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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





The Cruel Way

 

 

Switzerland to Afghanistan in a Ford, 1939

 

 

Ella K Maillart

 

Introduced by Fiona Mozley

With excerpts from All the Roads Are

Open by Annemarie Schwarzenback

 

 

 

 

 

[image: JM_logo]

www.johnmurraypress.co.uk





This edition first published in Great Britain in 2021 by John Murray (Publishers)

An Hachette UK company

 

Copyright © Ella Maillart 1947

Copyright © Anneliese Hollmann 2021

Published by agreement with the Agence littéraire Astier-Pécher

 

Introduction © Fiona Mozley 2021

Excerpts from Annemarie Schwarzenbach’s All the Roads Are Open, translated

by Isabel Fargo Cole, reproduced by permission of Seagull Books London Ltd

 

The right of Ella Maillart to be identified as the Author of

the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with

the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 

Cover image: Laris Alara Kilimci / Lar.studio

 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,

stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any

means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be

otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that

in which it is published and without a similar condition being

imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

 

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

 

eBook ISBN 978-1-529-37979-2

Paperback ISBN 978-1-529-37978-5

 

John Murray

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

 

www.johnmurraypress.co.uk





Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.





To Christina, In Memoriam

 

 

 

Excerpts from All the Roads Are Open by Annemarie Schwarzenbach published with permission of Seagull Books





Contents

Introduction

A Note on the Text

 

Epigraphs

 

1 The Idea

2 The Start

3 Italy

4 Yugoslavia

5 Sofia

6 Istanbul

Therapia from All the Roads Are Open

7 Black Sea

8 Pontic Range

9 Bayazit

10 Azerbaijan

11 Roads

12 Nikpeh

13 Sultanieh

14 Teheran

15 Gumbad-I-Kabus

The Prisoners from All the Roads Are Open

16 Khorassan

17 Meshed

18 Abbas Abad

19 The Border

20 Herat

In the Garden of the Beautiful Girls of Qaisar from All the Roads Are Open

21 Bala Murghau

22 Shibargan

23 Turkestan

24 Pol-I-Khumri

25 Do-Au

26 Bamain

27 Band-I-Amir

28 Begram

The Potters of Istalif from All the Roads Are Open

Chehel Sotun from All the Roads Are Open

29 Kabul

Onwards to Peshawar . . . from All the Roads Are Open

30 Mandu

 

Envoi

Dates

Heights and Distances

Notes

Bibliography





Introduction

Ella Maillart and Annemarie ‘Christina’ Schwarzenbach – partners, companions, fellow travellers – begin their journey from Switzerland to Afghanistan on the cusp of the Second World War. Hitler has a firm grip on Germany; he has already achieved the Austrian Anschluss and his army has swept into Czechoslovakia. Poland has not yet been invaded but as readers know, and Ella and Christina seem to sense, it is on the horizon. ‘The Cruel Way’ might then refer to the path these extraordinary women are treading, or the one unfolding behind them. This volume contains Maillart’s original work, published in 1947, and also, for the first time, sections of writing from Schwarzenbach. The accounts of these two women, like their adventurous, turbulent relationship, cohere and collide in intriguing ways.

They leave Switzerland in a Ford on 6 June 1939. Throughout this account, Maillart refers to the car by its brand name, and her choice seems important. She has not only an understanding of mechanical engineering, but also a good eye for other vehicles along their route. She spots Nazi munitions and Soviet trucks and feats of British industry, but the Ford suggests a subtle shift away from the old great powers of Europe. These women do not make their journey in a Volkswagen or an Austin. Maillart writes of her need to escape Europe; to escape not only the coming war but also the ways of thinking that seeded it.

Ella Maillart was born in Geneva in 1903. Her father was a fur trader, and her mother was a keen sportswoman, who excelled at skiing and imparted her love of the outdoors and physical exertion to her daughter. In her teens and twenties, Maillart learned to sail, and it is clear that she quickly became proficient. She undertook expeditions, initially with her childhood friend, Miette, and later with three other women, around the Mediterranean. She subsequently found employment as a ‘cabin boy’ on English ships sailing the Atlantic and was the only woman to compete in the single-handed sailing competition at the 1924 Olympics. She was, for a time, a French teacher in Wales and also worked as a stunt-woman and actress on mountaineering and ski films. She mixed with Europe’s literati and began to write, first articles on Russian cinema and, later, books. She travelled to China, Tibet and throughout Central Asia. By the time she and Schwarzenbach set out in their Ford, Maillart was both an experienced writer and a seasoned explorer. 

In 2021, readers might feel giddy when encountering the date 1939. It’s a year of precipitous meaning, marking the point of no return. I found myself reading this travelogue with a kind of vertigo. And, of course, that vertigo – the sense of standing on the brink of an apparently inevitable plunge – is augmented in the light of the conflict we know will later befall the region through which Maillart and Schwarzenbach journey. Their motivation for travelling to Afghanistan, Maillart explains, is that it is one of the few places in the world largely untouched by the West. These women go to Central Asia to escape the turmoil of Europe, but it is difficult to absorb their rich descriptions of cities like Kabul without the clamour of contemporary geopolitics pressing through the surface of our reading. We might also grimace, and think of 1979, when a Herr Spent of the German legion in Tehran confidently declared that the Shah’s objective was to extract enough wealth from his people to ensure the stability of his dynasty, thus making a ‘new revolution impossible’.  

Like her readers, though, Maillart herself is working from a place of hindsight. In a sense, this can be said of much travel writing, but the space between the living of this journey and the writing of it is, I think, once again peculiarly marked by world events. It is not until 1945, when the war is done, that she makes permanent her memories by recording them. By this point, there is not only certainty in the fate of Adolf Hitler – a man who haunts these pages – but of Schwarzenbach, of Christina. Rescuing Christina from her morphine addiction is the governing hope of the journey, but by 1945, Maillart knows the outcome of this endeavour. As such, the writing itself is shadowed by spectres and, I sensed, by the rituals of mourning. The women make frequent visits to tombs; they go to Christian sites of various denominations and Islamic shrines, both Sunni and Shia. More often than not, these sites house the remains of a saint or an imam. Such visits punctuate the texts in a way that seems to presage Maillart’s inevitable grief.

Perhaps tellingly, the sadness that I detect in Maillart’s writing does not appear at all in the sections of Schwarzenbach’s that are included here. Her accounts are lively, at times excitable, rich in sensory experience and inquisitiveness. While she is rather wraithlike in Maillart’s account, she is vivid in her own. I was struck by the way her interest in other people contrasts with Maillart’s reserve, at least the Maillart we encounter in these pages. Schwarzenbach writes of the men they meet and of the women of Afghanistan and their ‘progress’ (she is rather sceptical of the term).

The Cruel Way, at its heart, is about the lure of the journey. The narrative is structured and interrupted by borders: mountain ranges, deserts, seas and rivers. Spaces are limned by differences in language, nation and empire, by culture and religion. There are bureaucratic borders precipitating frequent run-ins with border guards. Sometimes Maillart and Christina are ushered onwards without issue; at other times their papers are inspected and found wanting. There are negotiations, one of them calls a friend (they are well-connected) and they are allowed to continue. It is often their cameras that are the focus of this bureaucratic attention. In Istanbul they are taken for spies, and in Turbat they are once again detained and questioned about their photographs. Christina pretends to take the car away for petrol, leaving Maillart with the officials. Maillart then sneaks out the back and runs down a lane to join Christina and the car, and they drive away, wondering if and for how long they will be pursued. 

As they travel, the women change, or rather, they are seen differently by those around them. Their meanings shift as they transplant themselves from place to place; their codes are broken and re-encrypted. Over the course of their journey, Maillart and Christina are taken for many things, and that is always the phrasing that is used: ‘taken for.’ (While writing this introduction, I had to check myself a couple of times – I would accidentally type ‘mistaken’ when this is not how Maillart puts it and the difference is, I think, crucial.) In Khoi, Christina is taken for Maillart’s chauffeur. Indeed, Christina is continuously taken for a man. For Maillart, this is only a problem when it interferes with her own explorations. As they travel through Persia (modern day Iran) Maillart instructs her companion to wear a skirt as two women travelling together are more likely to be offered help should they need it. Moreover, she is keen that they gain entrance to the harems, which they will not be able to do if Christina presents herself as a man.

Frequently, they are also taken for Nazis. While staying in Tehran, they are saluted by the domestic staff, who talk about how awful the British are. While Maillart objects to the gesture, she notes that in many of the regions they pass through, it is Great Britain not Germany that is despised as the old aggressor. As they travel on, they find themselves mixing Persian words with their usual French vocabulary, and Maillart notes that the car also becomes ‘persianised’, by which she means Christina has attached local purchases to the dashboard.

We, in turn, might take these travellers for many things: adventurers, tourists, ethnographers, imperialists, refugees. When Maillart writes of escaping, her language is infused with references to toxins and their restorative obverse, ‘fresh air’. She seeks altitude. She often writes of landscapes in terms of sickness and health, perhaps for telling reasons. In East Persia, she vividly describes the small craters erupting in the soil like ‘carbuncle wounds’. Earlier, leaving the Caspian Sea and its Turkish-bath-like heat, she noted that ‘bodies are not meant to go on oozing like a bag of curds’. Her writing is evocative; sometimes grotesque. Maillart often distinguishes between what she sees as the technological advancements of the West and the spiritual forces of the East. She spots European vehicles or armaments, and notices a cinema projector in an Iranian mosque, where the arched mihrab used to stand. She names the projector as a ‘new god, and bestower of oblivion to our mass civilisation.’

Christina, with Maillart’s help, is fighting against an addiction, although we are told that she frequently slips off to find morphine. Maillart explains her companion’s drug use as a process of self-exploration. She writes of Christina’s experiments with the boundaries between the ‘natural’ and the ‘anti-natural’ – ‘she would know that nature and its laws cannot bind us, she would begin to feel in herself a freedom beyond nature’. These sections offer tantalising insights into their relationship and the extent of Christina’s struggles. Nothing is uttered in certain terms; all we have are Maillart’s words – words like ‘love’; phrases like ‘taken for a man’. Intriguingly, Schwarzenbach reveals very little of these concerns, offering only beguiling allusions to the unfathomability and ‘labrynthine’ structure of her life and her fears that she had ‘gone a step too far and, albeit unintentionally, crossed the boundary of the sphere human beings are allotted.’

The Cruel Way frequently grapples with the possibility of ever truly understanding the lives and experiences of others. A visit to the tomb of Ali Ibn Musa al Reza – the eighth Imam of Shia Islam – in Meshed draws a reflection on the possibilities of understanding or immersing oneself in unfamiliar beliefs and cultures. Here, they worry that their cameras, for which they do not have a permit, will be spotted, and they hide them as they hurry through the town to the site of the tomb itself. They do not mix with the pilgrims but watch from a vantage point. As they do so, Maillart reflects on her previous visit to this tomb, when she did situate herself within the crowd. On that occasion, she had walked among the pilgrims as they entered the chamber that housed the tomb. Trying to grasp a sense of their spiritual fervour, she came to realise that true participation would be impossible without the religious belief that the Shia pilgrims possessed. She stood in the prescribed place, enacted the appropriate gestures, vocalisations and movements, but her experience was somehow diminished, shown up as a simulation. 

Ella Maillart and Annemarie – or Christina – Schwarzenbach seem, at times, remote. Their political concerns are of their age, as is their vocabulary, and there are points when they take an uncomfortably superior view of the world around them. Yet, despite this distance, there are also moments when they seem altogether tangible. They are curious, confident, and their relationship – whatever its specifics – is resolutely queer. This should not be surprising. Throughout history, women and queer people have managed to live all sorts of lives in all sorts of guises. What makes The Cruel Way so extraordinary is the way it maps this singular human relationship through a resolutely expansive engagement with the world beyond.
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