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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 some of today’s most exciting writers.

From solo journeys through the Sahara to canoeing the length of the Mississippi, from the badlands of Utah’s canyons to the black tents of Central Asian nomads, from Calcutta to Samarkand, Afghanistan to Ethiopia, the series has captured the risk and wonder that comes from all good travelling, opening our imaginations to unfamiliar places and cultures. Spanning a period from the 1890s to the 1980s, these Journeys give fresh perspectives not only on the places and times in which they were originally published, but on the place and time we find ourselves in now.

As a traveller who has written about journeys on foot throughout Europe (most recently Outlandish: Walking Europe’s Unlikely Landscapes), I am thrilled to have had 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 – in true travellers’ style – through serendipity and chance encounter. In this spirit of discovery, we are always open to suggestions for books to republish in the future. Please get in touch on Twitter @johnmurrays or @underscrutiny. #JMJourneys

 

Nick Hunt, Series Editor





Barbara Alex Toy (1908–2001) was born in Australia and moved to England in 1935, working in theatre and film. In 1950, after a bet, she embarked on her first solo expedition, driving a Land Rover (which she named Pollyanna) from Tangier to Baghdad, that launched a career as a travel writer and overlanding pioneer. A Royal Geographical Society Fellow, she completed her second circumnavigation of the world at the age of eighty-one. 
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Travellers cannot keep their friends with them.

Ethiopian Proverb





Introduction

Barbara Toy captures the perennial conflict of the travel writer as she rolls into the Land Rover dealer in Fort Lamy (then capital of Chad), having driven across the Sahara Desert from Libya. ‘The journey is too easy in vehicles like these,’ sneers the manager, ‘You have no mishaps to write about.’ ‘It’s a good fault,’ she retorts, ‘At least I am here to write whatever there is.’

Any traveller setting out on a long journey with the intention of writing a book will know this dichotomy – the natural human desire for one’s plans to go smoothly, but the fear that if they do, there will be ‘nothing to write about’. Thankfully for us, Barbara’s innate curiosity, gung-ho approach and openness to the people she encounters make her an engaging travelling companion, no matter what the circumstances. And, of course, luckily for the reader, there are just enough mishaps along the way to keep us turning the pages.

It’s clear from the first page that Barbara Toy knows what she’s doing. The year is 1959 and in the last decade (throughout her forties) she has clocked up three solo desert expeditions in North Africa and the Middle East, as well as her ‘boldest feat’ – a round-the-world journey through Asia, Australia and the USA, all in her beloved Series 1 Land Rover. Her exploits are unsponsored, unsupported and she has written successful books about each one of these journeys. Now, nudging fifty, we find her setting off once again, this time to Ethiopia, via Tunisia, Libya, Chad, CAR, Congo, Uganda and Sudan.

Writing these words, at exactly the same age, I can’t help but utter an Oprah-esque ‘You go girl!’ in tribute to that rare, under-appreciated species: the middle-aged female explorer. And I’m intrigued to see that many of the challenges she faced were mirrored in my trans-Africa motorcycle ride, nearly fifty years later. As both Barbara and I discovered, plotting a route through Africa is a game of snakes and ladders, requiring constant improvisation to dodge the glorious chaos that is thrown at the overland traveller on a daily basis.

With independence movements rippling across the continent, the late 1950s was a fascinating time to be travelling in Africa and, for a woman alone, it was also an unusual one. The 1930s had seen female explorers including Freya Stark and Theresa Wallach make audacious journeys through what were then still ‘the colonies’, and women aviators such as Amelia Earhart and Amy Johnson also became household names during this time. But by the 1950s, the female emancipation that had grown out of women’s involvement in the war effort had fizzled out, and wives were once again returning to domesticity. Not so for Barbara Toy. Upon entering Ethiopia she tells the immigration official she is a widow, but the truth is that she left her husband in the mid-1930s to carve a career in London’s theatre world before embarking on her first solo overland expedition in 1950. But as any savvy, lone female traveller will tell you, manipulating the truth about your personal life to wangle a tricky border crossing is de rigeur.

The newly independent Africa that Barbara encounters is mostly brimming with optimism – but not entirely. The continent is still scattered with Europeans trying to navigate this new world – business owners, military men, aid workers and missionaries – some clinging on in denial, others actively involved in building the continent’s future. Each country Barbara visits on the way to Ethiopia is at a different stage of its independence journey, from Libya (1947) to the freshly independent Congo, Chad and CAR (all 1958). In Sudan, which gained independence from Britain in 1956, there are already rumblings of disquiet among the Sudanese, following a recent coup which has resulted in a military dictatorship.

‘Democracy is a thing you must grow into, not be given on a plate,’ one of the locals tells Barbara, while a Northern Sudanese schoolteacher warns her against photographing members of the Dinka tribe – not because he believes it to be disrespectful but that he is ‘ashamed of them’ for being ‘too primitive’. ‘We will change all that,’ he assures her. It is particularly sobering to read these conversations knowing that in just three years civil war would break out, and Sudan – now split into two nations – would never enjoy peaceful democracy. Indeed, at the time of writing, the country is experiencing a violent power struggle between two military factions.

Barbara reports what she sees and hears, but she travels with no agenda and avoids foisting a world view on the reader. In 1963 she told an Australian newspaper, ‘I never meddle with politics, take people as I find them, and I’ve never met anything but friendliness.’ Her objective reportage suggests she believes in respecting native traditions and is reluctant to impose Western values on the people she meets, but sometimes her impartiality feels strained, especially when describing the tribal practices of female genital mutilation and child marriage, and you can’t help wondering what she really thinks.

Although she refrains from sweeping judgements, some of her throwaway comments may be grating to the modern reader, especially when discussing the ‘glamour’ of big-game hunting, the colonial French approach to ‘training’ the natives in ‘good manners’, and particularly her unpleasant depiction of the Pygmies of the Congo. But despite being a product of her time, her genuine enthusiasm and curiosity towards her fellow humans comes over in her encounters, whether she’s being asked for medical advice on lip sores and infertility by a group of Falasha people, being forced to wear a hat to attend a stuffy embassy function, or being assisted by a convicted murderer at a French Foreign Legion station. As with all the great explorers, she is open to everything, and everything is interesting.

For any travel writer, there is always a decision about how much of one’s inner self to include in the narrative. In Barbara’s case, the answer is not very much. There is no tortured past to escape, no burning life-goal to achieve, no anxiety to overcome. Her lip only quivers once – and that is under the strain of Sudanese bureaucracy! Maybe this approach is, again, typical of the era – the stiff upper lip and Blitz spirit being ingrained in the British psyche at this time. But the result of her keeping a lid on her emotions is that on the rare occasions she does confess to feelings of fear or loneliness, it is all the more poignant, and we welcome her vulnerability.

The first half of the book covers her journey through North and Central Africa, including an evocative crossing of the Sahara, demonstrating her love and knowledge of deserts. The second half is dedicated to her travels in Ethiopia of which she is a great admirer for its unique mix of cultures, its independent spirit and, particularly, its leader Emperor Haile Selassie and his vision for the country. As the title of the book suggests, the journey is motivated by the desire to seek out the truth behind the Ethiopian legend of the Queen of Sheba. And while she does make some attempts in this direction, we, the reader, suspect that in reality Barbara has hit the road for the sheer hell of it.

In the end, it doesn’t really matter, as her passion for Ethiopia and its people jumps off the page. What is heart-breaking to us today is that she clearly believed she was witnessing the dawn of a great future but, as we now know, her visit coincided with a short and precious period of peace and stability in Ethiopia’s history. Unlike the prophetic scenes in Sudan that foreshadow its tragic decline over the following decades, her depiction of Ethiopia as the swinging, cosmopolitan hub of Africa, attracting the great and the good from across the world, gives no hint of the devastation that is to come: the military coup against Selassie, the Communist takeover, border wars with Eritrea, the famines of the 1970s and ’80s and, now, the brutal civil war raging in the Tigray region.

In Search of Sheba is a compelling snapshot of its time, and it delivers what every travel book should – a great adventure yarn and a window into another world. Barbara excels when pitted against the odds, and the book reaches its climax with a gripping, high-drama action scene worthy of James Bond. I can’t help thinking that in a different life, Barbara, with her theatre background and appetite for adventure, would have made an excellent 007.

But the contemporary reader is also left plaintive: for an Africa that did not fulfil its hopes and dreams and also for Barbara’s legacy, which has been largely forgotten. In the pantheon of female adventurers, she is the missing link between Freya Stark and Dervla Murphy, and indeed gave her Ethiopia maps to Dervla for her 1966 expedition and book, In Ethiopia with a Mule. Yet, Barbara’s books have long been out of print, and she has all but disappeared from exploration history despite the fact that her first solo journey took place five years before the much-celebrated six-man Oxford and Cambridge Far Eastern Expedition, also undertaken in Land Rovers.

I hope this new edition will go some way to righting these wrongs, and a new generation of readers will discover Barbara’s charms: tough yet human, intelligent without pretension, cheerful but never trite – everything you could wish for in a travelling companion.

 

 Lois Pryce, 2023





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 Toy’s original words, but rather to acknowledge that language and attitudes have moved on since the time of writing.





Prologue

Snow was beginning to fall; already a thin film lay on the vehicles parked alongside the factory wall. The light from the office building opposite caught the snow and it glistened. Amongst the long line of miscellaneous vehicles my old Land Rover Pollyanna stood. Over the years she has acquired in my mind certain expressions and now, it seemed, she had that silent, patient, dug-in look. Gethin Bradley, a member of the Rover Company, unperturbed by the general last-minute rush, held open the door of the office building for me to pass through. Around us buoyant flakes were caught in the high, cold wind.

‘Here it is,’ he said, pointing to a brand-new Series 11 Land Rover which stood in front of the door.

I walked towards it slowly. The vehicle had everything that I could possibly want for my proposed journey across the Sahara and east to Ethiopia. The tropical roof was painted white, and attached to both sides of the body were two lightweight aluminium sand-channels in specially prepared sockets. My mind skipped back to the flattened, jagged pieces of old oil-drums used previously for this purpose which had bumped around in the back of Pollyanna.

Two jerry cans, also in sockets, stood on the front bumper-bar and there was an extra petrol tank under the near-side front seat. Above the dashboard the air vents had been screened with wire to keep insects out, and in front of them were two petrol pumps, one for each tank, placed there to catch the breeze. They worked very well, for during the entire journey the car never once became over-heated. Behind the front seats there was a ‘deck’ similar to Pollyanna’s which covered the entire back; and the interior ‘below deck’ was lined with Dunlopillo which made packing easier and ensured the safety of breakable things.

As well as these extras, many refinements had been added to the standard vehicle since I bought Pollyanna ten years previously. Firstly, the engine being 2¼ litre, it had considerably more power; also there were dashboard pockets, well-sprung seats, and the interior, although not the de luxe model, had rubber-matting all over the front floor of the car.

‘I’ve had them put your equipment from Pollyanna into the back of the new one.’ The young man’s manner was slightly brusque; perhaps he knew what I was feeling at this moment.

‘Oh, what are you going to do with her now?’ There was no doubt of the subject uppermost in our minds and he knew at once what I meant.

‘She is going to the school in a day or two, and until then she can stay where she is,’ he said.

Pollyanna was being given to a technical college where she would be used by the boys for practical demonstrations while, during the holidays, they would be allowed to take her on odd jaunts. I could think of nothing better that could happen to my old car. But for the moment, I panicked; I couldn’t just drive off and leave her standing in the cold and the snow, my companion of ten glorious, adventurous years!

‘Oh no, she can’t,’ I said.

‘Can’t what?’

‘Can’t stand out there in the snow.’

‘Why not?’

‘Well – she hasn’t any anti-freeze in her,’ I lied.

‘She hasn’t?’ He shot a disbelieving look at me, then at the old Land Rover, and gave it up. Women! his manner clearly implied. ‘Well, I’ll just have to move one of the office cars out of the building – maybe one of the director’s,’ he added accusingly.

I did not care if he moved the Managing Director’s car out in the snow, and I turned, concentrating hard on the new one.

For the last three days I had been attending a course that the Company provides for Land Rover owners who are going on a journey to places where repairs are not always possible, or for those living in out-of-the-way places. Taking the course with me were two young missionaries, one from the Congo and the other from South America. They gleaned more knowledge from the course than I did. I could only hope that I would become as well acquainted with the new one’s engine as I was with Pollyanna’s and, after all, during those ten years she had never once completely broken down.

I climbed into the car; it was bigger than Pollyanna, higher. I settled down into the soft seat.

‘Sorry to have kept you so late – last-minute rush,’ said Gethin Bradley. ‘How far are you going tonight?’

‘Just to Warwick.’

‘Then you had better use your low transfer gears – it’s a tricky road – but you’ll be going slowly, in any case.’

It was in these gears that I finished the journey 25,000 miles later.

I let in the clutch. ‘Thanks for everything,’ I called, and moved forward. Past the long line of vehicles, past Pollyanna; I noticed with relief that Gethin was approaching her. I hadn’t said good-bye to her, but how could I?

The engine hummed quietly and I felt the extra power. The wind-screen wipers moved in a steady rhythm, two of them. I passed the high gateway and turned left. It was incredibly difficult to see anything! ‘The damned snow! The damned road! This damned car!’ I said to myself, ‘I can’t see a damned thing!’ and wiped the tears from my eyes.
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