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Isabelle Eberhardt (1877–1904), the daughter of Russian anarchists exiled to Switzerland, moved to North Africa, converted to a Sufi sect and travelled widely in the Sahara. She scandalized the French colonial authorities with her heavy-drinking, kif-smoking lifestyle, survived a religiously inspired assassination attempt and died at the age of twenty-seven in a flash flood.
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The Journeys series celebrates John Murray’s history of publishing exceptional travel writing by rediscovering classic journeys from the past, introduced by today’s most exciting writers. 

We want the series to capture the wonder that comes from travelling, opening our imaginations to unfamiliar places and cultures, and 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 am thrilled to have the role of seeking out these books. Hundreds of suggestions have come to me from the travel writing, nature writing and adventure communities, and also, appropriately enough, through serendipity – one of the titles on last year’s list was 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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Introduction

Static, silent, lifeless: the desert has often been seen, by passers-through, as a place outside time. Its dwellers, of course, know that it is none of those things, and change, when it comes, can come very suddenly.

Aïn Séfra, north-east Algeria, lies in the Atlas Mountains on the edge of the Sahara. In Arabic the name means ‘yellow spring’, though the oued, or ravine, that runs through the town is usually dry. At around 11 a.m. on 21 October 1904 a roar was heard from the mountains. Within minutes, the oued was a torrent, and before most of the population was even aware of the flood, the water was avalanching through the narrow streets. The Bulletin du Comité de l’Afrique française, the newspaper of French colonial Africa, reported that, by the time the waters subsided, ‘of the two or three hundred houses in Aïn Séfra only ten remained’. Among the fifteen Algerians and ten Europeans killed in the flash flood was ‘an esteemed journalist of foreign origin and married to a native non-commissioned officer, who travelled in male costume to collect reports on Muslim life.’ Her name was Isabelle Eberhardt; she was twenty-seven.

One hundred and eighteen years later and 800 miles away, in the archive of the French overseas territories, in Aix-en-Provence, reside dozens of manuscript pages that were recovered from the flooded ruins of Eberhardt’s house: fragments of essays, stories, journals, letters – some of them still bearing traces of the reddish mud of the deluge. It was from these papers that many of Eberhardt’s posthumously published works, including some of the pieces gathered here by Marie-Odile Delacour and Jean-René Hulue, were compiled.

The nature of Isabelle Eberhardt’s death – drowning in one of the aridest places on earth – has often been portrayed as consistent with the incongruity that characterised her life. She was the daughter of Russians exiled in Geneva, who spent much of her life in the man’s world of French Algeria; a white European who wholeheartedly adopted Islam and moved with ease among the people of the Sahara; a woman, moreover, who went disguised as a man, and was as devoted to what she calls the ‘sensual domain’ as she was to kif, or cannabis. But if the facts of her life are extraordinary, so is the writing generated by it. To live and not to write was unthinkable. ‘There are exceptional times,’ she states in one of the early pieces in this collection, ‘very mysteriously privileged moments, when certain lands reveal to us, through sudden insight, their soul, perhaps even their very essence.’ She made it her life’s work to expose herself to such insights, and then to put them down in writing.

Eberhardt’s birth certificate carries the words fille naturelle, ‘natural daughter’: a legal euphemism. She was born on 17 February 1877, to Nathalie de Moerder, née Eberhardt, who had left Russia for Geneva for her ‘health’ (another euphemism, since it seems she was essentially a political exile). While her husband, General Pavel Carlovitch de Moerder, remained in Russia, he delegated the supervision of his family to one Alexander Nikolaevitch Trophimowsky, tutor to the Moerder children, lapsed orthodox priest, linguist, anarchist, enemy of tsarism – and father of Isabelle. How much the ageing general, back in Russia, knew about either Trophimowski’s politics or his relationship with his wife is unclear, but it surely simplified matters when he died four months after their departure.

Born of emigres, Eberhardt would never shake off a feeling of homelessness. By 1900, according to her journals, she had ‘given up on having a corner for myself in this world’. If, nevertheless, she was drawn to Algeria in search of some sort of anchorage, she was also looking for what Europeans have always sought in desert places: what she calls ‘the blessed annihilation of the self’. Not every European has been so successful in their quest.

Eberhardt first visited Algeria in 1897 with her mother. Both of them had adopted Islam, and Eberhardt herself was fluent in Arabic. Nathalie, who had taken the name Fatma Manoubia, died of a heart attack less than six months later and was buried in the Muslim cemetery in Bône (modern-day Annaba). Broke, and floored by sorrow, Eberhardt returned reluctantly to Geneva, bland green Geneva, and the dubious guardianship of Trophimowski. This back-and-forth between Europe and north Africa, between the wet and the dry, animates her writing as it animated her life. Her love for the desert grew alongside her dislike of Europe. She knew it was a paradox that the desert, the Biblical place of exile, had become her refuge from what she called ‘the land of exile’, Europe. If she was not Russian or Algerian then nor, assuredly, was she Swiss. She came to accept foreignness as innate in her.

A year and a half later, Trophimowski died, and Eberhardt returned to Algeria. The desert was already the core around which her imagination swirled. To be anywhere else, it was clear to her, would be a minute-by-minute squandering of her one and only life. She travelled, she tells us, ‘in male clothing and a borrowed personality’ and under a man’s name: Si Mahmoud Saadi. For her Muslim associates, if not for the French, her male attire was merely a secondary attribute of her extraordinary being. For her part, she observes that ‘life in the outside world seems to have been made for men and not women’, suggesting that the ‘borrowed personality’ of Si Mahmoud (‘a young Tunisian intellectual’) was a practical disguise that, happily, allowed her to be the person she had always wished to be. Of all her lovers, the one she loved – loved as she loved the desert, which is to say extravagantly and violently – was Sliméne Ehnni, the ‘native non-commissioned officer’ who would become her husband. ‘Life without Sliméne is definitely impossible,’ she writes when she is briefly separated from him. ‘Everything is discoloured, sad; and time is endlessly drawn out.’

The pieces in this volume reveal a mind constantly revisiting the experiences that formed it – her discovery of the desert, her mother’s death, her own near-death, her meeting Ehnni and her ‘exile’ to France – triangulating what has happened to her from this viewpoint and from that. The first part, ‘Wanderings’, consists of a series of lapidary essays and travelogues she wrote between 1899 and 1902 – wanderings in imagination and philosophy as well as time and space. The journal entries that form the second part begin, appropriately, in an in-between place, the island of Sardinia, on the sea route between Marseilles and Tunis, where Eberhardt stayed for almost two months in early 1900, as if – at the cusp between two centuries – she was torn between two poles, unable to pick either. Yet it was not Europe she longed for. Writing from Geneva in June that year, aged twenty-three, she has no doubt where her future lies: ‘I was determined to try once again to sequester myself in the great silence of the Desert.’ Finally, the following month, she returns to Algeria – for good, so she hopes.

Even when she first saw the desert, back in 1897, her experience had been less of arrival than of return. Eberhardt was a kind of anti-tourist, and not only because she had no intention of going back to ‘the land of exile’. She was, we should also remember, entering a world steeped in colonial violence. Since the invasion of Algeria in 1830, French ‘pacification’ had killed some 825,000 Algerians by 1875. There had been bloody rebellions in 1871 and again in 1881. The word ‘genocide’ had not yet been coined, but that was surely what it was. Five years before she arrived, even the French prime minister, Jules Ferry, had observed: ‘It is difficult to try and convince the European settler that there are rights other than his own in Arab country and that the native is not a race to be taxed and exploited to the utmost limits.’ Into this wounded, jumpy, dazzlingly beautiful country, five times the size of France, Eberhardt came as a kind of innocent, but one whose natural sympathies did not lie with the French. It was her duty, in her life and her writing, to defend her ‘brothers, the Muslims of Algeria’.

The greatest drama of her life, touched upon in ‘Wanderings’, is described in detail – awful detail – in the journals, as if only in that more intimate register did she feel able to revisit what happened. It was January 1901 when she was attacked with a sword by a man who claimed he was acting in defence of Islam (though Eberhardt believed he had been hired by a local sect leader who saw her as a rival). Although a nearby washing line softened the blow to her head, saving her life, her ‘left elbow was opened on the external side, and the muscle and bone were cut open.’ But what seemed to upset her more than the attack itself, more than her agonising recovery, was the aftermath. Her assailant – whom she immediately forgave as an ignorant dupe – would be sentenced to forced labour; but she, innocent of wrongdoing, was commanded by the French to leave Algeria as a threat to stability. Sent packing to Marseilles, she was overwhelmed by ‘the sadness of an emigrant, of someone exiled, torn violently from his native soil’. Not until she married Sliméne Ehnni the following year was she able to return. A homecoming.

Not all of Aïn Séfra was destroyed in the flood that killed her four years later. On higher ground, on the other side of the oued, stood the French military garrison, its officers beholding the devastation from beneath the Tricolour. Isabelle Eberhardt – or call him Si Mahmoud Saadi – occupied a peculiar position in colonial Algeria: evidently she was not Algerian, yet to neither the Algerians nor the resident French did she seem quite European. As we have seen, she was one for whom boundaries – of race, gender, nationhood, language – were antithetical. It is partly for this reason that the pieces collected in this volume rarely resort to orientalist clichés of the sort that were ubiquitous among her literary peers.

In the third of her four journals, she describes a despairing realisation: ‘all the charm we attribute to certain regions of the earth are but deception and illusion. As long as aspects of surrounding nature respond to the state of our soul, then we believe we have discovered in them splendour, a particular beauty.’ And yet in the pieces collected in this volume the desert is more than just an analogue for the state of her soul. Indeed her scrutiny of the desert and its people, her insistence upon the particularities of the former and the humanity of the latter, represents her most powerful rejection of imperialism. It is the kind of scrutiny that is born of stillness, and of love.

In the spring of 2022, as I was finishing this introduction, it was warm enough to work outdoors. Settled like a tideline on my table’s surface, I noticed, was a horizon of dust, the same orange-pink colour as the blotches I picture speckling Eberhardt’s salvaged papers in the Archives nationales d’outre-mer in Aix. It took me a while to figure out what it was. Periodically, a storm in north Africa will lift millions of tonnes of Saharan dust high into the upper atmosphere, and transport it in a tremendous cloud across Europe. When this coincides with rain, the dust will be brought to earth. In mediaeval times the phenomenon, known as ‘blood rain’, was thought to portend catastrophe. It was enough to give me pause, but actually it felt like a benefaction. Isabelle Eberhardt had transported me to the Sahara; and now here was her beloved Sahara, transported to me in springtime Europe. ‘No work of literature is ever finished,’ she had written from Marseilles in July 1900, but even unfinished, Isabelle Eberhardt’s writing feels as unbounded as the desert.

 

William Atkins, 2022





A Note on the Text

The text of this edition has been re-established, for the most part, according to the manuscripts from the Isabelle Eberhardt collection. Where no manuscript is available, we have referred to publications made during the lifetime of the author.

A few words crossed out by Victor Barrucand have been rendered illegible; others are missing. When the text allows, we restore them between parentheses, otherwise we indicate them with ellipsis points in brackets. Where the mud from the deluge has altered the manuscript too much, we publish the fragments rewritten by Barrucand and put them in italics.

We have kept Isabelle Eberhardt’s spelling of Arabic words, which she sometimes transcribes in different ways. The words in italics whose meanings are not given in the text itself are grouped together in a glossary at the end of the volume.

Notes by the author, and sometimes those of previous editors, can be found at the bottom of the page.

In order to facilitate reading, it seemed useful to us to clarify in notes, periodically between texts, a few biographical or bibliographical landmarks, and then to add the main variations or complementary texts at the end.

Notes by Isabelle Eberhardt, by previous editors, or by the translator are marked as footnotes. Notes that are not preceded by any attribution are those added by the editors of this volume.





Chronological Landmarks

1872

Nathalie de Moerder, born Eberhardt, wife of General de Moerder, after leaving St. Petersburg, lives in Switzerland with the private tutor of her four children, Alexander Trophimowsky, defrocked priest of Armenian origin. She gives birth to a fifth child, Augustine de Moerder, most likely the son of General de Moerder.

1877

17 February: Isabelle Eberhardt is born at the Maison des Grottes, in Geneva. The birth certificate does not mention the father.

1894

Augustine de Moerder, Isabelle’s half-brother, abruptly leaves Geneva and enlists in the Foreign Legion in Sidi-Bel-Abbès.

1897

Starting in May: Isabelle Eberhardt and her mother stay in Bône (Annaba) on the Algerian coast.

28 November: Nathalie de Moerder dies and is buried according to Muslim rites in the indigenous cemetery in Bône.

December: Isabelle Eberhardt is forced to return to Geneva with her guardian Alexander Trophimowsky. She stays there one and a half years.

1898

July: Isabelle Eberhardt is engaged to marry Rechid Ahmed, Turkish diplomat. Isabelle Eberhardt does not follow when Rechid Ahmed is posted in La Haye.

1899

15 May: Alexander Trophimowsky dies in Geneva from throat cancer. Isabelle Eberhardt spends time in Tunisia.

8 July: Isabelle Eberhardt departs from Tunis for southern Constantine and first discovers the Sahara and the city of El Oued in the Souf.

2 September: Returns to Tunis.

September, October: Travels in the Tunisian Sahel.

November: Stays in Marseille.

1900

January: Travels in Sardinia.

From February to July: Makes numerous trips back and forth between Paris and Geneva.

3 August: Arrives in El Oued, where she will stay until the end of the year. She meets Slimène Ehnni, non-commissioned officer with the spahis, a Muslim of French nationality, with whom she decides to spend her life. She is initiated into the brotherhood of the Qadriya and becomes the friend and confidant of the religious leader Sidi Lachmi ben Brahim.

1901

January: Slimène Ehnni is transferred to Batna because of his love affair with Isabelle Eberhardt.

29 January: In an assassination attempt in Behima, near El Oued, Isabelle Eberhardt is wounded with a sabre on her left arm and on her head by Abdallah ben Mohammed, a member of the brotherhood of the Tidjaniya, who said he was inspired by Allah. She is hospitalized in El Oued until 25 February.

25 February: Isabelle Eberhardt departs for Batna, where she is under police surveillance.

9 May: Believing herself to be in the grip of an expulsion order, Isabelle Eberhardt takes the boat from Bône to Marseille.

18 June: At the trial of Abdallah ben Mohammed in Constantine, Isabelle Eberhardt asks the court for leniency. He is condemned to hard labour. Immediately after the verdict, she is expelled from Algeria by the general government. She returns to Marseille and goes to her half-brother Augustine’s house.

24 August: Slimène Ehnni is given permission to change regiment.

28 August: He joins Isabelle Eberhardt in Marseille.

17 October: Isabelle Eberhardt and Slimène Ehnni are married in a civil wedding in the Marseille City Hall.

1902

15 January: French because of her marriage, Isabelle Eberhardt can return to Algerian soil. She stays in Bône with Slimène’s family. The couple settles in Algiers on rue de la Marine (Marine Street), then on rue du Soudan (Sudan Street) in the Casbah.

Spring: Isabelle Eberhardt first meets Victor Barrucand.

June, July: Isabelle Eberhardt travels to Bou Saada and to the zaouïya of El Hamel, where she meets with Lella Zeyneb, marabout of the brotherhood of the Rahmaniya.

7 July: The couple settle in Ténès where Slimène Ehnni is named khodja. They take numerous trips between Ténès and Algiers. The weekly Akhbar reappears and Isabelle Eberhardt becomes a regular contributor.

1903

January: Isabelle Eberhardt takes her second trip to Bou Saada and El Hamel and has her second meeting with Lella Zeyneb.

April, May, June: A campaign of slander is waged against Isabelle Eberhardt and her close relations, concerning the electoral politics of prominent persons of Ténès. Slimène Ehnni resigns; he is named khodja in Sétif. Isabelle Eberhardt settles in Algiers.

September: She goes as a war reporter to the Oranese South, following the battles of El Moungar and the siege of Taghit.

October: Isabelle Eberhardt meets with Lyautey in Aïn Sefra. And after reporting in Beni Ounif on the situation at the Algerian-Moroccan border, she returns to Algiers at the end of the winter.

1904

Isabelle Eberhardt takes a trip to Oudjda (Morocco).

May: She stays for the second time in the Oranese South. Lyautey’s troops occupy Bechar. Isabelle Eberhardt spends the summer in the Moroccan zaouïya of Kenadsa.

September: Sick, she returns to Aïn Sefra.

21 October: Isabelle Eberhardt dies in the Aïn Sefra flood.

1907

14 April: Slimène Ehnni dies.

1920

Augustine de Moerder commits suicide in Marseille.





Wanderings





 

A right that very few intellectuals think about claiming is the right to wander, to vagabond.

And yet, vagabonding is liberation, and life on the open road is liberty.

To one day courageously break all the fetters with which modern life and our weakness of heart have burdened our mere deeds under the pretext of liberty, to arm oneself with the symbolic staff and beggar’s satchel, to leave!

For whomever knows the value, and too, the delectable taste of solitary liberty (for one is free only when alone), the act of leaving is the most courageous and the most beautiful.

An egotistical happiness, perhaps. But it is happiness for the one who knows how to savour it.

To be alone, to have few needs, to be unknown, everywhere a foreigner and at home, and to walk grandly and solitarily in conquest of the world. Is not the sturdy vagabond, sitting beside the road, contemplating the wide and open horizon before him, the absolute master of lands, waters, and even the skies?

What lord of the manor can rival him in power and opulence? His fiefdom has no limits and his empire no law.

No servitude demeans his bearing, no labour bends his spine to the earth, the earth that he possesses and which gives itself to him in its entirety, in goodness and in beauty.

 

In our modern society the nomad, the vagabond, is the pariah, ‘with no known address or residence’.

By adding these few words to the name of some irregular,1 those who make and enforce the laws believe they condemn him forever.

To have a home, a family, property, or a public function, a definite means of livelihood, to be, finally, a dependable cog in the social machine, all these things seem necessary, almost indispensable to the immense majority of men, even to intellectuals, even to those who believe themselves to be the most emancipated.

However, all of that is nothing but a different form of slavery into which we are forced by contact with our fellow creatures, especially regular and continual contact.

I have always listened with admiration, but without envy, to the tales of good folk who have lived twenty or thirty years in the same neighbourhood, even in the same house, and who have never left their birthplace.

 

Not to feel the agonising need to know and to see what is over there, beyond the mysterious blue wall of the horizon . . . Not to feel the depressing weight of monotonous surroundings . . . To look at the white road leading to far-off places without feeling the pressing need to give oneself over to it, to follow it, obediently, through mountains and valleys; all this fearful need for immobility resembles the unconscious resignation of the beast stupefied by servitude, who stretches out his neck for the harness.

Every property has its limits. Every power is constrained by laws; but the vagabond possesses the entire vast earth, whose limits are the imaginary horizon, and his empire is intangible, for he delights in and governs it through mind and spirit.
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