricity was not permitted since, it was said, the Sultan had confused “dynamo” with “dynamite” and considered it subversive.)

In Salonica, each ethnic class kept to its own quarter. The Greek craftsmen from the Lower City withdrew at day’s end to the apartments behind their storefronts. In the Upper City, wealthy Jewish merchants luxuriated in their fantastically ornate mansions. High above it all, like eagles in their aeries, the Turks, from the privacy of hearth and harem, surveyed their domain.

Only rarely did these peoples mingle. That was usually on summer evenings when children from every quarter gathered on the quay to watch the flaming sun set behind Mt. Olympus across the bay.

Most newcomers fell under the charm of Salonica, and Miss Stone was no exception. “The blue waves sparkle . . . beautifully in the sunlight,” she wrote in a dispatch to The Congregationalist. “The transparent air enwraps the scene in wondrous brilliancy.”

Among her new responsibilities was to correspond with the British marines who had visited the mission. She was pleased to report success in steering these men clear of Oriental fleshpots.

It was in the field, however, that Miss Stone showed her grit. She toured between 50 and 150 days a year, riding many hours over rough terrain on horseback, putting up with the discomforts of smoky inns, or khans, and sleeping on filthy, fleainfested pallets, often sharing a room with strangers. Her capacity for hardship was legendary. And she was fearless.

Travelers over Macedonian highways, usually rutted oxen paths, were often attacked by bands of robbers. These brigands, as the Victorians called them, were often nothing more than professional thieves, distant relations of the legendary haramii who robbed from the rich and gave to the poor. Often a band would be in the hire of a certain village, whose town fathers would pay for protection and reap their share of the spoils. Every nationality had its own comitadji, or militia, whose careers were tinged with romance and sometimes political purpose. The Greeks terrorized the Bulgarians. The Bulgarians terrorized the Greeks. Both terrorized the Turks. The Albanians, the only nationality to convert in large numbers to Islam, were particularly brutal and terrorized everyone.

The Turks had built guardhouses at four-mile intervals, but they couldn’t guarantee safety. Foreigners were advised to ask the regional governor for an escort of zaptiehs, or military gendarmes. Because the escorts also gave the Turks opportunity for spying, the missionaries routinely declined the courtesy. After twenty years in service, Ellen Stone had accepted an escort only twice.

In the spring of 1901, Miss Stone was recovering from a cold and a touch of malaria she’d contracted from the mosquito-infested swamplands of the Vardar River. Still, she managed to tour more days than the men: 140 to Dr. House’s 109. For most of the following summer, the mission was nearly deserted. The Haskells were on furlough in America, the House family visited Paris, and the Bairds, a third family to join the station, had been transferred north to Samokov, so Miss Stone held down the fort with only her handsome Salonica tabby for company. The months of June and July she spent in rapturous anticipation of August, when she would preside over the annual meeting of her Bible Women, planned to be held that year in the highlands of northwestern Macedonia.

The village of Bansko had been chosen as the meeting place, though not because of its strategic location. It was, in fact, very difficult to reach. Situated on a high plain, it was surrounded on all sides by mountains: Rila to the northwest, the Rhodope range to the east, and the Pirin massif to the south. The main road into the village led from the border town of Dzhumaia, and it was scarcely a path. The only way in was on horseback or on foot. Bansko, however, was cooler than surrounding regions, certainly more pleasant than Salonica, which sweltered in August. It was also very beautiful.

Even as they were being rebuffed elsewhere, the Protestant missionaries had enjoyed unusual success in Bansko. The Banskali were free-thinkers. Several of the prominent local families were feuding with the Orthodox church over dogmatic issues such as Lent and celibacy. These families broke away and began to practice what they called a “home-grown Protestantism.” In the early 1870s, they had actually written the Americans asking them to send missionaries to Bansko. Two had responded to the call and founded the Bansko Evangelical Church, the first of its kind in European Turkey.

To this day, it remains unclear whether these “home growns” ever broke entirely with the Bulgarian Orthodox church. The Orthodoxy was still associated with patriotism, and the Banskali were intense patriots. Families like the Peter Ushevs, who were among the town’s first converts, kept a foot in the Orthodox world, paying an annual tithe to maintain the family seat at the town cathedral.

When money and gifts flowed in from America, Protestant membership rolls swelled. If the largesse slowed to a trickle, the faithful fell away. The Evangelicals bemoaned these fair weather conversions, but opportunism was a way of life among the Banskali.

The congregation of the Bansko Evangelical Church had recently built a large stone parsonage. It was, however, without a pastor. In the spring of 1901, Pastor Atanas Hristov had been accused by the Turks of sedition and had fled over the border to Bulgaria. This incident increased the political tension between the Banskali and the Turks, who suspected the townspeople of harboring comitadji.

MISS STONE, it would later be said, should have had the sense to hold her Bible meeting in a safer spot, such as Salonica or Samokov, but her resolve was firm. She was protected by her Bible and a small American flag, which she always kept pinned somewhere on her person. In early August, she set out by horseback for the highlands, taking for company two young Bulgarian female teachers, a muleteer, and a young native boy.

During part of her stay in Bansko, Miss Stone was a guest of the Stephanovs, a prominent merchant family whose compound occupied a town block. They were referred to generally as the Pop, or “Pope,” Stephanovi, since they counted at least two Orthodox bishops among their forebears. Such a family was naturally a prized addition to the Protestant fold. The Stephanovi had been converted by their eldest daughter, Katerina.

Katerina was a woman in her early thirties. While studying nursing in America, she had met and married an Albanian Protestant named Grigor Tsilka. He was a graduate of the Union Theological Seminary in New York City.

Katerina had come home to Bansko that summer of 1901 to visit after an absence of nine years. She brought her only child, a three-month-old infant named Victor. Shortly after arriving at his grandparents’ home, however, the baby developed cholera and died. Katerina herself became dangerously ill. She had tried to make the fifty-mile journey to Samokov but was detained so long in quarantine that she missed the missionaries’ general meeting. By the time the Bible Women began arriving in Bansko, Mrs. Tsilka had regained her strength and was bearing her loss stoically.

During their retreat in the highlands, the Bible Women, about ten of them, read Scripture. Mrs. Tsilka offered classes in nursing.

Miss Stone led them all on a tour of surrounding villages “to inspire the hearts of Christian friends.” Miss Stone and her acolytes also took long walks through the cobbled lanes of Bansko. At the end of three weeks, the Bible Women said their emotional farewells.

MISS STONE’S PLAN was to begin traveling on September 3 with a caravan of horseback riders to Dzhumaia, where she would spend the night at a local inn. She intended to continue west the following day to Strumitsa, the closest railway station, and catch a southbound train to Salonica. Miss Stone was wary enough of the dangers of the highway to pick a Tuesday, the day before the Banskali took their goods to market in Dzhumaia, when the road would be well traveled.

Her party, larger than the one that had accompanied her in, included her assistant, the widow Kerefinka Usheva. Madame Usheva was the daughter-in-law of old Deacon Peter Ushev in whose home the first Protestant preaching service had been held thirty-five years earlier. There were, in addition, three young teachers who were to ride with Miss Stone as far as Dzhumaia, then on to their respective villages.

Grigor and Katerina Tsilka were to travel with Miss Stone as far as the border, then continue east on horseback to Albania. That morning, the couple said good-bye to family and friends, a tearful scene as they were leaving behind a small grave. The Tsilkas left Bansko on horseback at about 10:00 A.M., two hours ahead of Miss Stone. Some distance down the road, they stopped to wait for her.

Miss Stone was late getting out of town. A member of the Bansko congregation had died the night before, and she paid a sympathy call upon his family. The Protestants, who came to see the Bible Women off that sunny September day, hung garlands of carnations and pinks around their necks and gave them gifts of honey, pastry, cheese, and roast fowl. The young teachers took sausage cured in a pig’s stomach, a specialty of the Raslog district, for the winter.

A little past noon, Miss Stone, Madame Usheva, and the young teachers left Bansko in the company of three muleteers. Miss Stone noticed that the head kiradjee, or muleteer, was leading them out through the big gate in the upper part of town. This was unusual, but Miss Stone wasn’t sufficiently alarmed to insist that the boy take the customary road in the lower town. In a couple of hours, Miss Stone’s party caught up with the Tsilkas. The company had now grown to ten: six women and four men. Grigor, the only one armed, carried a revolver hidden in his coat.

At about four o’clock, the party passed a Turkish guardhouse. A little farther on, the riders dismounted in a grassy clearing shaded by beech trees, where they unpacked a picnic of meatballs and Bulgarian pastry. Madame Usheva was seized by stomach cramps, possibly the result of some honey she’d eaten in the morning, though Miss Stone and Mrs. Tsilka had sampled the same batch with no ill effects.

While they were eating, Madame Usheva’s nineteen-year-old son, Peter, and a friend caught up to the party. They were going as far as Dzhumaia and then to Samokov, where they were students at the Protestant Boys’ Institute. They were in the company of a man later described as a servant.

When lunch was cleared away, everyone remounted. Peter led his mother’s horse by the bridle to the head of the column, and the party, now thirteen strong, set off down a steep mountain trail in single file. They were nearing a place called the Divide, the valley where the southern hills of the Rila and the Pirin meet. Ahead loomed a landmark called the Hanging Rock, a large granite boulder that jutted over the path in such a way as to force riders to steer their mounts aside into a rushing stream.

Madame Usheva’s horse was the first into the water. As she rounded the rock, she looked startled. Her horse tried to scramble to one side, but an armed man was bearing down on her with his rifle butt raised as if to strike her. Usheva turned a horror-stricken face to Miss Stone and swayed as though she might faint.

In a matter of moments, it was over. The travelers’ luggage and its intimate contents lay strewn along the riverbank. There was no one left at Hanging Rock—not a sound but the rushing of water. Miss Stone and her company had disappeared into the mountains.



CHAPTER TWO


Alert

[image: Images]

I cannot help thinking that . . . the whole plot is a bit of Moslem cunning (half devil and half child) . . . the scheme might drive our missionaries out of Turkey.

Second Assistant Secretary of State Alvah Adee

to Secretary of State John Hay,

October 5, 1901

DR. AND MRS. HOUSE had been asleep for several hours on the night of Wednesday, September 4, when they were awakened by a rapping on the door. It was a Turkish messenger with a telegram from a Protestant pastor in the Raslog district. It read, “Stone and Madame Tsilka on their way from Bansko to Djumaa [sic] at the place of the rocks were carried off to the mountains.”

Henry and Adeline House sat in the strong moonlight reading the words, too stunned to comprehend. It had been Mrs. House’s worst fear that her husband might be robbed or killed by highwaymen. But a woman? Not even the Albanians were so brazen as to take a gentlewoman and a persona grata such as Miss Stone. The House children were sleeping peacefully, but their safety—everyone’s safety—was now threatened.

House dressed quickly and, taking along a Christian friend for moral support, readied a carriage. Ahead lay a ride of about an hour across town to the home of Pericles Hadji Lazzaro, the American vice consul in Salonica.

It was not the custom of the State Department to fill vice consulships with Americans, because they demanded salaries. The office was honorary and often sought by local characters looking to exploit the connection to line their pockets. Lazzaro had better credentials than most other vice consuls. He was a Greek who traveled on a Russian passport, but he was well connected in Washington, D.C., his mother having been the daughter of a U.S. senator from Virginia.

When Dr. House roused the vice consul at one o’clock in the morning Lazzaro was eager to be of service. He had had a recent tiff with the American Legation in Constantinople and as the result was feeling ignored and neglected. Now he was glad to have his services solicited so urgently.

Kidnappings were common in European Turkey, he told House. British, French, Italian, and German citizens had been seized in other parts of Macedonia. The Turks’ natural inclination was to pursue the culprits, but when they did, the hostages were invariably killed. The most grisly Balkan kidnapping in European memory was that of Lord and Lady Muncaster, two British aristocrats, who had taken an excursion to the plains of Marathon in 1870. They were set upon by Greek brigands, who stole Lady Muncaster’s jewels. Her husband and several attachés were taken prisoner. The British government had agreed to pay their ransom when Greek soldiers jumped the gun and pursued the kidnappers. Lord Muncaster and his aides were murdered and their bodies mutilated.

Lazzaro promised House he would meet with the Ottoman Vali, the provincial governor of Salonica, and urge him to hold back his troops.
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