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Ella R. Christie (1617–1949) was a Scottish author, explorer and gardener who travelled extensively in Central Asia and the Russian Empire. Inspired by a journey to Japan, she also created the famous Japanese garden at her home at Crowden Castle. 
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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
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Introduction

Isabella (‘Ella’) Robertson Christie (1861–1949) was a shrewd Scottish traveller of rare spirit, born close to my adopted city of Edinburgh. After the death of her father, whom she had cared for until her forties, she set off to explore, fully breaking with ideas of what women should be at that time. Long trips took her into Tibet, Borneo and Kashmir, where she travelled by packhorse and cart to camp in the snow at the Chorbat Pass. But it was her two adventures through Central Asia, in the years leading up to the First World War, in 1910 and 1912, recounted in Through Khiva to Golden Samarkand that really stand out. Above all, the great appeal of this book, which has long deserved to be better known, is simple: there is nothing else like it. It stands quietly but magnificently alone.

Ella was the first British woman to visit Khiva, then a remote desert slave-trading town notorious for raiding Turkmen tribesmen, and she was also a member of the Royal Scottish Geographical Society for forty-four years. Tenacious then, yes, but unlike many other travellers of her era she never set out to break records, to spy, to climb mountains or gain accolades. This separates her work from the gung-ho ambitiousness shown by male travelling writers of her generation, such as Arminius Vámbéry, Captain Burnaby, Aurel Stein and Francis Younghusband, many of whom covered similar terrain and were wrapped up in the Great Game, the nineteenth-century clandestine struggle between the tsarist and British empires. In her introduction, she states her mission: ‘My reasons for making the journey were twofold, first, the extreme desire to see for myself what lay on that comparatively bare spot on the map east of the Caspian Sea . . . and secondly, the lure of those magic names, Bokhara and Samarkand’. What we witness, as we follow her from Turkmenistan into Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan, is a series of slow-paced expeditions, examining everyday life both high and low, presented in language that is refreshingly inviting, curious and clear-eyed.

What she chose to pack for such journeys, described at the start of the book, hints at where her attention will likely fall along the way, ‘a Jaeger rug, and a cotton padded quilt to serve as a mattress, and so help to relieve the unevenness of a Central Asian hotel bedstead . . . a small frying-pan . . . a bag of oatmeal, biscuits, and butter, butter being almost unobtainable throughout Turkestan.’ What we quickly ascertain is that Ella cared about, and was captivated by, how people were cooking, what they were bartering for at Silk Road marketplaces and what they were wearing. Topics far more relatable, for most readers, than dusty Great Game politics. She tries the fermented drink kvass, made from rye bread, makes a note of seven different types of raisin at a bazaar, remarks upon how the Turkmen’s beloved horses may share their masters’ meals and declares Turkmen pears to be far better than ‘the finest French ones’. It is kaleidoscopic detail such as this, born of genuine inquisitiveness, that puts you firmly in her leather boots and carries you back in time to faraway cities and desert landscapes. Ella gathered her impressions, whether lounging at a chaikhana or aboard a steamer on the Oxus, by purposefully not rushing through and instead relishing in the joys of simply ‘being there’.

Back in Scotland, her home may have been Cowden Castle (thirty miles north-west of Edinburgh and sadly demolished in 1952), but there is a modesty to her, and generally she is more grounded than grand. ‘I never had an article stolen or pocket picked. But then perhaps I had nothing worth stealing,’ she muses at the end of one chapter. Regularly, she makes charming connections back to her homeland. A sandstorm appears like ‘genuine Scotch mist’, while cast-off camel wool woven into winter robes reminds her of ‘the thrifty days in Scotland long ago, when sheep’s wool was carefully collected off hedges and bushes and spun into material’.

During my own journeys through Uzbekistan over the past fifteen years I have often carried Ella’s words with me. I remember once escaping a chattering tour group that was dominating a hotel breakfast room in Khiva, to go and sit quietly on a balcony with this book, first published in 1925. As swallows darted over the city’s thick eighteenth-century mud walls, I recognized that despite the vigorous restorations that had taken place over many decades, there were still similarities between what I could see and what Ella had described a hundred years earlier: the black elm trees, the swirling dust, figs and vines, ripe melons, tilting minarets, mud walls and single-storey houses with tiny windows. Such scenes are evident, too, in the many photographs Ella took of Khiva – featuring mosques, wells, farmers, carts and caravanserais – with her trusty Kodak camera which, she tells us, often sent local children nervous of the ‘evil eye’ running. She wasn’t the only notable person taking pictures of Uzbekistan’s marketplaces and mosques at that time, though. The well-known wandering photographer Sergei Mikhailovich Prokudin-Gorskii was also roving about similar bazaars and deserts between 1910 and 1915, travelling at the command of the last tsar, Nicholas II, who had tasked him with documenting cultures and landscapes of the Russian Empire (1721–1917). Just as Prokudin-Gorskii took photographs of the bread sellers of Samarkand and Turkmen carefully choosing their winter melons in desert landscapes, so did she.

Ella is honest about her concerns, and is not stiff, or squeamish, about recording the hardships and tragedies she witnesses. There is a stomach-curdling passage in Bukhara where she recounts guinea worms being extracted from the legs of the inflicted by barbers (‘the surgeons of the community’), and she shows great pity for the blind who often take up the role of masseurs. But especially poignant is her friendship in Khiva with the Russian advisor to the khan, Colonel Korniloff and his wife Natalia Anatolia who are later murdered by the Bolsheviks (‘Kind Natalia An., who could then have dreamt of such a fate awaiting you?’). In 1916, after her explorations through Central Asia, Ella oversaw a Red Cross canteen in France, staffed by other Scotswomen, during the Battle of Verdun.

I heard directly about her bravery and doggedness a few years ago, when I was invited to have lunch with her great-nephew, Robert Christie Stewart, at his home in Clackmannanshire. At the dining table, we flicked through boxes of her black-and-white photographs, most no bigger than a playing card, while little trunks were brought out containing souvenirs and ikat textiles that Ella had collected. Robert remembered his great-aunt Ella as a generous woman. But, he added, she loathed social chit-chat. As we ate our soup, Robert explained that once a man on the platform at the nearby railway station in Dollar had casually asked if she was going to Edinburgh for the day. ‘No,’ Ella shot back. ‘I am going to Samarkand!’ 

Zigzagging and unpredictable, Through Khiva to Golden Samarkand is a rare and satisfying book filled with surprise. And it is one that inspires in quite unexpected ways. Just before Ella crossed into Uzbekistan in 1912, travelling by steamer on the Oxus River from Turkmenistan, she made note of a curious carrot preserve. Having never seen such a thing on my own travels, but motivated by her encouraging description, ‘a special kind of marmalade made of finely chopped carrots in honey’, I recreated a version of it in my kitchen at home in Edinburgh, adding a hint of cinnamon. Not very jammy, but delightful on hot, heavily buttered toast. This edible tribute to Ella has now become a hit and I am rarely without a jar of it.

 

Caroline Eden, 2022





Preface

Down to Gehenna or up to the throne,

He travels the fastest who travels alone.

 

The vast regions of Russian Central Asia are comparatively little known to the outside world, chiefly from the difficulty of persuading those in authority to grant the necessary permission to see any of their Asiatic possessions south of the Siberian Railway. Members of frontier commissions have doubtless crossed it, commercial houses have sent their representatives to the markets of Bokhara, while secret service agents have not been unknown, but the ordinary traveller has seldom been encountered, and since the revolution the isolation has been complete.

My reasons for making the journey were twofold: first, the extreme desire to see for myself what lay on that comparatively bare spot on the map east of the Caspian Sea, a stretch of some 1200 miles to the Chinese frontier; and secondly, the lure of those magic names, Bokhara and Samarkand, renowned in history as well as in the pages of classic tales and poetic fiction for chivalry and romance – a romance which constrained even Milton himself to strike sonorous chords:

 

His eye might there command, wherever stood

City, of old or modern fame, the seat

Of mightiest empire, from the destined walls

Of Cambula, seat of Cathaian Can,

And Samarkand by Oxus, Temir’s throne.

 

The dreary stretches of desert to be traversed might have deterred some, as well as the necessity of having to obtain not only a passport, but also a special permit from the Russian Government. In making application for this, much information had to be supplied: the object of the journey, the exact route to be followed, the stopping-places, and general details, not omitting a certain amount of family history.

These having proved satisfactory, I was told that I might start, though no visible sign or seal was ever put into my hands. The only official paper I had with me was my passport, which had to be given up to the police of the district on arrival at any place in which I intended to pass the night: it could only be reclaimed on the day of departure, and I lived in perpetual dread of having to leave a town without it. All these precautions were in order that the military police might be duly notified, and of course necessitated much time: for my application six weeks were required, and this was considered a record in speed. Whether successful or not, a check is thus supposed to be kept upon the intrusion of undesirable aliens. In my own case, as a woman travelling alone, I almost ranked in that category, as the Russian secret service is so largely recruited from our sex, and officials, wherever met with, never failed to ask: ‘Why should you wish to go there? You will have no one to talk to’ (an important item in the daily life of a Russian), ‘there is nothing to see, travelling is difficult,’ and many other such-like trivial suggestions.

Even our own officials did not altogether welcome the idea. I was begged not to get them into any trouble, while the Foreign Office very kindly warned me in the following letter of the risks I was about to incur were I to persevere in my intention of setting foot in Central Asia. Looking at it in the most favourable light one can hardly say it offered encouragement:

 

The sanitary condition of Russian Central Asia and Bokhara is not satisfactory at this moment. There is some plague and much small-pox (both the ordinary and the black variety), scarlet and typhus fevers, and diphtheria. There is also a dearth of vaccine and competent vaccinators.

 

I pondered over this, not with the idea of its acting as a deterrent, but merely to determine against which of the various diseases mentioned I should take precautions. Finally I decided on small-pox, as it appeared in duplicated form. I was vaccinated in Constantinople, and thought with partial gratitude of Lady Mary Wortley Montagu and her heroic conduct. I suffered tortures for a week, discomfort for much longer, and sympathized with conscientious vaccination objectors. Apropos of this, among the many parting instructions given me was the following: ‘Be sure if you take small-pox, at once hang red cloth over the window.’ No thought was given as to where red cloth was to be obtained, or if there would be any windows over which to hang it! Having guarded so far against illness, I had to find an interpreter speaking some European language besides Russian. The belief, so current in our country, that all Russians speak French is quickly dispelled in such a search. It is most difficult to get any information on the other side of the Caspian Sea unless one has a knowledge of Russian.

In my two journeys to Central Asia I had experience of two interpreters. One was a Lett who spoke a certain amount of German, had already knocked about the world in the capacity of a seaman, and who proved to be all that was required. He will be known in these pages under the name of Fritz. The other was a converted Jew, who spoke very ‘bookish’ English, and who once told me that bishops had sat at his feet, but in what capacity he refrained from divulging. He was far from welcome to officials; indeed, on one occasion, being a Jew, he was forbidden to enter the house of a local governor, and on arrival at Moscow he was ordered to clear out almost as soon as we had arrived. He will be mentioned as the Interpreter.

The question of luggage had next to be thought of; this was necessarily limited as to personal belongings, for I had to take a camp-bed for such occasions when no bedstead was provided, and bed-linen and towels, these not being supplied in hotels, lodgings, or in trains. Sometimes sheets can be obtained by a special arrangement with the landlady, but ‘sheets’ are usually little better than glorified dusters bordered in red. I had further to provide myself with a Jaeger rug, and a cotton padded quilt to serve as a mattress, and so help to relieve the unevenness of a Central Asian hotel bedstead.

A spirit-lamp with small frying-pan and saucepan proved on many an occasion to be invaluable, and for provisions I had a bag of oatmeal, biscuits, and butter, butter being almost unobtainable throughout Turkestan. The absorbing problem, however, was how to wrestle with the invading hordes of insect life. In an interview that I had with the late Sir Donald Mackenzie Wallace, with reference to travelling in Central Asia, I was warned by him that the ordinary Keating’s powder, efficacious in most circumstances, was in these countries of no more use than so much flour, and that a much more powerful destroyer called Aragatz must find a top corner in my packing arrangements, as nowhere could one escape from the terror by night!

He also enjoined me, as I valued my life, not to wash even my hands in unboiled water owing to the risk of contracting disease germs. A rubber basin was included, in spite of the further warning of a Russian doctor – ‘as to washing the hands, that might be considered, but a wipe of the face with eau-de-Cologne is all I should attempt before returning to the shores of England.’ ‘The eyes?’ ‘Yes, a little boric rose water might be thought of.’ But, cost what it might, I could not resign myself to this modicum of washing, and realizing the truth of his advice I had to adopt the plan of boiling every drop of water I used all the time I was in Turkestan.

Central Asia may be reached in two ways: either by the Moscow-Orenburg-Tashkent Railway, which takes about five days, or across the Caspian Sea from Baku to Krasnovodsk. In my first journey to Central Asia I chose this latter route, and shall begin the description of my journey on leaving Baku, which is situated on the western side of the Caspian Sea.

The Caspian Sea offers to students of geology many points of interest. At one time, they tell us, it was linked up with the Arctic Ocean by way of the Aral Sea and the River Obi, and in the course of countless ages this vast body of water has gradually diminished till only the Aral Sea and some other desert salt lakes are left. This fact is borne out by innumerable lines and markings along the coast which to the scientist mean the unwritten records of its history. The present level is eighty-four feet below the Black Sea, and is at its highest in the month of July. From the north are poured enormous volumes of water from the two great Russian rivers, the Volga and the Ural, while on the east side practically the only river is the Atrek, which rises in the Kopet Dagh Mountains and skirts the Persian frontier. The immense quantity of fresh water flowing in is diluting by degrees the salt properties; this is especially noticeable in the vicinity of the larger rivers, where the water is salt only to the extent of one per cent., but on the eastern coast it holds a much heavier saline deposit.

The shallower portions are frozen over from November to March, chiefly at the northern end. Navigation then ceases, while in summer on the south end it is also suspended for days at a time from another cause – namely, the violent storms that rage between July and September. The length of the Caspian Sea is 740 miles, and its greatest breadth 300 miles. There is no outlet, and the balance of water is maintained entirely by evaporation.

The salt industry is an important one at various places along the coast, something like 400,000 tons of salt being taken out every year. Krasnovodsk, the chief port on the eastern side, is dependent on the Caspian for its water supply, which is utilized by means of distillation, though some small rain tanks were made by the Russians, and much talk was heard in 1910 of a scheme whereby an improved water supply might be introduced.

Perhaps the most interesting feature of the Caspian is the mysterious current which flows through it, much like the Gulf Stream. It is about 150 feet wide, and runs at the rate of three to five miles an hour. Scientists are not quite agreed as to the cause of this phenomenon. Some maintain that the excess of evaporation on the extensive bay called Karaboghaz, on the east coast, produces an indraught and attracts a larger supply of water to that portion of the sea which rushes through the extremely narrow channel by which the bay is entered. Fishing forms an important industry, especially in the north, where sturgeon, sterlet, and salmon abound, and supply the caviare for which Russia is famed. Seal and porpoises are also inhabitants of the Caspian, and help to bear out the theory that at one time it was joined to the Arctic Ocean.

Anthony Jenkinson on his journey to the Court of Samarkand in the sixteenth century thus reports his knowledge of the Caspian Sea:

 

This sea is fresh water in many places, and in other places as salt as our great ocean. It hath many goodly rivers falling into it, and it avoideth not itselfe except it bee underground. During the time of our navigation wee sett up the redd crosse of S. George in our flagges, for honour of the Christians, which I suppose was never seen in the Caspian Sea before.

 

At Baku I was warned that it was dangerous to eat fish caught near there, even salmon having been known to produce blood poisoning, although no reason could be given for the cause of such unpleasant consequences.

Having been seen safely on board by the police at Baku, I watched the shores of Europe disappear in a cloud of lights as we sailed off about eight p.m. The steamer was crowded with Asiatic natives of all kinds, who sprawled all over the deck and found accommodation for the night amid bundles of a most miscellaneous description, my introduction to the travelling impedimenta of that part of the East. The cabin was quite comfortable though the berth was unfurnished, and having unpacked and spread out my quilt and sheets, I made the best of a somewhat ‘roll-y’ passage till, after a twelve hours’ voyage, calm was reached in the harbour of Krasnovodsk next morning. There I was again met by the police, a somewhat novel attention, and one to which I was hitherto unaccustomed. The necessary formalities of examining my passport had to be gone through, objections raised in hope of a stray rouble, much talk to be listened to and interpreted, until finally I was allowed ashore to enjoy my first sight of Central Asia.
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