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

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

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

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

 

Nick Hunt, Series Editor
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Introduction

Freya Stark was one of a kind. Fearless, determined, and largely dependent on her wits, she weaponised these qualities to explore some of the Middle East’s most inhospitable regions with aplomb. Unlike her peers – both male and female – who often exploited aristocratic connections or relied on family wealth, guides and luxuries to conduct their expeditions, Stark usually set off against official advice, atop a mule, wearing little more than cotton shoes, a darned skirt and a smile to disarm her opponents. While absorbed in her tales, it’s easy to forget that she was travelling in the 1930s, so casual is her retelling of being mauled by dogs, and fainting from malaria in a part of the world where less than a handful of Europeans had ever travelled, let alone a single white woman with no clear incentive.

Judged by today’s standards, her jaunts into the tribal regions of Persia would put most contemporary travel writers to shame. ‘Jaunts’ might sound diminishing when taking into consideration the scope and scale of Stark’s achievements, but as the author herself declared, ‘I must admit for my own part I travelled single-mindedly for fun. I learned my scanty Arabic for fun, and a little Persian – and then went for the same reason to look for the Assassin castles and the Luristan bronzes in the manner here related.’ Which begs the question: what on earth would her travels have revealed had she set out with great intentions?

On her ninth birthday, Stark received a copy of the Arabian Nights from an aunt, a book that inspired a lifetime of travel, with the exception of a short period during which she was married. However, after separating from her husband she returned to her one true love and began travelling again. In 1934 she published her first book, The Valleys of the Assassins, the story of an ambitious treasure hunt in Luristan, followed by an attempt to discover the stronghold of the Assassins in Alamut, a Persian sect that had ‘treated murder as the suffragette did the hunger strike and turned it into an avowed political weapon’. This became the first of twelve volumes of travel writing that vaulted her to the high ranks of a society that had once excluded her. On the book’s publication she became a celebrated geographer, explorer and cartographer, sending the maps she had drawn of the uncharted region to the Royal Geographical Society.

As a fellow woman travel writer, it’s hard not to imagine how one might have felt in Stark’s shoes, arriving from her then-home in Baghdad to travel alone through Persia. That said, although she certainly arrives on her own, Stark is never without company, often to her dismay. Before departing for Harsin, she is told that the head of police himself will accompany her along the road. Wonderful, a more timid traveller might feel. But Stark’s frustration is relatable to the travel writer who knows very well the need to blend into the background in order to takes notes, observe customs and eavesdrop with ease, while also hoping not to be ‘deported or interned as a vagrant’. Typically, she’s quick to recognise a possible advantage, and wonders if she might be able to ‘persuade him in the looting of a grave or two’.

Now here’s where things become tricky. In our post-pandemic world, we will all have to become more mindful about how we travel: climate change is a serious and unavoidable issue, as is the nature of how we engage with our surroundings. Decolonising travel is high on the agenda, so how do we as twenty-first century readers reconcile this pioneering adventure alongside the blunt fact that Stark is ransacking graves in a foreign country? While she admits ‘I knew what I was doing went directly against this law’, she justifies her actions by asserting that theft is rampant and that her actions aren’t going to cause problems for her Persian assistants who believe she has permission from Teheran. In a genre long dominated by European explorers, Stark can’t be blamed uniquely for her often overt displays of entitlement as she passes through these regions with an almost inherent understanding that she will be well received, assisted and granted access with her British passport. One can’t help but wonder how the same tribespeople would have been treated in England should they have arrived to pilfer skulls from ancient tombs. Would they too have been offered a house of their choice with the residents put out for the night and their only food devoured? It’s a privilege that even the modern-day Western traveller takes for granted, not realising the hoops and hurdles that citizens of most other countries have to jump through and overcome to travel.

In his New York Times book review, published in November 1934, Charles G. Poore noted that Stark is ‘given to salty commentaries’, many of which are descriptions of the very people who are assisting her journey and hosting her in their homes, ‘sinister-looking villains’, their roving eyes ‘shrewd’, ‘cunning’ or ‘sly’. But these, while unacceptable today, can be forgiven as a relic of their time. Invariably these salty comments come at moments of frustration when Stark is either being held up by the hapless Shah Riza saying his prayers in her Burberry coat, or overhearing her plans being deliberately scuppered. As the journey goes on, her characters appear ‘charming and kind’ with ‘bright dancing eyes’, which suggest Stark is finding herself more at home in her surroundings, and she marks the end of the book with a beautiful and poignant gesture in a garden surrounded by flowers.

Throughout her life, Stark wrestled with her own womanhood, preferring to stay in the company of men while tossing off dismissive comments about the ignorance of women and their whining, and notes in this unfortunately timeless line, ‘The great and almost only comfort about being a woman is that one can always pretend to be more stupid than one is and no one is surprised.’ It’s this very comfort that serves to underpin hairy moments in her travels where most men would have come undone. While researching my own books, I have often spent many a train journey smiling vacantly, struggling against every instinct to admonish the bombastic, but choosing instead to lap up their unfiltered conversation for my notes. Although Stark is well-equipped to disarm men who present an obstacle, it’s her interactions with the women and children she encounters that are the most touching and revealing. Quick to produce quinine and any other form of equipment to remedy their ails, Stark finds herself bedding down with harems where she deftly observes the dynamics of the wives’ relationships with one another that defy the usual stereotypes about submissive Middle Eastern women. It’s here that Stark is at her most tender and humane, fighting back the urge to impose her own morals when faced with child brides, and hungry children watching her finish their last morsels.

Towards the end of the book, it becomes clear that Stark is most at home in the wild, free from restraints and left to roam at will. Tetchy and bothered when things don’t go to plan, her tone instantly lifts when she finds herself in the heart of natural beauty, so much so that one can almost hear her smile through her descriptions. ‘The valley was now full of loveliness. A last faint sense of daylight lingered in its lower reaches. The moon flooding the sky with gentle waves of light. Here was more than beauty. We were remote. No map had yet printed its name for the eyes of strangers. A sense of quiet life, unchanging, centuries old and forgotten held our pilgrim souls in peace.’ It’s also telling that she excelled in cartography, given the extraordinary detail with which she documents and explains what she sees, conveying a deep insight into how her mind worked. She likens mountain ridges to the lines on a fever chart and names every hamlet, village, town, mountain, plant and tree that she spots. From the colours of the walnut trees lining the banks of black rivers, to willow trees drooping over fields of daisies, she’s constantly scanning and forming pictures in her mind’s eye. However, it’s in her search for peace that she reveals her soul, and when she finds it, one can feel the explosion of romantic love for the landscape, and her solitude within it. It’s almost as if she knew, ninety years ago, that tourism would become a blight on the natural world, noting that, ‘to go to the lonely and majestic places of the world for poor motives, to turn them to cheap advertisement or flashy journalism, jars like a spiritual form of prostitution on your true lover of the hills.’ And with that, she sits in the sun, resting her eyes in the sight of the hills, willing her reader to do the same.

 

Monisha Rajesh, 2021





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





Preface

An imaginative aunt who, for my ninth birthday, sent a copy of the Arabian Nights, was, I suppose, the original cause of trouble.

Unfostered and unnoticed, the little flame so kindled fed secretly on dreams. Chance, such as the existence of a Syrian missionary near my home, nourished it; and Fate, with long months of illness and leisure, blew it to a blaze bright enough to light my way through labyrinths of Arabic, and eventually to land me on the coast of Syria at the end of 1927.

Here, I thought, all difficulty was over: I had now but to look around me, to learn, and to enjoy.

And so it would have been had not those twin Virtues so fatal to the joie de vivre of our civilized West, the sense of responsibility and the illusion, dear to well-regulated minds, that every action must have a purpose – had not these virtues of Responsibility and Purpose met me at every step with the embarrassing enquiry: ‘Why are you here alone?’ and: ‘What do you intend to do?’

I may confess at once that I had never thought of why I came, far less of why I came alone: and as to what I was going to do – I saw no cause to trouble about a thing so nebulous beforehand. My sense of responsibility was in effect deficient, and purpose non-existent. When excessively badgered, the only explanation I could think of for being so unwantedly in Asia was an interest in Arabic grammar – a statement rarely accepted in that candid spirit in which I offered it to unconvinced enquirers.

I came to the conclusion that some more ascetic reason than mere enjoyment should be found if one wishes to travel in peace: to do things for fun smacks of levity, immorality almost, in our utilitarian world. And though personally I think the world is wrong, and I know in my heart of hearts that it is a most excellent reason to do things merely because one likes the doing of them, I would advise all those who wish to see unwrinkled brows in passport offices to start out ready labelled as entomologists, anthropologists, or whatever other -ology they think suitable and propitious.

But as this book is intended for the Public, and is therefore necessarily truthful, I must admit that for my own part I travelled single-mindedly for fun. I learned my scanty Arabic for fun, and a little Persian – and then went for the same reason to look for the Assassin castles and the Luristan bronzes in the manner here related. And here I would like to thank the much-tried, frequently accused, and not unreasonably perplexed officials who came across me, for much indulgence, not always unmixed with disapproval, but invariably kind.

I have given events and impressions as they occurred, as accurately as I could. This I am particularly anxious to say in regard to the Treasure Hunt in Luristan, which might otherwise be suspected of fantasy by readers unacquainted with lands so sensational: the only alteration made there is to disguise the situation of the treasure map and cave.

I have many to remember who were good to me in my journeying, British, Arabic, and Persian, whose presence lives in the enchanted frame of days and whose kindnesses are beyond the possibility of recording.

Freya Stark,

Villa Freia

Asolo

Italy





Part One

Luristan
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