

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 the original words of either writer in this book, but rather to acknowledge that language and attitudes have moved on since the time of writing.





Chapter 1

The Idea

‘If it’s not warmer to-morrow when I take you to the station, the car might easily break down: it can no longer cope with such frosts.’ Christina made that remark by the way and I hardly heard it, for my thoughts were still in Prague: she had just described the soul of that city, the life of her Czech friends, their utter helplessness and despair as the might of Hitler approached them with steady relentlessness.

We were both looking through the small window-panes of her peasant’s house in the Engadine. Winter ruled. Across the valley, clouds hid the slope of the Fextal where we had skied that morning between luminous red-brown larches. A dark, low sky oppressed the valley – shadowless, dead. Though high in the Alps, the land looked flat and broad, for the house stood by a lake now frozen hard under many layers of snow. Nothing but that desolate expanse barred us from the southern horizon where the Maloja pass leads into Italy.

Christina must have added: ‘The car is worn out and Father has promised me a Ford’; I only heard that last name and it seems to have been responsible for all.

That one word was enough; flocking ideas arranged themselves in the right order, vague tendencies crystallised into a solid plan. As if it were a kind of long-drawn echo, I heard a voice like mine begin to say:

‘A Ford! That’s the car to climb the new Hazarejat road in Afghanistan! In Iran too, one should travel in one’s own car. Two years ago I went lorry-hopping from India to Turkey: I am not likely to forget that dusty journey with its many breakdowns, the fervour of the pilgrims, the sleeping on the road or in overcrowded caravanserais, the police inspections at each village and – more difficult to laugh away – the necessity of staying by the lorry instead of roaming at will.’

In the clouds above the Maloja a diffused light seemed to show the way: after a drop of five thousand feet into the warmth of Lombardy it would wind through the Balkans and take us to the Bosphorus, gate to the immensities of Asia. My mind was already in Persia.

‘East of the Caspian we shall drive to the ancient tower of the Gumbad-i-Kabus and camp among Persian Turkomans: they may still follow the customs I sought in vain among their kinsmen modernised by the Soviets. We shall see the golden dome of the Imam Reza shrine – smooth, compact, and precious shell aimed at the sky. Then we shall reach the giant Buddhas in the pure valley of Bamian, the incredibly blue lakes of the Band-i-Amir. Further still, down the northern side of the Hindu Kush, up the valley of the mighty Oxus, we shall vanish into the mountains before any prohibition from Kabul can stop us. There live the men I want to study in a country where I feel happy: mountaineers not enslaved by artificial needs, free men not forced to increase their daily production. If access to Kafiristan is barred, we can traverse India, take the Burma Road and live with the Lolos of Eastern Tibet. When I have collected new facts about these tribes, I shall at last be admitted into the brotherhood of ethnologists. Then all will be well: I shall belong to an organisation, it will be my job to rove, I shall no longer be tempted to write books to make a living.’ A power dormant in my talk had given birth to a plan already so mature that it at once imposed itself: it was like the mango trick.

At last Christina had a chance to speak: ‘When I was in Teheran I longed to go further East where traditional ways of living had not been abolished.’

Her voice brought me back to the present. I looked at her coldly: though she was still convalescing after months of an exhausting cure, the look in her eye was sound and determined. Trying to dam the new current with the nearest bricks I could lay hands on, I said:

‘My dear, I am a fool to talk like this. Unless you put on twenty pounds of flesh you cannot possibly tackle such hardships. Besides, who would finance us? And anyway war will soon break out . . . And if it doesn’t I shall probably lecture in the States.’ I didn’t mention my main objection: provided she were soon normal, how long could we bear each other?

Though she probably guessed my thought she said nothing, nothing. Her thin hand held a cigarette, the yellow knuckles sharp under a skin as thin as tissue-paper. She was sitting on the bench – with hollowed chest, hugging her knees, her adolescent body leaning against the great stove built in the corner of the room. But for her tense presence it would have been restful in the quiet old house while the squalls whistled abroad, in that peasant house of bare larch (the oblong lozenges of its red grain are like watered silk). Table and walls were clean, smooth and friendly under the palm eager to feel them.

Though apparently impassive, Christina did not know how to be at rest.

Calm as usual, her colourless face was a symbol I was trying to read: devoid of all pretence, it was a ‘simple’ face in the sense of true, artless, not concerned with itself. Under the mass of close-cropped hair the head seemed too big, too full of thoughts for so frail a neck. The forehead was not high but arresting by its broadness, its density, its determination – nearing stubbornness sometimes.

I knew that behind it thoughts could take to high flights once they had surmounted an obsession I could not yet define. The eyes set wide apart, showed changing shades of dark-blue grey under eye-brows much darker than her hair. Those eyes belonged to a soul in love with beauty that would often wince away from a discordant world; they could shine with enthusiasm, with affection, they could smile back at you, but I never saw them laugh. Unexpectedly fleshy when you studied it, the nose suggested that her constitution was perhaps not so weak as it seemed. Melancholy in the modelling of the pale, irregular mouth – lips that were inhaling smoke with silent voracity. (The dark shades of her teeth increased, she had told me, whenever her vitality was ebbing.) The small chin was particularly youthful, making one think of a puzzled child ready to ask for protection. Her hands were those of a patient craftsman who knows how to chisel a pure line: I have seen her turn seven sheets one after the other into the typewriter before that paragraph had attained the perfectly flowing curve which alone could satisfy her. Writing was the only ritual of her life: she subordinated everything to it.

Impassivity was quite natural to her concern for perfect form: she could never have displayed an untidy face like mine. It was partly because of this strange tense serenity that a friend of ours used to call her the ‘Fallen Angel’. Her subtle body, her pensive face lighted by the pale brow, put forth a charm that acted powerfully on those who are attracted by the tragic greatness of androgyny.

She spoke, determined to allay my fears:

‘Kini: I must go away. I am finished if I stay in this country where I no longer find any help, where I made too many mistakes and where the past weighs on me too heavily . . . I had thought of going to Lapland but I would much rather come with you to Afghanistan. You see . . . I have not yet learned to live alone! As for exploring, I needn’t go with you into the mountains: you are a friend of the Hackins and I might perhaps help them if they are excavating there. You know I have already worked with archaeologists in Syria and in Persia.’

After a short pause she continued: ‘You are concerned for my health and I admit I am weak. But you don’t know my constitution. You must ask the doctors. They can never explain my recoveries. I promise you to ski every day instead of smoking too much; then I shall have more appetite, eat more and put on weight. As for money, our publishers ought to help us. I have just finished my last book and I can get an advance on a story about Afghanistan. The Geographical Magazine will also support us.’ Then, in a more subdued voice, she added: ‘I am thirty. It is the last chance to mend my ways, to take myself in hand. This journey is not going to be a sky-larking escapade as if we were twenty – and that is impossible, with the fear of Hitler increasing day by day around us. This journey must be a means towards our end. We can help each other to become conscious, responsible persons. My blind way of life has grown unbearable. What is the reason, the meaning of the chaos that undermines people and nations? And there must be something that I am to do with my life, there must be some purpose for which I could gladly die or live! Kini . . . how do you live?’

‘Now, listen. Let’s be practical. We agreed long ago that we shall have to know ourselves better before we can know anything else; we also inferred that the chaos around us is linked with the chaos within. But first of all you must gain strength, cease to be at the mercy of your health. Are you willing during the coming months, to devote your marvellous energy to building a new body for your renovated nerves? Will you stop worrying about questions you can’t yet solve? Don’t say ‘‘Yes’’ just to quiet me but, please, see what you owe yourself. For instance, you often said you would fight Hitler with all your might when war breaks out; but what will you do then if you are still a mere shadow?’

Thus my voice, with as much authority as I could. But I knew the torment that lay behind Christina’s simple words. And deep down, where life is secret and smooth in its flowing, I uttered a silent prayer: May it be in my power to help you, impatient Christina so irked by the limitations of the human condition, so oppressed by the falsity of life, by the parody of love around us. If we travel together, may it be given me not to fail you, may my shoulder be firm enough for you to lean on. Along the surface of the earth I shall find our way where I have journeyed before; and inwardly, where I have long ago begun to ask myself questions so like yours, may the little that I have found help you to find what each of us has to find by himself.





Chapter 10

Azerbaijan

We limped along some thirty miles of bad track that separate Bayazit from Bazergan. These border-posts had not changed: at the Turkish one I recognised a starved cat, and a suckling woman with her towering headgear reminiscent of Turkestan. She was squatting by the same stack of dried dung-cakes; but her child was noticeably bigger. The same idiot dragged a cart carved out of carrots, the same felt rugs were stretched to dry on a wall.

At the Persian post, a sort of great school-hall, we feared we should not be allowed to travel further. Though it vexed him, the official had to admit he did not know what to do with a tryptique and carnet de passage. So Christina filled up all the entries in his book. We saw that we were car number two entering Iran by this road.

Then our man discovered that the Egyptian Minister in Paris had delivered our visas; and he did not understand that this diplomat could act as substitute for the Iranian Minister away on leave. (Diplomatic passports can only be handled by a minister.) Having an ordinary passport, I had applied to the Iranian consul – only to learn that no visas were given at that moment. As a last resort, Christina had taken my document to the Egyptian Minister so that he might deal with us both, for she could not travel without me. In this way our papers had been provided with the indispensable formulas.

Convinced by our explanations, our border-official was at last prepared to let us go; but exhausted by our feat of eloquence, we were incapable of correctly counting our European banknotes (the amount had to be entered in the passport). This error, discovered later when we wanted to leave the country, filled an hour with disagreeable tension.

We rolled down towards the Makou pass.

Like the wings of a stage-setting, two pink cliffs flanked the defile that even Timur could not conquer, though he had subdued fortresses like Van, Erzerum and Bayazit. Later, the great Shah Abbas decided to get rid of the Khan of Makou, a robber-chief who was spoiling with impunity the trade promoted by his efforts. With one soldier per trunk, two trunks per camel and four thousand camels to his caravan, Shah Abbas, disguised as a merchant, asked the Khan to shelter his goods within the gorge for the night. The Khan agreed and no sooner were all the camels brought in than the soldiers jumped out and conquered the place.

Whereas Bayazit contemplates the northern hemisphere from its rocky ledge, the flat houses of Makou facing south hide half-way up a concave slope where the sun never lingers for long. In their different ways these two villages are astonishing. Both had fulfilled the medieval requirements of life – ability to shelter people and defend them indefinitely. But nowadays adapting themselves to the demands of modern trade, they tumble helter-skelter to the level ground near the high road.

Though it was only five-thirty in the afternoon, for no particular reason we decided to remain in Makou.

No sooner had we reached the inn than out of a blue sky burst the most violent storm that I have so far seen. Night came. It went on pouring as if some wilful act were being performed. Uninterrupted lightning showed ominous violet clouds and sheets of pale water falling from the edge of the cliff. I don’t know which was the more awe-inspiring, the noise of this new flood or the sight of that white cataract falling on the dark village from a height of two thousand feet.

By then our courtyard had become a deep reservoir (we were near the bottom of the slope where the gorge flattened out).

Raging torrent, shouting voices, crashing thunder and rumblings of the avalanche were all united in a mighty and terrifying roar. Dishevelled, dripping, muddy, livid creatures with their trousers rolled up above the knees soon invaded the inn. They wailed that they had lost everything: a river of pebbles had filled the main lane of the village to a height of six feet. Hammam and mosque had collapsed first. Cows were trapped or killed.

Meanwhile, unperturbed by this disaster, the son of the innkeeper had seized my fountain-pen and was writing at my dictation the French translation of his long list of Persian words. The new road was going to bring a stream of travellers to Makou and he was getting ready for them. He sat by the green-shaded oil lamp under which a reserved German had once told me that Hitler was the only living statesman not afraid to speak the truth.

Calm reigned once more by the time we went to our staved-in spring-beds – to fight sandflies above the sheet and fleas below.

In the light of the new day the cliffs were superbly scarlet against a deep blue sky. We scrambled up through the village where, among broken walls and fallen shelves, people were rescuing grain and their poor household articles. The mayor had decided not to rebuild the houses where they were, but down on the flat by the new road. The sky had helped the times to move on . . .

We dawdled under the overhanging cliff, trying to detect its secret: Makou is famous ‘for its gigantic cavern twelve hundred feet in span, two hundred thick and eight hundred deep. Immense granaries and room for three thousand men are said to exist inside the cliff. Within and carved on the rock, are inscriptions in an unknown language. The possessor of the stronghold received it under an oath never to permit strangers to mount into the interior or see the caves’.3

We managed to enter a spacious inhabited house with two flagged courtyards of fine proportions; everything was decrepit, but traces of fountains and flower-beds spoke of past opulence. The front rooms had a lofty view of the amphitheatre: one felt near the eagles that swung along the cliff.

 

Makou is a natural border. Beyond it, no cloud, no rain, no mountain any more, but an undulating country, open, fertile, sunny. No longer the Latin characters now familiar to modern Turkey, but the sweeping curves of the Arabic alphabet. Tiny cups of syrupy coffee are replaced by big glasses of tea; and no more oxen and carts: from Makou to China the whole of Central Asia resounds with the spasmodic, strangulated braying of the ass.

No longer women in national costume or men with ample seats to their trousers and narrow sausage-like legs. Not a single stone house, but mud walls, wattle roofs; and everywhere the sign of countries poor in wood – the dung-cake plastered on even surfaces. Except in towns, you will not find a door or window that locks: your privacy belongs to the past. Nobody would understand what you meant by it or why you could possibly want it – though you are in the country of the anderun, the room reserved to females. You belong to your host: his family and neighbours want to see and touch what you possess. You soon learn to comply with a good grace, remembering that it is the only contact travellers can have with Persians since, afraid of compromising themselves, their cultured compatriots in Teheran avoid you as a Russian avoids you in Moscow or a Japanese in Japan.

As for the Persian gendarmes, they show too much interest in your genealogy to be really charming. Water from the wells is often too brackish: to train your system to cope with it you are advised to eat raw onions with buttermilk. And the millions of flies are far too sticky and affectionate. But once you have risen above these small inconveniences, Iran is yours.

Turning and twisting among rounded hills, the road brought us to a river. We made our way nervously ahead: it was an opaque blood-red liquid whose depth could not be judged. Far, very far away, the high land was bordered with lilac and buff undulations.

We left behind us the region where red villages evoked those of the distant Atlas.

At Khoi the gendarme took me for the lady with the diplomatic passport, while Christina was addressed as my chauffeur!

Green Marand was even more beautiful than my memory of it. With its whitewashed houses and young poplars alive as pale birches, it might have been a rich Ukrainian village. It is said that the tomb of Noah’s wife is at Marand: we did not try to see it. But we thought that many myths are at home in this part of the world, that the province of Azerbaijan where we found ourselves looks as ancient as Armenia. Only, her tired low hills appear joyfully old. We had admired the great Ararat: at the convent of Etchmiadzin on its northern slope they show a piece of wood said to have come from the Ark. It is also said that Noah is buried at Naksivan, the oldest city in the world. But the fame of Ararat is contested by the Muhammadans: they maintain that Noah’s ship landed on Mount Djoudi in Irak where dervishes have kept a lamp burning ever since. ‘The Ark rested by tradition on rising ground near Karbela – not on the mountain of that name miscalled Ararat by the Armenians,’ writes Sir Arnold Wilson, and he adds that this statement is endorsed by Sayce of Cambridge. ‘Jezirah ben Omar is an island on the Tigris at the foot of Mount Ararat and four miles distant from the spot where the Ark of Noah rested. Omar Ben Al-Khataab removed the Ark from the summit of the two mountains and made a mosque of it.’ (Travels of Rabbi Benjamin of Tudela, 1160–1173.)4

As for Zoroaster, one of the greatest among those who travelled along our road, he was born in Media, perhaps not far from where we were. He preached as far as Ghazni, south of Kabul. In the twelfth year of this renovated faith he converted King Vishtaspa of Balkh who ordered two copies of the sacred writings to be made.

It was not far from our Marand that Zoroaster, at thirty years of age, as he was sitting on the shore of the Vanguhi Daitya, a river of Azerbaijan, received a revelation from Vohu Mano, the Spirit of Wisdom, the Iranian Logos. This river, flowing north of Khoi, is the same Arax we had seen higher up in Armenia. The paradise of Zoroaster, the Eran Veg or Airyana Vaego, with its sacred mountain where Ahura Mazda answered his questions, was also not far from here. It was in the Eran Veg that the Maker Ahura Mazda told the good shepherd Yima:

‘In course of time the earth shall be laid waste by the snows and rains of three long winters.’ In order to repeople his earth with superior races kind Yima is ordered to build an underground palace, the Var of Yima, where the finest specimens of human, animal and vegetable species will live till the moment when, the evil days being over, they shall open the doors of the Var and repeople the earth.

‘There shall be no humpbacked, none bulged forward there: no impotent, no lunatic, no one malicious, no liar; no one spiteful, none jealous; no one with decayed tooth, no leprous to be pent up nor any of the brand wherewith Angra Mainyu stamps the bodies of mortals.’5

Yima is said to have carried out these instructions. Looking at our wicked world, I wonder, then, what can have happened. Could the Maker have been deluded or did Yima make some mistake? Perhaps ‘kind Yima’ was too kind and let into the Var his best friend who had a decayed tooth that made him jealous of Yima and so the trouble began all over again?

The latest effort at creating a small paradise was made in the Elbruz mountain which we were soon to see. In the eleventh century, a friend of Omar Khayyam, a learned Shia doctor named Hassan bin Saba, chief of the Ismailians, captured the castle of Alamut from the Seljuk Shah Melik Jelel-eddin. He became known as the Old Man of the Mountain and was the first Grand Master of that sect of missionaries; there his devoted Assassins or Hashishins, eaters of hashish, were given a glimpse of heaven. This garden of paradise was destroyed the following century by Hulagu the Mongol Il-Khan.

‘The third Grand Master al Kabir bi Akham Allah Hassan openly ascended the throne in 1164 and proclaimed the great Resurrection. To his followers he prescribed spiritual worship, reducing the importance of the “zahir” (sheria) as it is suitable to those who are saved and have entered the spiritual paradise. This paradisial state of the faithful is most probably the real basis of the well-known legend about the garden planted by Hassan bin Saba on the barren rocks of Alamut to imitate Paradise and dupe his followers.’6

This third Grand Master was a descendant of Nizar. Through him as well as through the eighth Grand Master Ruknal-Din Kurshah is descended the present Aga Khan, who is thus the hereditary representative of Ismail, the seventh and last revealed Imam. In this sect of the seven Imams it is believed that the office of Imam would be held henceforward by a hereditary unrevealed Imam descended from Ali through Ismail.

 

From the top of the Arg we were looking at Tabriz, a wide expanse of flat houses within a dark circle of gardens in the middle of a yellow desert plain. At the horizon rose fluted hills of a purple which at sunset became splendid and intense.

I was interested to read what Marco Polo said about the ‘large and very noble city’ of Tabriz: ‘The merchants concerned in foreign commerce acquire considerable wealth but the inhabitants in general are poor. They consist in a mixture of various sects and nations, Nestorians, Armenians, Jacobites, Georgians, Persians and the followers of Mahomet who form the bulk of the population and are those properly called Taurisians. Each description of people have their peculiar language. The city is surrounded by delightful gardens producing the finest fruits. The Mahometan inhabitants are treacherous and unprincipled. According to their doctrines whatever is stolen or plundered from others of different faith, is properly taken, and the theft is no crime; while those who suffer death or injury by the hands of Christians are considered as martyrs. If therefore they were not prohibited and restrained by the powers who now govern them, they would commit many outrages . . . They have succeeded in converting to their faith a great proportion of the Tartars, who consider it as relieving them from restraint in the commission of crimes. From Tauris to Persia is twelve days’ journey.’

Arg, or citadel, is a wrong name for the great wall we had ascended: built under Ghazan Khan at the beginning of the fourteenth century, it is the ruin of the Mosque Ali Shah which must have had one of the biggest vaults that have ever been built. The bricks are of such a quality that during the revolt of 1933 they were not broken by machine-gun fire. The wall on which we stood, twenty feet thick and more than a hundred feet high, was fascinating me: the way the bricks were laid gave the huge tower a spiralling movement that made me giddy. The sharp shadows in spaces left free on either side of every brick enhanced a pattern like the coarse side of plain knitting. Below, at the far end of the open courtyard, spotless in daylight stood a huge cinema screen. Below us where the arched mihrab stood once to indicate the direction of sacred Mecca, was throned the fire-proof cabin of a cinema-projector, new god, and bestower of oblivion to our mass civilisation.

From our perch we could also see the church of the Lazarist mission, belonging to a very much smaller sect of devotees. There are not more than twenty-five thousand Christians in Persia, mostly converts from the Armenian and Nestorian-Assyrian faiths. The Superior, a Frenchman, told us how much Iran had lately progressed: in the past, when a Father prepared to leave the town he used first to thrust two or three pistols through his girdle. We remarked how curious it was that France had no Minister in Teheran when it was so important to loosen the hold gained by Germany.

‘I’ll tell you,’ he said, ‘a Minister has been appointed but the Persians don’t accept him: he has the “evil eye”. During his stay in Afghanistan, King Nadir Shah was assassinated and when he served in Abyssinia, Ras Tafari was dethroned.’* The priest continued: ‘One must add that, very susceptible like all parvenus, the Shah takes it as an insult not to be thought worthy of a Minister having served in one of the great capitals of the world.’

 

* That minister ended by coming to Teheran and once more something happened to the ruler of the country, though not at once: Reza Shah Pahlevi was deposed and exiled. He died at Johannesburg in 1944.

 

That frame of mind was responsible for many incidents. The Americans of Iran had their newspapers confiscated for a long time because a crime of lèse-majesté had been committed in Washington, a Persian diplomat having been inadvertently imprisoned for driving too fast.

Paris too had been guilty when a gutter-sheet had published the pun: Il n’y a pas là de quoi fouetter un Shah! There was such a to-do about it that ever since the Quai d’Orsay trembled to think what might be published next day. To such an extent, in fact, that my editor in Paris had made me promise to have my articles passed by the Quai. In spite of my efforts at being a good girl, they did not pass. I had avoided the well-known crime of saying that veiled women had disappeared, though happily not all the camels. But this compliment of mine had perhaps been thought too indirect: ‘. . . lorry-drivers, those heroes of modern Iran, work sixteen hours a day. They lose no time for a midday meal: during the torrid halt they only pass around the opium pipe which gives them the needed calm to rattle along these infernal roads shaped into corrugated iron by the tearing on of overloaded trucks.’ How dare I mention opium in connection with the progressive kingdom of the modern Aryans!

Such was the xenophobia of the Shah that he had all posters bearing Latin or Russian script destroyed. So the cosmopolitan inhabitants of Tabriz were adopting picture-posters that all could understand. A huge drawing of a jaw, for example, indicated a dentist. But the Shah could not prevent various foreign languages from being used orally in that big town. Had I not been awakened that morning by a roaring Maroussia! Banya yest? – a Russian asking for his bath?

Tabriz was the capital of the Mongol Il-Khans when the Polos arrived with their Mongolian beauty. But in the meantime the prospective husband Arghun Khan, had died. So they brought their precious charge to his son, the small Ghazan Khan who was warring in the East and who established himself on the throne two years later.

The famous Blue Mosque of Tabriz was built in the fifteenth century by Jehan Shah of the Black Sheep dynasty of Turkomans. Its brick walls had suffered greatly from invasions, earthquakes and wars, but nevertheless they moved me deeply. (I am no expert: I speak as a tourist comparing details seen at Khiva, Bokhara, Samarkand, Herat and Meshed.)

Its dark tiles are enchanting. Where traces of gold-painting sparkled over deep blue, it evoked a night sky. One great panel of faience-mosaic made me think of the time when one is in love, when one feels that never before has one really seen the splendour of the midnight heavens: the stars, no two of them alike, burn with such intensity they seem to come towards you. Imagine a corner of that sky but every star a coloured flower, then you have a hint of what I saw. This dark enamel has nothing in common with Prussian blue and its cold green afterglow: it is of a dark, dense ultramarine with a faint touch of deep red in it. I saw sculptured alabaster blocks with such rare jade-like shades that I should have liked to stay much longer to enjoy them.





Chapter 11

Roads

We were in a bad temper.

The previous evening we told our policeman that to take advantage of the cool morning, we should leave the hotel at the crack of dawn. He had promised to bring in time the javass or document allowing our departure. But he never turned up. At nine o’clock we went to the police-station in search of a scapegoat. At eleven, rage having eaten away all our strength, we said nothing when at last the right man came and opened a drawer where our javass had been ready all the time. With an apology for his delay, he said that this document would save showing our incomprehensible passports at every post of control. So far we had been compelled to stop at either end of every village even when the two posts were within sight of each other – a law which had put a stop to the activities of brigands.

Because of that late start we were speeding along. I saw a white disk barred by a line (the sign meaning ‘control’) but decided not to warn Christina, thinking that nobody could run after us. But yes: men in a side-car overtook and stopped us, read our javass and then commanded us by gestures to go back to their office. They skipped back thinking we were following them.

Seeing their mistake, they once more overtook us. These rascals were showing too much zeal: had they not seen we were provided with the best of documents? We went on. They yelled, cursed, drove alongside, took hold of our steering wheel. White with anger, Christina hit the arm that had caused a dangerous lurch. But with such mad men it was better to stop. The atmosphere was frightening. Something had to be thought out quickly! Yes, it worked: one of the gendarmes spoke Russian. Our inarticulate gibbering ceased, viewpoints were exchanged, the tension fell. In the end we all apologised, the man saying with great feeling:

‘You are our highly honoured guests. It was very wrong of me to become so wild!’

Uncannily, the exasperated voice of that man seemed to pursue us though we were alone at last. It reminded Christina of another shouting scene in her home some fifteen years ago. Her grandfather came out of the room in which he had received a certain Adolf Hitler, complaining with his hands over his ears: ‘Um Gottes Willen, why must the man shout like that all the time?’

Because lorry-drivers gave us a hand when we changed a wheel, we also stopped whenever a truck had pulled up by the road-side. Once, as we gave some patching material, we were astonished to see a tube covered with many layers of repairs: we learned that tyres and tubes were as rare as gold.

For the wedding of the Crown Prince which had taken place two months before, all the cars in Teheran had been requisitioned by the Shah. They were punctually returned but their tyres had been replaced by worthless ones! There is such a lack of tyres and lorries in Iran that even the trucks of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company – the uncrowned queen of the country – were sometimes seized by army officers and stripped of what they needed. Such dealings would continue until the manager of the A.I.O.C. warned the Shah that since his work was being interfered with, the much-needed oil-royalties coming to the Shah would be diminished at the next pay-day.

Blankets used to cover the wheels of lorries during the midday halt. It was to preserve the tyres from a possible sun-burst. We followed their example.

In a good inn furnished with tables and chairs there was an original collection of oleographs – many European kings and queens, naked beauties pinned on either side of stern Hindenburg, a geisha beside a bishop raising his hand to bless; and, best of all, a superb calendar showing Jesus, the Aga Khan, Edison and other great men grouped around Ataturk and Reza Shah in the middle of the scene. We were told that the Shah was undoubtedly a great man. Nevertheless he had always postponed a journey to the industrialised countries of Europe – afraid to discover perhaps, that all he had built in Iran was not so perfect as he would have liked to believe.

In that room I found the explanation of something that had been puzzling me since 1937. Many lorries dragged a thick chain between their front wheels as if escaping from prison. The chain was meant to prevent an accumulation of electricity on cars whose shiny bodies have for hours rubbed against the fast, compact wind of these flinty and calcinated highlands: a shock might hurt the first man to step down from a vehicle overcharged with electricity.

Mercilessly driven lorries that have a merciless three-ton overload; jolting lorries that get deadly exhausted after two years’ service (having then earned the price of a new machine, why worry?); trucks rumbling day and night ahead of their evanescent plume of dust; roads that bring resurrection to places thousands of miles away . . . ‘To me it is the multitude of rough transport-drivers, filling all the roads of England every night, who made this the mechanical age,’ wrote T. E. Lawrence to Robert Graves. This is also true of Iran. Dozens of textile and flour-mills, of ginning – cement – soap – and cigarette-factories, sugar refineries, wireless stations – each of them before being assembled, has rolled bit by bit over these long roads of Iran.

We came to an overturned truck. On the road stood grim-looking boxes of great size marked ELEVATOR! Two men sat in the shade of the chassis – the only dark spot in the heart of the immensity. They had already been here for forty-eight hours, waiting for a rescue party. The Persian driver cried:

‘It is not my fault, what could I do? It is bad luck. God willed it . . .’

The Russian mechanic who had accepted a papiross from Christina’s tin of ‘Camels’ retorted:

‘God? Poor fool, what are you talking about? You know as well as I do that God exists nowhere but in your silly head!’

Thus Sovietic ideas are imported too, not only machines.

I think that this sudden growth of transport facilities, especially in Turkey, Iran, Afghanistan, Russia, Manchoukuo, China, countries I have visited, discloses the background of our time: fear of too mighty neighbours. Roads are needed to build up industries. But this development – ultimately good for the people of the country, let us hope, though nowhere do men look more harassed than in our industrial lands – is primarily meant to increase the strength or the revenue of the state. And this revenue goes first of all to building a strong army, an army much bigger than the internal policing of the country would require. That army is urgently needed, for powerful neighbours notorious for their grabbing propensities might walk in at any moment. Fear! Fear of war is the pivot, the mainspring of activity in all awakened countries – and not only there.

Without oil, the mainstay of transport in Iran now that caravans are no more, the people would starve. Luckily there is oil in the south, though it is owned by a British company (that used to pay a yearly average of two and a half million sterling to the Shah). Oil is also, by far, the main export of Iran. All this means that in spite of the one thousand nine hundred very active Germans living (then) in the country and in spite of a powerful Russian neighbour, Great Britain still controls the destiny of Persia.

 

In a dark and low chai-khana we were once more sipping glasses of hot tea in the hope that it would wash away the dust that parched our throats. All of a sudden two strong men speaking Swiss-German rushed into the hut, eager to meet the owner of the Swiss car, a rarity in Iran. They were soon showing us the way to their camp, having decided to let their work look after itself: they were building the railway from Kazvin to Tabriz.

Over tankards of beer we spoke about the trans-Iranian line. It was not only finished but working along its eight hundred miles, from the Persian Gulf to the Caspian. According to some critics it was an expensive luxury (it cost forty million sterling) that would not free Iran from the economic hold of Russia: hundreds of miles away from the main traffic such a line was useless. I remembered how two years ago people who pretended to be well informed had said that technical difficulties were insuperable: the line would never be finished. ‘Only a miracle could make this line a reality,’ wrote G. Reitlinger in 1930. The miracle took place: one has to admit it and own it to the Shah!

But I have often noticed that Westerners have an inborn tendency to minimise or ridicule whatever the Persians do – not because it is badly done, but simply because they are exasperated by the pride of the Persian who boasts that what he has done is ‘the best in the world’. They do not see that among Asiatics this attitude is the inevitable reaction to the condescension with which Westerners brought their mechanical progress to the East as if it were a revealed religion capable of healing all ills. ‘Europeans know everything better than everyone else and can do everything better than anyone else. For a hundred years they have been nurturing in “natives” a feeling of inferiority owing to their own attitude of superiority. It has been one means of consolidating their power. Nowadays it is turning on them and showing itself in an inferiority complex that is manifested sometimes in a hatred of foreigners, often in suspicion and always in great sensitiveness . . .

‘. . . Modern European invasions are carried out under the banner of humanity and progress: to bring poor, pitiful backward people out of their state of darkness. The ‘‘poor things’’, who feel themselves to be infinitely superior in mode of life and in courtesy to their blunt and unceremonious invaders are nevertheless nonplussed by the fact that these people can speak into a black tube and carry a conversation across miles of intervening country.’7

Two years ago I had met a few Swiss engineers at work, so I have some notion of the difficulty of building roads in Iran. On the Chaluss highway, the most direct link between Teheran and the rich provinces south of the Caspian, there was a workers’ camp nine thousand feet up near the Kandevan pass. That impressive road was one of the most cherished constructions of the Shah who felt that the Pahlevi–Kazvin road was dangerously near the Russian border.

Dug under the pass, a tunnel not only avoided a few zigzags of the road but it dodged the heavy snowfalls that stop all traffic in winter. I have seldom come across steeper, longer and more barren hills than those near Kandevan where roofed galleries protect the road from landslides. Though apparently built on a safe shoulder of the mountain, part of the workers’ camp had been swept away by a snow-slide; as for the car of the chief-engineer, it could be seen at the bottom of the huge ravine, a small, discarded, rusting toy.

As a full-blooded autocrat, the Shah had ordered where he wanted the tunnel to start.

‘Your Majesty’s decision might perhaps be slightly altered considering that the yearly avalanches crash down just at that place.’

‘I have spoken, it is enough.’

Disobedience was out of the question: engineers had to rack their brains to cheat avalanches rather than the King of Kings. To enforce the will of one man, six hundred workers and thirty-four European specialists were fighting a mountain armed with such weapons as loose shale, dangerous scree, slime and mush, or sulphurous infiltrations that disintegrated the cement-work of the tunnel. All that was part of the game.

But unexpected man-made obstacles were wearing out the energy of our engineer and with us he could unburden his heart at last. ‘The previous engineer made an error of three metres in his calculation of the level of the northern and southern heads of the tunnel – to say nothing of the phantasy of his budget.’ Each day brought a new problem. No work was possible without materials and no materials without transport. But no transport could be had, for the Army had seized the twenty-three lorries allotted to the Chaluss road. ‘Meanwhile the tropical dampness of a Caspian harbour was spoiling our cement heaped up in the open. Since the wrathful Shah may condemn someone to death if the road is not finished in time, we had no alternative but to annex a passing procession of lorries on their way to fetch coal. So the situation has been saved – this time!’

The Swiss engineer had had enough of Iran: even if the Shah’s government were ready to pay him a new contract entirely in European currency, he was determined not to stay here a day longer than he could help. He would rather kick his heels at home than sign on here for another three years.

In the living-room at night, I found the specialists reading their newspapers. One look at these sheets made me think of the Tower of Babel: side by side on the long rough table were the Province de Namur, the Volkischer Beobachter, the Feuille d’Avis de Neuchâtel, the Politiken – not to mention Czech and Spanish names unknown to me.

A placid little man holding up the Neue Zürcher Zeitung told me: ‘I only read it to know who died!’ Quite so.





Chapter 12

Nikpeh

Badly begun, the day did not end very well.

We stopped at a tiny oasis. Near a derelict caravanserai, a single wheat-field was glowing softly in its setting of coarse desert.

The tent was hardly pitched when two gendarmes in bright blue uniforms made us move to the small garden in front of their hut. Against our will we accepted their invitation, the tent was struck and carried there in a lump. We were soon preparing our supper while, all in a flurry, the good men tried to make themselves useful. The petrol stove was refilled. To one gendarme who had held his match-box ready for the last five minutes, a bit too soon I gave permission to light the burner.

Flames spurted from the earth, from my foot, and then from my hand when I threw shoe and sock away: robed in a blue flame, that hand burned like a plum-pudding. Then the sleeve of my blazer caught fire: I clearly saw myself entering into death as a living torch. It was a rare experience. I was so interested in watching every thought that rose in me that I had no time to feel anything. When would fear come? Was this not one of those occasions when you tear down the nearest curtain to roll yourself in it? I did the next best thing, and wrapped myself in our small tent.

Then I had to console the little gendarme who was genuinely weeping: ‘Ayah! It is all my fault! O Allah!’ or words to that effect. No: I alone was guilty. In the failing light I had spilled so much petrol that the earth was soaked with it. (Though this did not prevent my thinking to myself that too much dancing attendance is most upsetting.)

After all there was little damage. The swollen back of my right hand looked like a glove filled with water to bursting point. At one place raw flesh showed – from the tent-wrapping exercises I had performed to satisfy the demands of ‘tradition’. A greasy dressing was tied around it; our supper was cooked and eaten; and soon we were lying down under mosquito nets belonging to the Iranian Police.

Once more I had the proof that I can look at myself with detachment and that curiosity is uppermost in me. In my greatest moments, in danger, in love, I remain a spectator of myself. I shall never suffer so intensely, then, as Christina suffers: I cannot become entangled in the show I am witnessing. (Of course there is this possibility: that Christina deliberately chose to play a tormented part during her lifetime. If so, my clumsy advices and simple verdicts were useless.)

I slept a massive sleep, helped no doubt by a formidable swig of brandy. But Christina (who felt the need to drink the other half of the flask) hardly slept at all – imagining that I was heroically bearing torture in silence. (Pain came, thick and hard, two days later: the
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