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To My Mother, Margaret Watson Smith:
An Inspired Traveler

“When the mother image loses its
sanctity, something will take 1ts place
on the altar. And any writer knows that
when the image of the heroine changes,
the plot changes with her.”

CATHERINE DRINKER BOWEN



AUTHOR'S NOTE

EVER SINCE 1 WAS ten years old and made my first trip east of the
mountains—from Seattle to Weiser, Idaho—I1 have been ¢n-
chanted by travel and tales of travelers. My mother, an artist with a
romantic temperament, likes to claim she has some gypsy blood.
My father, an educator, based much of his energeuc career on the
conviction that nothing contributed more to individual or inter-
national understanding than travel and cross-cultural friendships.
I am grateful to both of them for imparting to me an enthusiasim
for seeing the world, and to my husband for making it possible for
me to do so. I have done most of my traveling with him-—first in
Alaska, his home state, then in Furope and Asia after he joined the
Foreign Service. It was during our seven-year sojourn on the
Indian sub-continent that 1 first heard tales of early Western
women travelers to that part of the world and began to search for
documentation about them.

In that search I incurred more debts than T am able to acknow-
ledge, particularly in Asia. It is a very hospitable land. Numerous
friends and strangers in India, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Sri Lanka,



AUTHOR’S NOTE

Chris Rosenfeld for helpful references she came across while doing
her own research, and Joan Saunders for double-checking sources
after I left London.

Peter Petcoff, Reference Librarian at the Library of Congress
and my good neighbor, was unstinting in his assistance. I am grate-
ful to Elizabeth Jenkins, also at the Library of Congress, for finding
many lost books, and to Gary Fitzpatrick of the Library of Con-
gress Map Division for his advice and help. I should like to acknow-
ledge the assistance of the staffs of the Reading Room of the British
Museum, the London Library, the India Office Library, the
Bibliothéque Nationale, Paris, and particularly Mlle. Francoise
Cousin in the Asian Department, Musée de ’'Homme, Paris, who
got from storage the boxes of David-Neel’s Tibetan Collection,
including the clothes she wore and the few possessions she carried
on her journey to Lhasa. My thanks are due to Keith Snyder for
typing my manuscript and to Rachel Johnson for her expert
indexing.

My publisher, Janet Marqusee, and editor, Dick Ehrlich, have
given me critical advice and constant encouragement from the
inception of this book ; I am most grateful to them.

Lastly, I must acknowledge my profound gratitude to my
family—Stacy, Blair and Scott-—for being such good travelers
from the very beginning, and to Bill, who read and criticized my
manuscript, and took me out to dinner.
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There are many variations in the spelling of Tibetan and Chinese
place-names. In most instances I have tried to adopt a standardized
form rather than follow the different spellings used by the subjects
of this book.

All quotations attributed to the five women are from their own

writings. See full references given at the end of each chapter’s
tootnotes.



INTRODOCTION

TALES OF ADVENTURE SINCE the time of Homer have glorified
those daring men who disdained the safety of well-worn roads to
discover what lay beyond the known world. They were heroes:
brave, imaginative, resourceful, shrewd, and bedeviled by a
curiosity that would not let them rest long in the confines of
society. Underlying all the great sagas of exploration was an
understanding that the impulse to roam and explore was masculine.
The necessary complement to this understanding was the assump-
tion that all women, because of their child-bearing ability, were
creatures close to nature, and therefore content to remain enclosed
in domestic life. There they waited, by the hearth, essential
audiences for the returning heroes.

Then rather suddenly in the late 1800’s, when women were
laced into laycr upon layer of cumbersome clothing and bound by
strict Victorian codes of conduct, a small band of astonishing
women explorers and travelers burst forth to claim for themselves
the adventurous life. Among them were the five dauntless women
who are the subject of this book : three British---Nina Mazuchelli,

13



INTRODUCTION

Annie Taylor, and Isabella Bird Bishop; one American—Fanny
Bullock Workman ; and one French—Alexandra David-Neel.

These outriders of women’s liberation were without exception
romantics, restless with a desire to be up and away to unknown
places. “What had I dared to dream. . . . Into what mad adventure
was I about to throw myself ?”” Madame Alexandra David-Neel
asked rhetorically as she began her walk—more than 2,000 miles—
from China to Lhasa in Tibet.

For all of the women travelers of this period the individual
gesture was supreme. They acted upon the impulse of their
curiosity. Nothing in their temperaments or training prepared
them for group action. The woman’s suffrage movement launched
in the mid-nineteenth century did not excite the imagination of any
except Fanny Bullock Workman, who was an avowed suffragist.
But neither she nor any of the others was caught up in this main-
stream of feminine energy. Each woman was absorbed in her own
dream, and each made her own journey without benefit of sponsor-
ship.

Unaffiliated with any government, army, survey, or organiza-
tion of importance, women travelers and explorers were allotted no
places in standard history books. Only a few actually sought fame
and set records. For most it was enough to have taken destiny in
their hands, to have broken out of a dull or distasteful life and
ventured forth to see with their own eyes the real world they had
always learned about secondhand. Occasionally there is a passing
reference to one of these self-reliant women in another traveler’s
book-—to a Miss Christie inexplicably met in a Kashmiri valley or
a single unnamed lady encountered in some outlandish corner of
Arabia. But most women travelers were self-effacing to a fault.
Few left accounts of their exploits. If they did, the record was apt
to be a slim diary or letters written home and later privatcly
printed in a book with gilt edges and tooled leather binding, full
of charming sketches and competent watercolors. Today these
books may turn up on the jumbled shelves of a used book storc or
in some family collection. These tantalizing bits of evidence attest
to an intriguing but indeterminate number of singular women quite
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INTRODUCTION

unlike either the submissive stereotypes of the late Victorian or
Edwardian periods or the more organized, politically minded
suffragists. But for the most part the early women travelers and
explorers are shadows without substance.

Exceptions to this rule are a happy handful who did leave
enough records to round out their lives. In that small group
were Isabella Bird Bishop, Fanny Bullock Workman and Alexandra
David-Neel, all of whom wrote a number of successful books and
achieved sufficient fame to be saved from oblivion. The two other
women considered here, Nina Mazuchelli and Annie Taylor, left
only a single diary or book about the great experience of their lives.

The adventures of these five indomitable women demonstrated
that they shared certain characteristics of the hero figure, qualities
not often attributed to the feminine nature: a lively curiosity, calm
judgment, practicality and courage. And, without exception, they
proclaimed a jore de vivre seldom voiced by unconventional females
In any age.

In the Victorian period, which was the last great age of ex-
ploration, some women were drawn to such exotic places as Arabia,
Africa and the Gobi Desert. But wherever else they may have
traveled, the strongest magnet that drew the five women in this
book from the comfort and safety of home was Tibet.

With the British based in Indiait was inevitable that Westerners
would develop a keen curiosity about the closed country on India’s
northern border. Politically, Tibet’s frontiers were ill-defined.
They stretched 1,600 miles from China to Kashmir and encom-
passed an area about three times the size of France. The great
caravan route that Marco Polo had followed to the courts of Kubla
Khan swung in an arc across the high plateau of Tibet’s northern
border. Its southern rim was secured by the awesome Himalayas,
the highest mountains in the world---sharp jagged peaks rising
straight from the populous plains of India. To the west was the
great Karakoram mountain range. And sealed away behind these
barriers at 16,000 feet was the forbidden land, the highest country
in the world, unchanged by the swirl of history around it, a symbol
of dreams and adventure.

15



INTRODUCTION

Culturally, Tibet’s influence extended further—into the
Chinese provinces of Szechwan, Kansu and Yunnan; all along the
Himalayas where, on occasion, the kingdoms of Nepal, Sikkim and
Bhutan had paid tribute to Lhasa; and into the state of Ladakh,
often called Little Tibet, west of the Karakorams in Kashmir.
Traditionally the Chinese Empire had a nominal suzerainty over
Tibet, but by the end of the nineteenth century its hold had weak-
ened. The political vacuum left by China heightened the power
struggle between Great Britain and Russia in Central Asia. Intrigue
and speculation were rife. This imperialistic maneuvering, dubbed
The Great Game, was immortalized by Rudyard Kipling in Kim.
Popular magazines such as Blackwell’'s, Cornhill, Cosmopolitan,
Saturday Review, Scribner’s and The National Geographic pub-
lished from the late 1800’s on an increasing number of articles about
this strange country. Christian missionaries, eager to proselytize,
edged from India and China toward the Tibetan Buddhist strong-
hold of LLhasa. In 1891 the Smithsonian Institution in Washing-
ton, D.C., sent a scientific expedition to traverse the barren
Tibetan plateau, but it did not reach Lhasa. Then in 1904 a small
British Army Expedition under Colonel Francis Younghusband
took the capital but soon withdrew. Tibet sealed its borders once
more and remained mysterious and inaccessible.

For Madame David-Neel and Mrs. Bullock Workman the
challenges of Tibet became the consuming passion of their lives.
For the others it was a region of escape, however brief; a venue for
self-expression and fulfilment, the perfect setting for the romantic
adventure. To travel in Tibet was to transcend the limitations of
sex. Some deep need for adventure and excitement must have
impelled these women to explore the fringes of Tibet (and, in the
cases of Annie Taylor and Alexandra David-Neel, to plunge to its
heart). If they suffered any malaise of a psychological origin, as
some of their contemporaries no doubt thought, they chose the
anodyne of action rather than introspection-——they seized their
moments with an unselfconsciousness that would not be possible
today. Danger gave zest to their lives and obstacles only strength-
ened their resolve.

16
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“But here I am after long and patient waiting,” wrote Nina
Mazuchelli, as she, the first Western woman to do so, gazed at
Mount Everest; “for it was the dream of my childhood to see this
nearest point of earth to heaven.” Annie Taylor, aflame with
Christian zeal, made a wild dash over treacherous mountain passes
to carry the Word to innocent Tibetans. And the lone traveler
Isabella Bird Bishop sought the remote areas of Tibet simply to
get away from it all, to take leisurely delight in the pleasures
of solitary discovery. For the energetic American, Fanny Bullock
Workman, Tibet offered mountains to climb, glaciers to explore,
records to set. And Alexandra David-Neel found there a whole
life, beginning in a cave in Sikkim where she lived for an entire
winter as a hermit, and culminating more than a decade later when
at last, in the disguise of a Tibetan beggar woman, she reached
Lhasa. She was the first European woman to see the golden-roofed
Potala, residence of the Dalai Lamas. Adventure, forever the
prerogative of men, was what these women craved, and in varying
degrees their dreams were realized.

The nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were the heyday
of the British Empire and most of the Victorian travelers were the
Queen’s loyal subjects. Nina Mazuchelli went with her husband, a
chaplain in Her Majesty’s Indian Service, to Darjeeling, a station
in the foothills of the Himalayas in Bengal. There, at the edge of
her dreamed-of mountains she used her womanly wiles to organize
a small expedition. Annie Taylor, a reckless, romantic missionary
with the British Moravian mission in China, could not resist the
pull of forbidden Tibet although she knew her life was in danger
the moment she crossed its borders. The diminutive, determined
Isabella Bird Bishop, an experienced traveler and successful
writer, was nearly sixty years old when she went to Tibet. With
different dreams but a common resolve to reach Tibet, these
British women escaped from the closed-in feeling of a small, well-
settled and neatly tended country, to travel in the uninhabited
uplands of Asia.

America had its own frontier, still open to restless spirits.
But New England-born Fanny Bullock Workman ignored the
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Rocky Mountains and concentrated her formidable drive on the
terra incognita of the great Himalayan and Karakoram mountains
of Little Tibet. Fanny’s expedition in 1912 was the largest and the
only serious scientific expedition ever directed by a woman in that
area before World War 1. When the Great War put an end to
exploration and travel, Fanny and her husband returned to Europe
to write their last book. After the war a new era of exploration
began—specially trained, well-equipped teams spread out to follow
up the great Victorian travelers. The world map was divided up by
geographical societies and mountaineering expeditions, and the
days of the independent expeditions were over. Fanny never
returned to the subcontinent.

It was the secrecy of Tibet that fired the curiosity of Madame
Alexandra David-Neel, the French woman and Oriental scholar.
“What decided me to go to Lhasa was, above all, the absurd
prohibition which closes Tibet,” she wrote. *“I had sworn that a
woman would pass the Tibetan frontier and I would.” She longed
to know the esoteric secrets of Tibetan Buddhism. Ablaze with
what she called ‘“‘the sacred fire of adventure,” Alexandra David-
Neel was the supreme romantic. Her ambitions surpassed those of
any of the women who went before her. In the Tibetan Buddhist
mysteries she transcended not only her sex but herself. The most
amazing of them all, David-Neel was the last lone traveler to
interior Tibet.

Although David-Neel’s main journeys were made between the
two World Wars, she was born in 1868 and grew up, like the other
travelers, in a period when women were considered frail vessels
whose bodies would be broken by strenuous exercise and whose
minds would be shattered by excessive study. Most women
believed in the contemporary medical wisdom and accepted its
restrictive concepts. They suffered from heart palpitations and
fainting spells, not realizing it was their tight corsets and stays that
caused them pain. The sturdier travelers, one would surmise, shed
their corsets as soon as they were clear of towns and villages. But
they say maddeningly little about their personal concerns. Pictures
of them show that they conformed to prevailing styles and wore
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INTRODUCTION

skirts, at least when seen by others. None was an advocate of
Amelia Bloomer’s dress reform or Lady Harberton’s Rational
Dress Society. How they arranged their toilet and the inevitable
complications of female hygiene without accustomed amenities
remains a mystery.

Working-class women and farmers’ wives toiling long hours
and doing heavy manual labor had always belied the popular
concept of female frailty. What was remarkable about the Victorian
travelers was that, as middle- and upper-class women, they es-
chewed the role of the lady and rejoiced in their physical prowess.
Fanny Bullock Workman devoted a chapter in one of her books to
her fervid contention that any woman could climb mountains, even
without any physical training, as she had. She did concede that her
brief difficulty in breathing at 17,000 feet might have been pre-
vented had she adjusted to higher altitudes in slow stages rather
than going to the summits straight from the steamy plains. Isabella
Bird Bishop had a tumor removed from her spine when she was a
child and suffered all her life from a vague ailment. In letters to
her sister at home in Edinburgh, Isabella innocently wondered
why it was that she felt so marvelously well when she traveled,
even in the most uncomfortable and primitive places, and invari-
ably fell 1ll, often to be bedridden, shortly after returning home. It
was Nina Mazuchelli, the only woman in her expedition, who
urged the party on when they were lost on a glacier. Annie Taylor
slept out in the snow at high altitudes. And David-Necel, carrying
nothing more than a backpack and begging bowl, made her
amazing eight-month trek through tropical lowlands and snow-
covered passes when she was fifty-six vears old.

Hardy as these women were, howcever, they did not imitate
men or revolt against them. Four of the five were married. Nina
Mazuchelli portrayed her husband lovingly--if a bit patronizingly
—as a pipe-smoking, faintly obtuse male who could be managed.
Late in life Isabella Bird made a happy marriage. And Fanny
Bullock Workman’s marriage was a harmonious and highly
successful partnership. Only Alexandra David-Neel found matri-
mony confining, her dashing husband’s atr mechant a bit heavy for
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her taste. But they never divorced and he remained the fixed center
of her nomadic life, her agent and the recipient of more than 3,000
of her letters. If Annie Taylor and Isabella Bird (before her
marriage) had liaisons on their travels they were so discreet it is
impossible to uncover any evidence. Affairs of the heart, in any
case, were not the motivation; they all traveled not for the love of
men, but for the love of adventure.

Yet they were ladylike wherever they went, their attitude no
doubt emitting an awesome authority. With superb self-confidence
thev expected and received obedience from their male retainers.
They saw no danger or impropriety in traveling alone with several
men in their service. Perhaps they assumed that sex occurred only
among equals—a quaint view confirmed by their experience. None
of them was ever molested. Only Madame David-Neel reported
one threatening situation, which she quickly had in hand. True,
most of them were middle-aged when they reached Tibet, con-
fident that gray hairs would be respected, and Mazuchelli and
Workman had their husbands with them. But the others left the
last tiny outposts of Asian civilization and gaily headed for the
wilds to spend several months alone with a string of scruffy-
looking male servants, usually a bearer, a cook, a groom and a
coolie, about whom they knew practically nothing and with whom
they could communicate very little if at all.

These five intrepid women are examples of the Victorian and
Edwardian women travelers who covered the globe in an un-
precedented burst of enthusiasm. The social and psychological
obstacles they encountered were as formidable as the physical. But
as they ventured into unknown regions they became inspired
amateurs in the game of exploration. As women the world definitely
was not their oyster. Nonetheless they sallied forth, in their proper
long skirts and high-necked blouses, to pry open the shell a crack,
to see for themselves if there were pearls in secret places.
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How dull it is to pause, to make an end,
To rust unburnished, not to shine in use!

Tennyson
Ulysses



I. ENGLISH LADY TRAVELERS:

ELIZABETH SARAH
MAZOCHELLI (832-1914)

IT was THE HimaLAYAS that lured Nina into her rash venture.
From the moment she had arrived in Darjeeling and gazed
rapturously at the great mountain ranges she was filled with a
longing to explore them. This was an unusual obsession for a mid-
Victorian lady : such enterprises were the prerogatives of men. But
Nina had an adventurous, even competitive spirit. “Several
gentlemen had penetrated into the ‘interior’ by the direct route by
which villages arc frequently to be met,” she declared, ‘“‘but
scarcely more than one European had traversed the crest of the
Singaleelah chain, the route which we had marked for ourselves-—
and I was the first lady to explore the Eastern Himalava by cither
way."”

Elizabeth Sarah Mazuchelh, aftectionately called Nina, had
the true instincts of an explorer but her scope was limited. She
was a lady. When she wrote an account of her expedition into
the Himalayas titled The Indian Alps and How We Crossed Them,
she deferred to the notion that a well-bred woman would not have
her name in print, and signed her book anonymously : “By a Lady
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NINA MAZUCHELLI

Pioneer.”” What made Nina try to combine both worlds—that of the
adventurer seeking new experiences, and that of the dutiful wife
bowing to decorum—is not clear. There is no record of her early
life.

The few facts that can be established about Nina are linked
to her husband’s history. A record in the India Office Library,
London, indicates that Francis Mazuchelli, born 1820, and Eliza-
beth Sarah (no maiden name given), born 1832, were married in
1853. Francis was an Anglican parish priest who came, like most of
the Anglican clergy, from the ranks of the upper class.! Four years
after marrying Nina he left his position as curate in Wymering
near Portsmouth, and joined the British army as a chaplain. The
year was 1857, the date of the Indian Mutiny in which 70,000
Indian soldiers rebelled against the British. When Nina and
Francis arrived in India the next year the uprising had been
suppressed, but the illusion of British invincibility on the sub-
continent was shattered. Even so, there was no breach of form in
the proper Victorian society still maintained by the civilian and
military rulers thousands of miles from home in an alien land. Calls
were made, cards were left; all the social functions bound by a
strict protocol went on as before.

This routine was wearisome enough at home where Queen
Victoria set the somber standard, but surely more difficult to
sustain for a young woman in a tropical country surrounded by a
strange culture, the unintelligible gossiping of her servants, and the
prying eyes of every villager? Nina remembered vividly the
delicious moment of release one day in 1869:

We were sitting at dinner one evening beneath the pun-
kah in one of the cities of the plains of India, feeling
languid and flabby and miserable, when the ‘‘khansamah”
[butler] presented Francis with a letter, the envelope of
which bore the words, “On Her Majesty’s Service”; and
on opening it he found himself under orders for two years’

service at Darjeeling, one of the lovely settlements of the
Himalaya, the **Abode of Snow.”
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Were the “Powers that be” ever so transcendently
gracious? Imagine, if you can, what such an announcement
conveyed to our minds. Emancipation from the depleting
influences of heat almost unbearable, for the bracing and
life-giving breezes which blow over regions of eternal ice
and snow.

In Darjeeling Nina’s spirits soared. She developed a passion
for galloping about the hills mounted side-saddle on her pony.
Fast riding was ‘“‘bad form,” she admitted, but the keen mountain
air made her disregard danger or propriety. An enthusiastic and
very competent artist, she took her easel everywhere. Many
Victorian ladies could draw and paint quite passably—such train-
ing was an important part of their limited education—but Nina
considered herself a serious artist. For over a year she busily
painted everything in sight and took daily horseback rides. But the
Himalayas called her.

“The longing I had felt,” she declared, “ever since my eyes
first rested on that stupendous amphitheater of snow-capped
mountains, ripened at last in such a strong determination to have
a near view of them . . . that one evening as we were sitting cozily
in Francis’ sanctum, he smoking, and the fog literally trying to
force its way through the keyhole, I cautiously broached the idea of
a grand tour into the ‘interior’.”

Nina says that Francis registered extreme astonishment and,
without taking his cigar out of his mouth, he replied, “I always
knew, my dear—puff, puff-—that it was useless—puff—to expect
women—puff, puff—to be rational—puff, puff; but I never knew
until this moment—puff-—to what lengths you could go.”

Nina, however, knew how to get her way. In her tone there was
something of the spoiled child, a role dependent women often
adopt if they are clever and attractive enough to manipulate their
fathers or husbands. Very often, particularly in the Victorian period
when patriarchy was at its peak, women’s attitudes toward their
husbands, and toward men in general, were shaped more by their
relationship with their fathers than by any philosophical con-
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viction about what men’s and women’s behavior toward each other
should be. Since Nina apparently had no children herself, she may
have more easily remained childlike in her attitude toward her
husband, and he could afford to indulge her.

When Francis exploded at Nina’s proposal to take an ex-
pedition into the Himalyas, she noted a certain twinkle in his eye
at her audacity and knew “that I had only to keep up a judicious
agitation, administered in small but frequent doses, to have my
way in the end.” And, she declared, “if these means did not answer,
well then, I must make use of stronger measures, and bombard the
citadel, for to go I was determined.”

Nina and Francis at breakfast: ‘. . . faut de dish, we eat it with all due
solemnity out of the frying-pan!”

Before Francis would capitulate to her plan he took her on a
two-week trial trip into the hills to see if she could withstand camp
life. To Nina it was an idyll in spite of the discomforts. At night the
bats swooped down so close they fanned her cheeks. Water rats
climbed the poles of the leaf hut she and Francis slept in, and
noisily raided the provisions. But her characteristically English
infatuation with animals inspired her to endow them all with human
traits. Hearing “a tiny cadence” coming from a nest of mice near
her head, she deduced, “They are evidently engaged in very
animated conversation, our invasion being probably the subject of
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it,” and she was eager for a look at ‘‘these interesting little pilgrims
of the night.”

Enraptured by the wilderness, Nina found everything beautiful
beyond description. The storms that drenched her to the skin
moved her to proclaim herself a lover of the passionate in nature.
Rising at dawn she was delighted by the ethereal quality of the
early morning light. When the sun came out she threw herself
down on a soft carpet of ferns to watch the gorgeous butterflies,
bees, and dragon flies. She dreamed she resembled the Lady of
the Lake with flowing hair, but Francis did not seem to be a
Sir Walter Scott hero. “We sally forth,” she wrote, “Francis
shouldering his gun and I his butterfly net.” She declared her-
self a child of nature, and reveled in her unaccustomed freedom,
thankful that “No solemn garden parties or funereal dinners, no
weary conventionalities of society, follow us here.”

Back in Darjeeling after passing her first test in the hills,
Nina was advised by anxious friends to give up so rash an under-
taking as her proposed expedition. “Many were the predictions,”
she said, “that even if Francis returned alive, I, at any rate,
should leave my bones to whiten on some mountain-top.” But
her zest was only heightened by opposition, and she began to make
preparations. Nina emphasized that “no lady had hitherto at-
tempted to explore the Eastern Himalaya.” She intended to travel
“towards Mount Everest and Kanchenjunga-—the two highest
mountains in the world,” explaining that ‘“‘the perpetually snow-
clad mountains of the Kanchenjunga group, it must be understood,
form an impassible barrier, incapable of being crossed ; it is, there-
fore, our intention to cross the range of intervening Alps till we
reach their base, and then explore the glaciers.”

At the time there were no detailed maps of the area and Nina
was imprecise about the route her expedition took. Generally,
according to her own rough map, the party traveled west from
Darjeeling through low-lying valleys for about twenty miles, then
climbed to the summit of the southern end of the Singalila moun-
tain range, which Nina dubbed the Indian Alps. This range, with
peaks from 10,000 fect to over 12,000 feet, runs roughly north and
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south, perpendicular to the Himalayas. Nina’s expedition traveled
along its crest toward Mount Kanchenjunga (spelled Kinchinjunga
by Nina) in Sikkim and Nepal, until they reached Junnoo Moun-
tain (25,311 feet) on the southern rim of the Himalayas. Their
return was along the same route for nearly three-quarters of the
way. At Mount Singalila (Nina’s Mount Singaleelah, 12,366 feet)
they turned east about thirty miles to Pemionchi, one of Sikkim’s
largest monasteries, and then followed the Great Rangit River
(Rungheet to Nina) back to Darjeeling. By their own estimate they
covered twelve to fifteen miles a day, six days a week. All told the
distance they traveled was about 600 miles in two months’ time.
A friend whom Nina identified as C. asked to join the ex-
pedition, offering to take charge of the commissariat. C. was a
district officer, that unique official of the British Imperial Govern-
ment in India who was, in one person, an executor, legislator and
judge for his district. (A district might be more populous than a
small country in Europe.) Nina described C. as ‘‘a mighty potentate
in the eyes of the province, whose destinies he ruled with mild
and beneficient sway.” She did not name the province or district.
Wherever he came from, C., and Nina and Francis as well,
seemed to be unaware of the political climate of the Himalayan
frontier area or of the “Great Game” Britain and Russia were
playing in Central Asia. When Queen Victoria was proclaimed
Empress of India in 1876, it was to reaffirm and symbolize British
power, not only to India but to Russia, whose influence in the
highlands of Asia Britain feared. Indian territory and Tibet were
contiguous for five or six hundred miles and northern military
stations such as Darjeeling were seething with intrigue. Darjeeling
itself and a sizeable slice of the little Himalayan kingdom of Sikkim
had been annexed by the British in retaliation for the capture,
torture and near starvation of two Englishmen who had entered the
Rajah of Sikkim’s territory on a botanical expedition.” And the
Tibetans knew that the British trained an elite corps of natives,
“pundits,” as they were popularly called, to explore and gather
information.* It was no wonder that all travelers beyond the
imperial frontier were suspected of being spies or resented as
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foreign intruders. Yet Nina persuaded her husband to make this
expedition into Sikkim where Britain and Tibet had clashed for
years with rival claims of suzerainty. And with seemingly perfect
confidence, C. made arrangements with two agents of the Rajah
of Sikkim, the Kajee and the Soubah. (The Kajee was the Minister
of State for Sikkim, the same one who had captured the unfortunate
Englishmen. The Soubah was a sort of prince or viceroy.) They
were to deliver food and supplies to prearranged points once the
expedition crossed the frontier into the Rajah’s territory. Through
the combined treachery of these men Nina’s expedition was led
astray in one of the wildest regions in the world.

The expedition consisted of Nina, Francis, C.; and about
seventy servants: baggage coolies; a corps of sappers—men to
cut and clear the path ; cooks and their helpers; bearers to supervise
setting up and breaking camp, serve table and attend to the sahibs’
personal needs. “I did not intend to take a maid with me,” Nina
said, “although I anticipated great inconvenience in the absence of
one. I believed I had no right to subject another woman to the
hardships of the road and climate to which I had voluntarily
committed myself.”

For all of her adventurous spirit, Nina remained a lady. She
never thought of compromising accepted standards of dress—
and Victorian ladies’ dress in the seventies was not conducive
to vigorous movement, least of all mountain climbing. Women
were literally weighted down and bound tight by clothes. Nina
would have worn a chemise and drawers reaching to her knees, and
a minimum of two petticoats, one probably flounced to the waist to
give her skirt the voluminous shape shown in the sketches she
made of herself to illustrate her book. These flounced petticoats
became fashionable about 1866 as a replacement for the crinolines
that were stiffened with metal or whalebone hoops. The corset
was de rigueur ; and the twenty-one-inch waist was an ideal some-
times realized by tight lacing and grim forbearance. Nina’s draw-
ings of herself show her to be slim but not with an hourglass figure.
Over the corset a camisole or petticoat bodice was worn, and
sometimes a vest as well. Then came the dress, full-skirted to the
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floor and “considered to be a fit when a lady can neither raise her
arms nor use her legs.”” A hat was always worn out-of-doors, with,
if needed, a coat or shawl—certainly adding up to considerable
poundage. And all supported by feet pinched into high-heeled
boots. Francis, however, “conceived of the very original idea,”
Nina wrote, of her wearing ‘“‘mocassins,” as they would be warm
and comfortable. That she agreed to wear them, Nina declared,
proved her total lack of female vanity. But to walk any distance was
out of the question.’ Nina accomplished the journey of her dreams
in a Barielly dandy.

A Barielly dandy she described as “a kind of reclining chair
made of cane, and suspended by leather straps to a strong rim
of wood, the shape of a boat, with a pole at each end.” It was
carried by four men at a time who were relieved at frequent inter-
vals. Nina suffered a good deal of battering and shaking in the
dandv and on steep ascents was knocked against sharp rocks,
first in one direction, then another. Occasionally she became stuck
between fragments of fallen rocks and the bearcrs would help her
“alight with a gentleness as if they thought 1 would break, or in
some other way fall to picces.” Indeed she must have scemed a
preposterous creature to the hillsmen who carried her, accustomed
as they were to seeing their own women bearing loads nearly as
heavy as the men. In the densc jungles of bamboo, Nina wrote,
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“where we cannot see a yard before us,” and “the whole 1s dark
and vault-like, each cane being covered with a damp moss,”
where “not a bird or insect seems to live,” she took “‘care to make
my bearers keep well up with the gentlemen, for the gloom is
painfully oppressive, and I would fain not be alone.” At a nearly
perpendicular precipice of 600 feet, the gradient was too steep
for the dandy to be carried up and Nina was fastened in a bamboo
chair with a strap encircling her waist. Then the chair with her in
it was carried up on the back of a coolie, ‘“with a whole staff of
dandy-wallahs arranged before and behind me in case of accident.”
With such an insistence on her own physical fragility it is amazing
that Nina persisted in a destre to explore unknown regions.

Nina, strapped into her chasr,
being carried up a mountain
slope.

When the day of departure came, Nina stood at the window of
her house in Darjeeling and watched the coolies leaving with their
loads of baggage. “My pulse beat fast, and my heart throbbed;
not, however, from the proud anticipation that we were about to
travel amongst the most extensive mountains of the world, but—
shall T confess it?—from misgivings lest, after all, the prophets of
evil should be right, and I prove incapablc of sustaining the fatigue
of such a journey.”
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The hardships of travel were mitigated by extensive equipment
—tents, tables, chairs, carpets, iron bedsteads, stoves, lamps, and
china. Everything folded for transport on coolies’ backs. Setting
up camp produced a terrific hubbub—seventy men scurrying
about in seemingly hopeless confusion, the Babel of different
languages; and then, like a miracle, the tents were pitched and
furnished, the carpets laid in them, stoves lighted, and the kettles
boiling. The expedition’s cow provided fresh milk for tea and some
of the live chickens they carried with them were turned into what
Nina called “sudden death” dinners.

The servants engaged for the expedition were native to the
hills, coming from the tribal groups generally identified at that
time as Lepchas, Bhootia, Nepaulese, and Sikkimese. Nina, Fran-
cis, and C. found these tribal people quite different from the
Indians of the plains. “With our conventional English notions
concerning the bearing of the lower classes to the upper,” Nina
reported, “it takes some little time to accustom ourselves to the
familiarity of these hill men, and to their noisy behavior towards
each other in our presence.”

Breaking camp was a slower process. Nothing could induce
these independent hillsmen to strike tents and be ready to march
before 10 a.m. at the earliest. Nina, Francis and C. were up at dawn,
had their tea and sent the sappers ahead to clear paths or make
some where none existed. Then Nina would set off in her dandy
to find some vista where she would sketch and paint until the rest
of the expedition caught up with her. Francis and C. had to remain
in camp to see that it was broken up and the coolies sct on their way
with their loads ; otherwise the camp would not arrive by the end of
the day’s march.

Once the expedition had marched a few days out of Darjeeling
and crossed into that part of Sikkim governed by the Rajah, there
were no roads or even pathways to follow on the route they had
set for themselves. Ponies were no longer practical and the three
Europeans switched to their pre-arranged plan of travel, “I in
my dandy,” said Nina, “and the gentlemen walking.” Without
detailed maps they had to follow their instincts and trust to the
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configurations of the mountains. The terrain was made up of great
heights and deep-cut ravines. One ridge was so narrow they could
see the valleys, two thousand feet below, on either side. They
marched from the scorching heat of the valleys into rain forests,
where the almost perpetual cloud and vapor hung on the treetops,
causing them to drip with moisture.

Some nights they were beset by insects attracted by the light
of their lamps: flying ants, green locusts three inches long, and
others Nina could not identify but which looked to her ‘“like fat
little men with their hands in their pockets.” While C. read aloud
to Nina and Francis they all tried to ignore the insects crawling
up their sleeves, down their necks, and floundering in Nina’s hair.
She watched ‘“‘the movements of one big fellow, on the light
fantastic toe, pirouetting before me continually, as though he
were performing for my especial amusement.”

At 11,000 feet the expedition began to feel the cold. The
summit of the Singalilan range they estimated to be about 12,000
feet. Here, beyond the timber line, the streams were frozen and
the thin air intoxicating. Through a mishap they lost their aneroid
thermometer and other scientific instruments so all measurcments
were guesswork. But they knew they would be climbing higher
once they reached the glacier fields, so at this point they sent back
a dozen or so coolies with camp bedsteads and some of the heavier
furniture. Nina began to feel an oppressive sense of isolation. It
was “utterly hopeless,” she wrote, “to convey to the minds of
thosec who have never traveled in the interior of the Himalaya,
the almost fierce majesty and barren grandeur of Nature in this
great lonely land. I have visited most of the mountainous districts
of Europe,” she explained, “but they give not the faintest idea of
the wild desolation of these regions at 14,000 or 15,000 feet,
commanding views of peaks twice their height again.” Nina
affirmed her adherence to the romantic view that being close to
naturc improved one morally. ““As I stand in these vast solitudes I
do so with bent knee and bowed head, as becomes one who is in the
Jelt presence of the Invisible.”

One night she crept out of the tent and climbed to a nearby
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ridge with her drawing block and chalks to sketch Mount Kanchen-
junga in the moonlight. “The very beauty of the scene made me
afraid,” she confessed; “it was all so supernatural, so pale, so
still, so passionless, so spectral.” Suddenly a sensation came
over her as if she were being enveloped in a wet sheet: she was
surrounded in fog so dense it blotted out all moonlight. She could
see nothing but blackness. Cold and clammy, fighting down her
impulse to call for help, she waited an eternity in the darkness,
hearing noises, fancying moving shapes, until the cloud at last
passed and she groped her way back to camp.

Another time the treacherous fog separated her and her dandy-
bearers from the men; she heard their voices come near her and
then retreat. It was, she said, “a fitting occasion for hysterics, but I
am not given to such demonstrations.”

If there was not the fog there was wind and rain. During one
storm the wind cut and slapped their faces, howled dismally and
chilled them to the bone. Its force was so great it knocked the coolies
down and they staggered beneath their loads like drunken men.
Ninasatinside the leaking tent under her umbrellaand C. appeared,
dripping wet, to offer her some cognac. “Nothing is farther from
my intention, however,”” Nina declared, “than taking cold or
allowing myself to be miserable.”

The coolies said rain meant snow ahead and the sappers bolted.
The chief cook got a fever and the cow refused to give milk. But
more disastrous than all of that, the Soubah of Sikkim failed to
appear with the promised supplies.

After several days of anxious waiting he at last arrived with the
provisions. Nina was enchanted with him. She described him
as the “prettiest and the most benevolent old man possible.” He
reminded her “of one of Rembrandt’s glorious pictures, mellowed
by time; and were one told that he had been sitting and smoking
himself over the fire for a thousand years, one would scarcely feel
surprised.” The Soubah, in turn, was fascinated by Nina; he had
never scen an Englishwoman before. To commemorate this meet-
ing he ordered three stone slabs to be erected at the edge of the
small lake where the expedition was encamped. The slabs looked
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like “Druidical remains,”” Nina wrote.

The large one in the center represents C., as becomes the
greater dignity of his social position; that to the right
Francis, and the little fat stumpy one looking like an
excrescence, myself, which I feel slightly inclined to resent,
being, I beg to say, neither fat nor stumpy ; but then in this
country a woman is nothing socially, a “keosh nae,”” which
being interpreted means nothing.

I am by no means one of those strong-minded females
who advocate what is mis-called ‘““‘woman’s rights’’ ; on the
contrary, I believe women have tenderer, sweeter, purer, if
not nobler, rights than such advocates wont of—rights
best suited to the gentler nature of her sex, and hidden
deep in the sweet and gentle life of home; but there are
limits to the depreciation of womankind in the social scale,
and on behalf of my Oriental sisters I object to the above
order of ideas.

The Soubah consulted with C. over the route the expedition
should take toward Mount Everest and gave them one of his own
men as a guide. The expedition, replenished with supplies from
the Soubah, pushed on. One morning several days later, Nina,
in her usual fashion, took her drawing block and colors out to
sketch when suddenly it dawned on her that she was gazing on
Mount Everest, the highest mountain in the world. She rushed to
a higher promontory where she had a better view. Clad from head
to toe in fur, she worked hurriedly for an hour. ““Still sketching
away 1n a perfect heaven of wonder and delight,” she wrote, I
am suddenly brought to earth by Francis, who, having discovered
my whercabouts, and folding my rug more closely round my
shoulders, enquires whether 1 have not gone mad, to remain
thus in the cold before the sun is well up.” He brought her back to
camp and made her drink coffee with cognac in it, while Nina
pleaded to be allowed to hurry ahead up the mountain to a point
where she could make a more careful sketch of Mount Everest
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before clouds covered it. But nothing would induce Francis to
give his consent; he remained absorbed in his cigar. Nina never-
theless persisted, knowing that ‘“Importunity and ‘agitation’ at
length prevail, as they always will over those who love peace and
quiet’’ (which Francis apparently did). Finally he gave in and sent
her up the mountainside in her dandy.

Francis was not always so pliant. After one particularly difficult
day when the march was over rocky bluffs at about 14,000 feet and
through narrow gorges where the icy wind whipped like a stinging
lash, Nina was exhausted. She was so chilled and frozen that she
finally buried her head in her lap, crying. Francis found her and
insisted on her rousing and “eating dinner like a Christian.” Nina
wanted only to be left alone, but “finding that continued obstinacy
would vex him,” she decided ‘“to make an effort.”

Francis, like most Victorian Englishmen, felt that irregular
habits were demoralizing if not altogether sinful. He insisted on
dining—even in torrential downpours, bitter cold, and high
altitudes—*‘with all due propriety and the preliminary solemnities
which usually accompany an Englishman’s dinner, be he where he
may.” The table was properly set with a cloth, china, and a lamp
in the center, and served by the usual complement of bearers. At
14,000 feet, Nina related, ‘“we dine in our hats and wraps—
assembled round the dinner table and are so frightfully rheumatic,
that when seated we don’t know how in the world to get up again,
and when standing it is a positive agony to think of sitting down.”

After dinner the two men drew chairs toward the stove to smoke
their cigars and drink their wine. Nina did not expect to be included
in this ancient male ritual, and since she was the only Englishwoman
in the mountains she could not retire with the ladies. So she read
or wandered about the camp, she said, “like an unquiet ghost.”

On Sundays they did not travel. Francis read the prayers and
C. the lessons and psalms.

But as they climbed higher it became more difficult to maintain
proprieties. The three Europeans no longer undressed for bed,
but slept, as their servants always did, fully clothed. If they re-
moved their clothes the garments froze. Meals were cut back to
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fewer courses. The nefarious Kajee reneged on the promised
supplies of food, and the basic ration, rice, was diminishing
ominously.

At this juncture Nina, Francis and C. realized that the ex-
pedition was in a dangerous situation. They had traveled the length
of the Singalilan Range and were in utterly unknown country
where the average elevation was around 14,000 feet. It was im-
possible to camp here and wait for the arrival of provisions from
the Kajee as they had from the Soubah at a lower elevation. And
at this point it would have been farther to Pemionchi, the monastery
near the only village of any size that they knew about and had
planned to visit on their return trip, than to Yangpoong, a village
where, the guide assured them, they could replenish their food
stocks. C. dispatched runners back to the Kajee demanding he
deliver their provisions posthaste, and the expedition toiled forward.

By now they were in a region of ice and snow, eerily silent
and desolate. Everyone felt the effects of the rarified atmosphere.
The baggage coolies suffered from nausea and giddiness. Francis
and C. had splitting headaches. Nina experienced heart palpita-
tions and difficulty in breathing, ‘“‘a distressing sensation,”” she
said, “which has prevented my lying down for several nights past,
obliging me to retain an upright position.”” In this awkward
posture her long hair uncoiled and froze. When she woke it was
standing out stiffly. She had to thaw it over a campfire before she
could comb it.

Snow began to fall but the Soubah’s guide led them on. Nina’s
exhausted dandy-bearers told her it was not the way to Yangpoong.
“Go back to Darjeeling, mem sahib,” they pleaded. “This is a
cold, hungry country. No rice, no birds; nothing to eat here; we
shall all be starved.”” But the guide assured the Englishmen that
food from the Kajee would catch up with them. Then a messenger
from the Kajee arrived with news that the necessary stores would
be awaiting their arrival in Yangpoong. When Francis and C.
objected, protesting that the supplies were not to be delivered to
Yangpoong, the messenger replied that they should have no doubts;
the Kajee would not play them false or show them any uncivility—
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he knew it would cost him too dear, *“‘for he had a lively recollection
of the retributive justice of the British Government.”

Nina and Francis, however, were not so sanguine ; they began
to suspect treachery. But they were at the mercy of the Soubah’s
guide and soon were forced to go on a famine diet. Medicine ran
out. Their faces were blistered and swollen, their lips livid and
cracked ; Nina described their complexions as a “‘mixture of blue
and red like mottled soap.”

After several days of excruciating progress over ice and new
snow, the guide directed the expedition on a zig-zag ascent of a
steep mountain face, with the promise that they would reach
Yangpoong at the end of the day’s march. Spirits raised, they
started off, carefully following the footsteps of the guide in the
deep snow. Several coolies fell into holes and with difficulty were
dragged out. Everyone slipped and slid and at one ridge the
bearers converted Nina’s dandy into a makeshift sledge. Francis
lost his footing and tumbled to the bottom of the slope. The glare
of the snow tortured their eyes, a mist making the light intolerably
dazzling. C. became blinded and had to be led by a coolie until,
overcome with vertigo as well, he sank down in a state of utter
collapse. The mist thickened into fog so dense that the guide and
baggage coolies at the head of the expedition became separated
from Nina, Francis and C. Numbed with fear, they could not tell
how long they awaited for an answer to their shouts. At length the
guide and coolies came straggling back, the guide announcing that
he did not know the way to Yangpoong.

At this revelation, near-panic spread through the expedition.
The Lepcha coolies dropped their loads, sank down on the snow
and, in mute despair, buried their faces in their hands. But not the
Bhootias, Nina reported. “With looks bold and defiant, [they
were] talking together, but not low enough to prevent our hearing
that they were blaming us for having brought them hither,
‘where,’” as they said, ““‘they must starve and die,” not seeming to
realize that we ourselves were in the like danger. Nor did they
hesitate to imply that we had so brought them.”

“At that moment,” Nina wrote, “we were completely in their
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power, and had they chosen, the whole camp might have broken
out into open mutiny.”’ Francis and C. held a desperate conference.
The guide was adamant; he could not lead them on. The men con-
sidered sending several detachments of coolies in different direc-
tions to find camping grounds where there was wood, but discarded
the plan as too risky. They deliberated over whether to go on or
camp where they were, without wood, and wondered if tent-pegs
would hold in the snow. A snowstorm was threatening. Nina
recalled her feelings: “To travel further into the lonely heart of
these mountains with the mere possibility of discovering our
whereabouts, or lingering where we were on the miserable chance
of the mist clearing would alike be running a tremendous risk. 1
felt that not an instant should be lost.

““‘Let us return at once; don’t hesitate for a moment,’ I cried,
stamping the snow with my foot in my vehemence. ‘It is the only
thing to save us.””’

After a few moments of solemn and earnest consultation
Francis and C. agreed.

“For one instant,” Nina said, “a terrible pang shot through
me. Was I destined to be the means of bringing sorrow on others?
I would come : these three words pierced my very soul like a red-
hot iron. Had I been less anxious the expedition would not have
been undertaken at all. I thought of C.’s wife and his little children;
[ thought too of my mother and her letter of warning, on being
informed of our proposed tour: ‘I dread your traveling in a moun-
tain region so little known to Europeans, and so far removed from
civilization. Do not attempt too much. . . .””

Francis and C. exercised all the authority they could muster
to persuade the Bhootias and Nepalese to shoulder their loads
and start back. Nina told how she went ‘““amongst the baggage
coolies—with my own hands [ helped some to lift their loads,
endeavoring at the same time to arouse others who had relapsed
into a state of lethargy, trying to speak words of comfort and en-
couragement to all; feeling that if /, a woman, set the example of
exertion, there was enough chivalry existing in the hearts of these
poor creatures to make them not only obey but help me.”
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Painfully, some with feet cut and bleeding, the demoralized
and desperate expedition staggered and straggled back down the
mountain. The mist grew less dense and at length Nina sighted
about two miles distant the great rock where they had camped the
night before. From her dandy she set up the shout, “We are
saved!”

Once the rock was safely reached, just as darkness set in,
Nina gave up her brave front. A blinding pain throbbed in her
head. Her eyes were so inflamed and eyelids so swollen she could
scarcely see. She slumped down on a stone and leaned against a
coolie’s basket. C., now able to see a bit, fetched a bottle of chloro-
form, saturated a handkerchief with it and placed it across Nina’s
forehead and temples.

That night the guide disappeared, confirming their worst
fears. They realized they should never have trusted the Kajee
and Soubah. All that was left to feed themselves and nearly sixty
men were two sheep and a few handfuls of corn, some tea biscuits
and a little rum. These C. portioned out as they made forced
marches, even on Sundays, back along their own trail. The three
Europeans were very conscious of the hostility of the Bhootias
and Nepalese in their expedition. Nina recalled the experience
of one of her friends in Darjeeling whose Bhootia cook was thought
to have slipped little doses of poison in the Englishman’s tea. When
accused, the cook retorted, ‘Do vou think, Sahib, if we wanted to
get rid of you we should resort to such small means as that? Ooh!
we should cut your heads off at once.”

Fortunately the Lepchas and Sikkimese were not belligerent.
“As long as mem sahib keeps well,”” one of her dandy-bearers told
Nina, “everyone will be brave, but if she gets ill, all will give
in.”

Nina was oppressed by terrible feelings of responsibility. She
tore her garments into bandages, spread them with cold cream
and bound wounds on the coolies’ feet and legs. Some had such
severely inflamed cyes they had to be blindfolded and led. C.
continued to send messengers with entreaties for supplies to both
the Soubah and the Kajee. “Disappointed hopes come each day
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witha cruel and terrible persistency,” Nina said. Not one messenger
returned. “Anxiety seems to be the litany of our lives.”

A young coolie fainted and lay face down in the path. Nina
found a little port wine in her traveling bag to revive him. Her
dandy-bearers no longer had the strength to carry her. Nina began
to walk, ‘“with Francis’ assistance.”

C. decided to go ahead with a few coolies and gave them
permission to sack any village they might come to along the way.
Nina, “feeling that I was myself breaking down, and should soon
be unable to proceed another step,” summoned “the strongest of
my bearers, and urged them to carry me, if but for a short distance.”
They entered an all but impenetrable forest; the rock was covered
with black, slimy lichens. The only sound in the chilling air was
the groans of the coolies—until all at once distant shouts were
heard. It was C. returning with the news that supplies from the
Kajee were coming. The coolies shouted, ‘“Hurrah! No more
dying, food has come.”” And the dandy-bearers in their excitement
gave Nina a toss in the air, “the last effort of which I fancy they
were capable,” she wrote, ‘“and then allowed me to follow the
laws of gravitation unaided, and find my own level on the ground.”

Fires were built on the spot and were ready by the time the
Kajee’s men arrived with baskets of food for the famished expe-
dition. Overcome with relief, Nina and Francis sat on a fallen tree,
unable to speak, scarcely able to eat.

Slowly, normal camp life resumed as more provisions were
procured in the villages they passed through. If the villagers
were reluctant to part with their goats, chickens or rice, C. simply
brandished his rifle, but he always paid in silver for whatever he
confiscated. Nina insisted, “we are a just and generous people.”

They pitched their tents and opened long-forgotten boxes.
Francis overhauled his bird and insect collection, so long neglected.
C. cleaned his gun, Nina noted, “examining it lovingly and tenderly
as men do.” Nina got out her needle and thread to mend the holes
in the canvas tents made by the coolies when they were in the
mountains, trying to beat off the frost which accumulated each
night and added so greatly to the tents’ weight. “In short,” Nina
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concluded, “all suddenly awaken—now that our troubles are over
—as to a new life, feeling once more that the trifles of existence are
worth attending to, and concern us still.”

Their route to Pemionchi took them through the Kajee’s
village, and they met ‘“‘the old ruffian.”” He received his English
visitors on a knoll above his house. He was seated on a carpet with
three piles of silk cushions in front of him for his guests. C., as a
district officer and therefore of superior rank to Francis, was
placed in the center on the highest stack of cushions. Pleasantries
were exchanged and protocol observed.

The villagers all along their way were agog at this procession
led by three fair-skinned, strangely dressed foreigners. Many of the
women and children wereso terrified they ranand hid. ““‘An English-
man may possibly have been seen within memory of the ‘oldest
inhabitant,”” Nina explained, “but the genus Englishwoman,
never.”

The Tibetan Buddhist monks at the Pemionchi monastery
gave the expedition a cheery welcome. Francis and Nina were
charmed and grew quite fond of the monks in the few days they
spent with them. The monks invited their English guests to a
religious ceremony. C. abstained on religious grounds, but Nina
and Francis attended the ancient Tibetan Buddhist rites.

Strange as were the surroundings of these pagans [Nina
wrote], and grim as were their symbols, how can I find
language to express the majesty and grandeur of their
worship, which impressed me more deeply than anything |
have ever seen or heard, and in which I realized faintly a
sort of abstract idea of what the worship of the all-Supreme
by poor feeble human lips should be? It filled me with
wonder and admiration; and the chanting of their Service
is a thing never to be forgotten while memory lasts.

This is scarcely the reaction one would expect from the wife of a

Victorian Anglican chaplain.
An old woman at Pemionchi told Francis that Nina ‘“looked
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very good,”’ and she hoped he did not beat her too much. Francis
replied that “although i1t was the custom in India for men to beat
their wives, in England it was all the other way!”’ This information
was translated to the group of women who had gathered round.
Nina recalled that the statement “was received by my feminine
audience with a chorus of very feeling applause; and I think they
not unwillingly would have migrated with their lords to that de-
lightful country, to have a little revenge.”

Nine would have liked to linger at Pemionchi but the expedition
had to keep its schedule to receive the ponies that were being
sent from Darjeeling to meet them at the Sikkim border. They
crossed the Rangit River and were back in British Indian territory.
That might Francis, C. and Nina sat over their last campfire
reminiscing, loath to have the expedition end. Even their near-
disaster on the mountain quickly became a memory to treasure.
How odd it would seem, Nina lamented, “to return to the ways of
civilization and to home duties, to receive a daily newspaper and
daily letters, to have a roof between us and the sky, to live in a
house with windows in it, to return visiting cards and ‘burra
khanas,’ to toilets and morning callers, and to be obliged to wear
one’s hair up, and to look spick and span and ladylike once more!”

Still, it would never be quite the same again. Nina and the
gentlemen mounted their ponies and all along the way as they rode
home, people came out of their huts and shops, and stopped work
in the fields, “‘for they know,”” Nina wrote proudly, “that we have
been over into Sikkim, and have left our footprints on the mighty
snows, and we are something to look at after that.”

It was an experience qualified to stir yearnings for immortality.
Nina wrote her book protesting that it was intended for “the ex-
clusive perusal of a family circle,” based as it was on letters sent
home to her mother, “during almost the only time we were ever
separated.”

Little else is known about Elizabeth Sarah Mazuchelli. She
wrote one other book, Magyar Land (1881) about her trip in the
Carpathian Mountains in central Europe. But Crockford’s Clerical
Directory, the standard reference where her husband’s biographical
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data are found, did not and still does not recognize the existence
of wives—perhaps due to a feeling that celibacy is the proper state
for clergymen. Francis returned to civilian life in 1875, three years
after Nina’s expedition, and after eighteen years of service in
India. He served in several English parishes until he settled in
Wales, where he died in 1901 at the age of eighty-one. Presumably
Nina, the vicar’s wife, was with him in all those quiet parishes. Her
will was filed at Nantgaredig, Carmarthenshire, Wales, where she
died at the age of eighty-two years in 1914.

The careful, cultivated way of life on a little island must have
seemed confining to Nina when she returned home. In the intro-
duction to The Indian Alps and How We Crossed Them, written in
1876, one year after she was back in England, Nina confessed: “I
am seized with a spirit of unrest and long to be far away and once
more in their [the Himalayas’] midst.” For one brief moment she
had left the hearth and found the wide world exhilarating.

How many more Victorian women shared Nina’s sentiments
will never be known. The wives, daughters and sisters of English-
men in exile were blamed for isolating their men from the real life
of Asia.® No doubt they did. They were trained to protect the
purity and sanctity of domestic life and to believe in their own
fragility. But some of them must have been fired by their exotic
surroundings and longed as much as any man to break with the
staid social patterns into which they were locked. There were few
ways a woman could experience the thrill of risk and feel of
adventure as fully as Nina had. Yet when as unlikely a woman as
Nina found a way, and proved to have the courage and determin-
ation of an explorer, others must have too. But women seldom
wrote books. Without hers Nina would be one of those countless
ladies lost to history.
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Give to me the life I love,
Let the lave go by me,
Give the Jolly heaven above
And the byway nigh me.

Robert Louis Stevenson
“The Vagabond”



I. ENGLISH LADY TRAVELERS:

ANNIE ROYLE TAYLOR
1855-?)

AT DAYBREAK ON SEPTEMBER 2, 1892, as soon as the inner gate of the
Chinese city of Tauchau was unlocked, a small round-faced English-
woman and her servant crept past the sleepy guards and hurried
through the outer gate to meet another scrvant outside with the
horses. At a pre-arranged meeting place they joined a Chinese
guide and his Tibetan wife. The party of five then rode on quickly
through several villages just stirring to life in the cold dawn. Annie
and the men looked for a secluded spot to change into Tibetan
dress. At the top of the next mountain pass they stopped and the
Englishwoman slipped on a dark red Tibetan robe rather likc a
voluminous dressing gown girdled at the waist with a wide sash.
Then, at last, they were ready : Annic Taylor had decided the time
was right to make her bold dash to the forbidden city of Lhasa.
Exactly twenty years carlier, when Nina Mazuchelli had taken
an expedition into the Himalayas from India, she had been severely
hampered by both the dress of her day and the current attitudes
toward women. Annie, by contrast, could adopt any dress, mingle
with any class of people, and travel unchaperoned anywhere. She
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Annie Taylor in Tibetan dress.
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too was English and a single woman traveling among men, but she
was also a Christian missionary ; and society approved of anyone
engaged in Christian works.

For eight years Annie had waited on the edge of Tibet, in
India to the south and China to the north, watching for just a crack
in the closed door that she might slip through to carry the message
of Jesus to the heathen heart of the forbidden land. While it was
true that she did not reach Lhasa, she came closer to it than any
European traveler since the famous French Jesuits, Abbés Huc
and Gabet in 1846.! And she was the first European woman to enter
Tibet proper.”

Her astonishing journey excited the Christian missionary
world. Victorians doted on daring explorers and Miss Taylor
qualified as a minor celebrity for the brief period she was in
England after her Tibetan journey. She was asked to speak to
geographical as well as evangelical societies even though she had
made no scientific observations whatsoever. She mentioned a
primula or two and the herds of wild animals but she scarcely noticed
the terrain and was indifferent to geography. Yet her journey was
described as “‘epoch-making for Tibet,” and she was enthusiasti-
cally compared in some missionary books and magazines to Dr.
David Livingstone, the great missionary-explorer. Livingstone
had made careful surveys of all the ground he covered and kept
daily records in his diary of barometric pressure, temperature and
rainfall. Annie’s diary was the barest record of her daily progress.
What she lacked was an adequate education; what she had was
initiative, imagination, and unbounded courage.

One characteristic Annie Taylor and Dr. Livingstone did
share was that both were first of all servants of God : their restless
spirits were sustained by unquestioned faith in the will of God
and His Grand Design, in which they merely served as His instru-
ments. Because their convictions were typical of the Victorian
period it was not surprising that Annie’s admirers overlooked her
scientific shortcomings. One wrote: “As Livingstone by his great
journeys opened the way for the Gospel into dark Africa, so our
sister expects that God will use her journey to pave the road for
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missionaries in Tibet.”?> Enough people agreed with Annie for her
to form “The Tibetan Pioneer Band” and lead them back to Asia.

By her own account, Annie had been fired with missionary zeal
at an early age. When she was sixteen and a boarder at Clarence
House School, Richmond, she was taken with her classmates to
hear a stirring lecture given by John Moffat, the son of Dr. Moffat, a
great African missionary and the father-in-law of Livingstone.
But Mr. Moffat’s inspiring account of brave and dedicated workers
spreading the Gospel in distant, uncivilized lands was directed
only to the young men in his audience. He discouraged missionary
work for women, describing in graphic terms the hardship en-
countered abroad, and concluding that women were only a hin-
drance to the men in their important work. For the first time in her
life, Annie remembered, she fervently wished she were a boy.

She was at an impressionable age, a girl not attracted to the
social role expected of a young lady from a well-to-do family:
she refused to dance, to attend the theater, or ride out on Sundays.
But she was highly susceptible to the romance of travel and
adventure, which was not surprising considering her family
background. “All Taylors,” she wrote when she was older, “are
born travelers with an interest more than usually keen in what
is strange and remote.” Her father, John Taylor, was a director of
the well-known Black Ball Steamship Line, a Fellow of the Royal
Geographical Society, and a constant international traveler. Her
mother, of French Huguenot descent, was born in Brazil, and
their home was frequented by friends of Mr. Taylor from all over
the world.

Ann Royle was born into this peripatetic family at Egremont,
Cheshire, on October 17, 1856, the second oldest of ten children.
She was so frail she was not expected to live. Her childhood was
plagued by chronic bronchitis and a “‘valvular disease of the heart,”
according to William Carey, a highly respected English missionary,
who knew her.* Her schooling was scant and irregular. As a semi-
invalid she was no doubt indulged, for she developed a wilfulness
that hardened as she grew older into a stubborn determination to
have her own way.
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Annie’s early life was related with her approval by Isabel
Robsonin Two Lady Missionariesin Tibet.> Robsonsaid when Annie
was thirteen years old she knelt down after one Sunday evening
service and dedicated herself to a life of Christian work, an ideal
she pursued single-mindedly through her entire life. At eighteen,
she and her two younger sisters were sent to school in Berlin, but
Annie soon became ill and returned to her parents’ home in
Brighton. Here she began to visit the sick and continued her
charitable work. When her family moved to London she extended
her visits to the poorest sections of the city. Recalling those youthful
days she wrote, “I have found in the slums exactly as I have since
found in my Asiatic journeys, a woman is rarely molested if she
makes it quite clear that she is doing her duty quietly and un-
assumingly.”

But Annie’s father viewed her occupation with displeasure.
Tensions mounted between them until he, at last losing his
patience, ordered her back to her social and home duties. Annie
refused. Now twenty-eight years old, she sold her jewels to take
cheap lodgings in Marylebone and to pay her fees for an elementary
medical course, including midwifery, at nearby Queen Charlotte’s
Hospital. The same year she learned that “the Lord wanted
women for China,” a recognition of the worth of her sex in the
evangelical field overseas that she had longed for. Annie applied
and was accepted as a missionary by the China Inland Mission.

Happily, Annie’s mother had felt *‘the comforts of Christ” in a
little chapel in Sicily, where she had spent the winter, and finally
understood her daughter’s consuming passion to serve the Lord.
Mrs. Taylor returned to London, urged a reconciliation, and Mr.
Taylor conceded to the extent of paying for Annie’s passage to
China and providing her with the necessary outfit. But he stopped
her allowance as an indication that he was not giving his whole-
hearted sanction to her venture, and with a certain amount of
scepticism regarding her staying power, gave her letters of author-
1zation to several steamship lines for a return passage home.

Annie sailed from England on September 24, 1884, and arrived
in Shanghai about eight weeks later. At first she stayed with a
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Mr. and Mrs. Judd at the Mission’s post in Chinkaing not far
from Shanghai, in the estuary of the Yangtze River. Presumably
she plunged into mission life without any delaying cultural shock.
She attended emotion-charged services heavy with exhortations
and heartfelt hymn-singing similar to those she knew at home. But
she also had to learn the Chinese language and customs to be able
to live as close as possible to the people. It was a tenet of the
China Inland Mission that its workers minimize the barriers
between them and the Chinese by adopting Chinese dress and
manners. Withinsevenmonths, by May 1885, Annie wassufficiently
prepared to be posted farther upstream on the Yangtze. She wrote
from An’ching, “Miss Barclay and I are now very happily settled
with dear Miss Matthewson at the West Gate House”—three
missionary women in a strange and sometimes hostile country
trying, through free medical advice and simple home remedies, to
win the friendship of the Chinese so they would listen to the Gospel
teachings.

Since the late 1870’s the China Inland Mission had sent un-
married women alone into interior China. Sometimes they were
the sole Westerner in inland cities and districts. It was a period
when China’s xenophobia was being challenged by the West, and
the Manchu dynasty under the dowager Empress reluctantly per-
mitted a few foreigners to travel from their footholds in the port
cities to the interior. The Protestant missionaries were among the
first to push farinland ; often they were the first contacts the Chinese
had with Westerners.® Their sudden appearance in an ancient and
unchanging culture inevitably aroused suspicions. “Everywhere
the missionary is jealously watched,” one Mission chronicler
wrote, “and at any moment his work may be stopped by official
interference or popular resistance.””’

The command ““to go into all the world and preach the Gospel
to every creature” was the motivating force of evangelical mission-
aries. As itinerant preachers they measured their success not so
much by converts (in 1890 there were only about 50,000 Protestant
Chinese in China) as by the number of cards, with translations in
the native tongue of Gospel messages, handed out in the belief that
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once the Word was received, the power of its truth would triumph.
Sowers more than cultivators, they tirelessly sought fresh fields
to give what The Times called, “the gift which is itself good, and
the giving of which is perfect.”®

To hold steady against resistance or hostility and to keep one’s
purpose clearly in mind were essential for a missionary in China.
Annie had those qualities. In 1887 she was sent to Lanchou, the
capital of Kansu, China’s westernmost province, an area then
known as Chinese or Outer Tibet, bordered on the north by the
Great Wall and on the south by Tibet proper. There is no record
of Annie’s imagination being excited by her surroundings although
she traveled alone among Tibetan encampments for the first time.
To her Lanchou was simply ‘“‘a wicked city.” She wrote a short
article for China’s Millions, the Mission magazine, titled “The
Degradation of Women.”” The July 30, 1887 issuc of the magazine
reported that on one journey alone in Kansu Annie-distributed
1,300 Tibetan text cards.

Fairs were ideal places to reach great numbers of people so
Annie traveled west from Lanchou, about a week’s journey by
horseback, to the great Tibetan Buddhist monastery, Kumbum.
Kumbum ranked third among monasteries of importance to
Tibetans, and was an ancient seat of learning, housing more than
3,000 monks. Here Tibetans gathered every year for a religious
festival and great fair. Annie was one of the first Europeans to
visit this Central Asian monastery, which is to this day isolated and
mysterious, remote from any modern route of travel .’

Annie went to the Kumbum fair in 1887 armed with only her
faith and a sheaf of Tibetan text cards to present to the undoubtedly
astonished lamas. She made a handful of notes about her visit,
later transcribed by William Carey.'® Thanks to his effort it is
known that Annie stayed at an inn that she considered ‘‘very
dirty.”” Her room, she wrote, “was one of a row of little pigeon-
boxes built on the roof, which is slanted. It has no furniture in it but
a brick bed, my rights to which were disputed by its small in-
habitants. We made a fire of brushwood on the roof, as we had to do
our own cooking.”
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But Annie was impressed by the gold-roofed monastery, its
red-robed lamas and the great Tibetan camp of white tents on the
surrounding hills. Fond of homey comparisons, she wrote that
these white tents pitched in the wilds of Central Asia “were like
those we are accustomed to see in England.” Herds of cattle,
horses, yaks, and camels grazed around the camp and in the valley
was a row of fair stalls set up by Chinese merchants.

Once settled, Annie climbed to the encampment. The Tibetans
“would often run away when I approached,” she said, “and one
man nearly struck me when I offered a text card to his little wife.
They thought at first that I was a man, because my ears were not
pierced. But soon I made friends, and then they would invite me to
sit in the midst of them on the hillside. Some came to see me in the
inn.”

Annie liked the Tibetans. The houses of the lamas she found
“scrupulously clean whereas the Chinese are dreadfully dirty.” Of
course she knew they lived in spiritual darkness and she decided
“the lamas are not at all intellectual looking ; they go about telling
their beads, with a little dog.”” But they were “a religious people,”
and she did not blame them for their ignorance: “Poor things,
they know no better; no one has ever told them of Jesus.”

Physically the Tibetans appeared to her ‘‘a muscular, well-
built race,” and “the men seem fond of their wives, taking their
hands and making them walk in front. They laugh and talk together
—so different from the Chinese. ... In the evenings,” Annie
recounted, the Tibetans ‘“had drinking bouts, in which the women
joined ; they sat in a ring on the hill and sang songs. . . . Drinking
is one of the evil habits the civilized Chinese have taught the
Tibetans.” Still, she did not condemn them for that either. Their
open, cheerful manner matched hers and she was easy among them.

Altogether the simple, semi-nomadic Tibetans seem to have
appealed to Annie more than the scttled Chinese. Her contem-
poraries claimed that she had read about Tibet when she was a girl
and the faraway, mysterious land “laid hold of her mind” at that
time. It was a romantic notion Annie did not deny, but chance,
rather than a conscious plan, seems to have brought her in contact
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with the Tibetans. More likely it dawned on her slowly round the
campfires at Kumbum that she might be the first to bring the Word
to interior Tibet—an irresistable thought.

A “dear old Tibetan man’’ sold her two wooden bowls for three-
pence and showed her his stock of provisions done up in leather
bags. In her usual matter-of-fact manner she observed that “six
little loaves of bread, each as large as an English halfpenny roll,
cost a penny ; milk was three farthings a quart.”” Perhaps with an
eye to the future she noted that “a Mohammedan who is friendly
with the Tibetans told me he could get me a small house in a
Tibetan village for ten pence a month.” Some Tibetan women
visited her at the inn and tasted her tea and cakes. (She was a
skillful cook according to Mr. Carey, who claimed her family
teased her by saying it was her one talent.) In return the women then
invited Annie to visit the Kumbum temples with them. Unlike later
travelers, who described the great gilded Buddhas, the rich display
of brightly painted banners, the altars crowded with brass basins of
holy water and lighted butter lamps, the pungent smell of burning
incense and the clamor of long Tibetan trumpets and leather
drums, Annie simply took quick notes and observed critically:
“The people bowed down before the images, but behind the door
were some lamas drinking tea and enjoying themselves,” and
“visitors put cash on the table in front of the idols.” In the mon-
astery Annie was asked by a Tibetan woman to look at her child’s
badly burned arm. The arm was covered with blisters and plastered
with fresh cow dung. Annie cleaned and dressed it with linseed
oil and flour. “The mother was very grateful,” she reported,
“and T think 1 got a little nearer the hearts of the Tibetans and
lamas who were looking on.” In a letter to the director of the China
Inland Mission, Annic wrote there was a great need for mission
work among the Tibetans, dutifully stating, “If no one clse is
found to go among them, I must; but she told a contemporary
that “after studying Chinese for five years, her spirit failed her at
the thought of acquiring a new language.”

The year after her visit to Kumbum Annie became ill with
consumption (probably tuberculosis) and had to return to the coast.
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On her way downriver she survived the sinking of her boat at the
Han rapids when the boatmen, reeling from a night of drinking,
smashed against the rocks. Her parents telegraphed her to join
them in Australia where they were traveling. She did, and after
ashortrecuperation wenton to visit her married sister in Darjeeling,
India (apparently with the Mission’s approval, for China’s Millions
reported, “Miss Annie Taylor sailed on Thursday, September 5,
1889, in the P & O Khedsve for Calcutta, en route for Darjeeling to
work among the Tibetans in the neighborhood while learning more
of their language”).

Once in Darjeeling Annie found a native hut to settle in at
nearby Ghum, where she could associate with Tibetans. In March
1890 she moved across the British—Indian border to the Sachen
Valley in Sikkim, only to be promptly ordered out by the Sikkimese
authorities. She stayed her ground and the captain of the guard
from the Chinese fort at Khamba-jong came down to settle the
trouble. Annie managed to secure permission to lodge in a room
at the monastery but the people were forbidden to sell her food.
In this untenable situation Annie nearly starved. She picked up
grains of corn spilled from the caravans passing through the
village, had fever, and was asked by the Sikkimese what she wished
done with her body when she died. “I have always found,” she
had once stated, “that persons who set out for the mission field
in the expectation that they are going to the death usually do die.
For my part I have always believed that [ shall live as long as God
has work for me to do.”” Her frail constitution was sustained by this
resolute spirit.

Before she left Sikkim Annie gave some medical treatment to a
youth from Lhasa named Pontso, about nineteen years old, who
had run away because of the cruel treatment he received from his
master in Tibet. Gratitude decided him to become Annie’s servant
and a Christian convert. There was a feudal quality in Pontso’s
attachment to Annie: he was willing to share her fortunes, good or
bad. It was the kind of arrangement many Westerners in Asia
seemed to have no uneasiness accepting. For the next twenty years
Pontso traveled with Annie in China, Tibet, India and England.
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One evening in March, 1891, Annie was writing letters home
from Darjeeling, when suddenly, she said later, a voice com-
manded her to “go to China.” As if to underline the order, the
evening’s post brought the sailing dates of the China Mail from
Calcutta. So off Annie went, Pontso with her, on the next ship
for Shanghai. Although missionary friends warned them that
Pontso quite likely would be beheaded if he returned to Tibet, the
two proceeded to the interior of China and took up residence at
Tauchau, on the Tibetan border in the province of Kansu, where no
Englishwoman had been before. There they worked and waited a
year before making their headlong dash into Tibet.!!

Never in the annals of Tibetan exploration could there have
been so naive and ill-prepared an attempt to reach Lhasa as
Annie’s. Well-financed, extensively equipped and armed expedi-
tions led by experienced, travel-hardened men had preceded her
and failed. Yet this small woman, a semi-invalid in childhood,
now thirty-six years old and still highly susceptible to pulmonary
diseases, was determined to make her way over mountain passes
and across the barren, wind-swept plateau of Tibet proper.

The average elevation of the Tibetan plauteau 1s 15,000 feet.
Year round the morning temperature stands at about — 18° Centi-
grade (0° Fahrenheit) and can rise to 38" Centigrade (100° Fahren-
heit) at noon. It was a country where banditry was one of the chief
occupations and foreigners were prohibited on penalty of their
lives. Annie had only the vaguest notion of the obstacles ahead of
her.

She knew there were three high roads from the Chinesc border
to the capital of Lhasa. Once she was safely past the border checks,
Annie planned to take the Sining Road that originated in the
Kansu province. It passed for the most part through uninhabited
country and water was scarce. If a traveler could make it to Kegu,
the half-way stop between the Chinese border and Lhasa, he could
exchange tired horses for fresh mules or yaks. From Kegu to Lhasa
there were occasional encampments of Tibetans who sometimes
were willing to sell meat or tea.

Tauchau, the old Chinese city where Annie made secret
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arrangements for her journey, was a center for trade with Tibet.
Caravans formed outside the city walls, then wound their way up
the hills and over three passes, each with gates guarded by Chinese
soldiers who collected customs and watched for interlopers.

The little caravan Annie managed to take through these three
gates consisted of herself and five Asians: Noga, her Chinese
guide and head servant, returning to L.hasa with Erminie, his
Tibetan wife; Pontso, Annie’s faithful Tibetan servant; and two
other young men, Leucotze and Nobgy. They had six pack horses
and ten mounts. Nina Mazuchelli’s far less ambitious expedition
employed seventy men. In contrast to Nina’s extensive traveling
paraphernalia, Annie carried two tents, bedding, cloth for barter,
presents for chiefs and food for two months. Her personal kit
consisted of two tin basins, a wooden bowl or two, a copper pan,
together with a knife, fork and spoon. But shortly after crossing the
border, Annie’s party was attacked by Tibetan robbers and
relieved of most of their belongings. Annie lost all of her extra
clothes, her camp bed and bedding and two horses. Nogby, one of
the young men, lost heart as well, and turned back to China. Six
weeks later the other, Leucotze, died of the cold on a snowy pass.
““He was a big, strong-looking man,”” Annie said, and added: ““The
Master has called to account the strong, and left the weak to go on
and claim Tibet in his name.”

Noga, the third Chinese, turned out to be a wife-beater, thief
and liar, who was afraid he would be killed by the Tibetans for
bringing an Englishwoman into Tibet. He quarreled with Annie,
his wife, and everyone else. One night after Annie had gone to bed,
Erminie came to her tent. She was ““in tears,” Annie wrote, ‘“‘her
husband having been thumping her; and ina little while he followed
with his horsewhip. I told her to get behind my bed, and then
seized hold of the whip, and screamed, which frightened him.
Pontso with his blanket wrapped around him tried to hold him; but
being so little a man and Noga so tall, it was not much use.” But
Annie held him off with the whip. Later in the trip, he threw a
copper pan at Annie and reached for his sword ; a Tibetan merchant
chief intervened to save her. Noga then went ahead to I.hasa and
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'I Tatsienlu Chunghing

abandoned the trip. Annie and Pontso hid for two days in a cave,
relieved at his departure even though they knew he was going to tell
officials she was nearing the capital.

With all the calamities Annie would experience—robbed of all
her possessions, all but two of her horses dead or stolen, and she so
weak she could not walk—the thought that she might not live
seems never to have occurred to her. For twenty nights she slept
out in the open—in a hole if she could find one to protect herself
from the icy winds; a cave became a luxury. When she could not
find a caravan to travel with she often followed bands of wild
horses through the snow, trusting their sure-footedness to save her
from falling into crevasses. Wolves howled at night. In the day the
snow glare burned her eyes and made her ill. On October 8 she
jotted in her diary, “Have two men to escort us. . . . One is a lama,
but he is also a hatter, for he made my foxskin cap for me. They are
both big, fine men. The snow is on the ground, and it is very cold, a
piercing wind.” By October 23 she was so weak she nearly fell off
her horse. Pontso “mixed sal-volatile and brandy” and she went
on. November 5 she wrote, “over another pass. We had just des-
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cended when my little white pony lay down under me, quite done
up.” November 20: “I have got so thin and am so exhausted that
it looks as if I could not go on without a good horse. God will pro-
vide one for me. Pontso has been crying today. We expect to start
tomorrow.”’

The next day in the encampment where she had stopped, a
Tibetan chief let her have a good horse in place of two of her bad
ones, “‘for he pitied me, as I am not strong enough to walk.” Annie
traveled for a few days with the caravan and reported that the same
chief “who is with us takes great care of me, getting his men to give
me hot water for tea, and making a fire for me to warm by. It is such
a treat after the way I have been treated by Noga.” The Tibetans
gave her butter and cheese. A terse entry in Annie’s diary for
December 18 read: “It snowed. Very cold. I am getting used to
sleeping in the open air.”” She was traveling alone now except for
Pontso and Penting, another Tibetan who had joined her. On
December 20 she wrote, “I made two puddings of some suet that I
begged, a few currants, some black sugar, and a little flour. One s to
be for Christmas day. The cold is extreme.” On December 24 she
found an old camp site above the road where there was grass and
plenty of yak dung to build a fire with. December 25 Annie reported :
“We are resting in our pleasant hiding place. A nice Christmas Day,
the sun shining brightly. I had fellowship in spirit with friends all
over the world. Quite safe here with Jesus.” She prepared tea and
put her Christmas pudding on to boil. After two hours it still was
not warm in the middle, and she was moved to comment that “This
is a strange climate.”” She ladled the boiling tea out of the pan with
wooden bowls, but if it were not drunk at once it was covered with
ice.

A few days later Annie cut off her hair “as all annis do.” Anniis
the Tibetan word for nun, a nice play on Annie’s name; Tibetans
always called her Anni. But her disguisc was minimal; she wore
Tibetan dress and spoke the language.

When she was arrested on January 3, 1893, just three days’
march from Lhasa, there was no doubt Annie was English. Weak
and exhausted as she was, she conducted herself with all the dignity,
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determination and sheer courage her countrymen justly pride
themselves on. Annie’s own account of the incident, shortened
slightly from her diary, best conveys her cool manner under ex-
treme duress.

“January 3.—Passed a very cold night. Soon after starting we
saw men with guns and horses. Noga had told their chief that an
English woman was coming along, and they had orders to stop us.
They said we must halt by a stream that was near till the chief
came up. We all sat down and made tea. Pontso and Penting fear
much for their lives. May God save them! Our hope is in him,
and he will do it. After tea the two men were relieved by others,
and in the evening their chief arrived. . . . He was very affable, but
he kept guard over us all night with his men. There were five of
them all together, armed with guns and swords. The two who first
met us have been sent to Nag-chu-ka to give information of our
capture to the civil officer or principal chief.

“January 4.—This morning we were taken to a place where
there was better grass for the horses. It was a ride of only half an
hour.

“Our meat and butter are all gone, and tea and barley-flour
without butter are difficult to digest.

“The Nag-chu-ka chief is expected on the sixth. The wind is
cold. A caravan from Lhasa encamped near us this evening. A lot
of people came to have a look at me.

“January 5.—A military chief has arrived with a band of
soldiers. He came in the early morning, and after pitching his tent,
called for Pontso and asked him many questions.

“The chief was courteous, but declared we must go back the
way we had come. I had an interview with him, and said this was
impossible, that we had no food, that our horses were done up,
and that I could not stand the severe cold. I had been brought into
these straits by Noga, who had taken two of my horses and had
tried to kill me. He had promised we should be in Lhasa in two
months, but already four had elapsed. 1 must see the Nag-chu-ka
magistrate, and lay my case before him. To return simply meant to
die on the road.”
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Eventually the chief relented and sent for an official from the
little town of Nag-chu-ka. T'wo days later he arrived. Annie felt he
was very rude when he questioned her. “I told him I must have
courtesy,” she said. “If there were chiefs, surely there must be
justice; and I must have justice.” She insisted on seeing the prin-
cipal chief. “I had to be very firm, as our lives seemed to rest on my
taking a firm stand.”

Annie persisted and the ofhcial gave in, agreeing to let her
plead her case to a higher authonty. The military chief who had
captured her detailed an escort of thirty soldiers to take her and her
two servants to his encampment, about a day’s ride away. “I felt
truly proud of my country,” Annie said, ‘“‘when it took so many to
keep one woman from running away.”

Annie waited at this camp for three days. On January 11 she
wrote, ‘“The wind is so strong that it blows the tent down. I
washed my sleeves, so as to look a little respectable tomorrow when
the big chief arrives.” On January 13 she spent much of the night
in prayer, and she wrote the next day: “In the morning the people
were all busy putting up tents. They told us that the big chief was
coming. About midday he arrived, followed by Noga and his wife.
Pontso and Penting are much afraid. The chief called for Pontso
to speak with Noga about the things I said he had stolen. I sent
word that a servant could not speak for his master and that I must
go myself.

“He invited me to come. I went, and a mat was placed for me
to sit on. The principal chief and the second one, a lama, were both
sitting in state.

“He asked many questions, and wanted to know why I had
come to their country within three days of Lhasa.

“I said that I wished to cross it to get to Darjeeling.

“He said that the Tibetans were at strife with the English, and
that the war question was not settled, also that Noga denied having
any of my things, except the horses, which he alleged I had given
him.

“I said that I had not. . . . Noga was then called in, and denied
having anything of mine. . . . I had never heard such lying.
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“They said they would send soldiers and escort me out of
Tibet.

“I said, ‘I am English, and do not fear for my life.’

“They said they would send Noga and me back to China.

“I said they might carry my corpse, but they would not take me
against my will.

“The chief favored Noga’s side rather than mine. He said that
Noga was Chinese, and I English, and so he could do nothing for
me. . .. I said: ‘Is this Tibetan justice? Noga has done a great
wrong to me; you say you cannot punish him. T'o harm me person-
ally you fear. . . . You want to send me on the road with horses that
cannot go, and without a tent, knowing that in a few days we shall
have to stop in a place swarming with brigands; and thus seek to be
rid of me, not killing me yourself, but getting me killed by others. |
can only say that if you do not help me to return I must stay where 1
am. . . .
“The chief then spoke quite civilly, and said they did not quite
know what to do.”

Clearly the Tibetan chief had never dealt with anyone at all
like Annie. She was fearless and demanding. A captive with no
weapon except pride, she negotiated and won from the chief a
promise of an escort and horses, blankets and food for her return
trip. Then she complained that the sheepskin he sent her was not
good, the butter rancid and the horses unfit: “I never in my life
saw such a collection of skeletons. I said that they were worse than
mine, and would have none of them.”

On January 18, two weeks after her capture, Annie was sent
back over the road of ice and snow on which she had struggled for
four and a half months toward Lhasa. The Tibetan chief gave her
an escort of ten soldiers to accompany her for eleven days. Then
she and her two men were on their own again.

Annie’s return trip to Tatsienlu, the tea center in Szechwan,
on the Tibctan border, took her from January 18 until April 13,
1893. In her diary she bricfly understated this journey of incredible
hardship. Typical entries were: “March 17.-—Started before sun-
rise. It was bitterly cold. I got nearly frozen, and was very glad when
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the sun came up. My horse gave out. We hoped to have cleared the
pass, but had to stop on this side. Snow very deep. Slept on the
snow. “March 18.—Could not sleep for the cold. Crossed the Mo
Ra La, the worst pass I have had. One of the horses was frozen to
death going over. We saw the remains of two yaks and a horse which
had dropped on the way. The sun was so bright that we were in
danger of sunstroke and of freezing to death on the selfsame day.
The men had bad eyes. They protected themselves by putting their
hair over their eyes.”

The last entries in Annie’s small diary were: “April 13—
Arrived at Ta-chien-la. Found some French missionaries who were
very kind. They took me to a good inn kept by a Tibetan woman
whose husband is a merchant. “April 15.—Left for Kiating and the
coast.”

All told, she had traveled about 1,300 miles in seven months
and ten days. It was astonishing that she returned alive.

It seems that Annie had no intention of writing a book about
her perilous journey. Yet the high adventure of it motivated her to
keep an almost daily record, written with frozen fingers when she
was faint with hunger and exhaustion. When William Carey
visited Annie in 1899 at Yatung on the Sikkim-Tibet border, she
used the diary to answer some of his questions. But she could
scarcely read it any more; some parts could not be made out at all.
Later he asked if he might transcribe it. “In due time it arrived,”
Mr. Carey wrote, ‘‘very odoriferous of Tibet, being packed with
butter, foxskins and goatskins, dried mutton, yaks’ tails and jo.”
He soon saw it would be a slow and serious task deciphering those
already half-obliterated hieroglyphics. However, by patiently
poring over each of the 162 closely written pages with a magnifying
glass he managed to transcribe it. Carey “pruned” the diary and
edited it for “‘slips of grammar, and crude forms of expression,” so
it is impossible to know how much of the essential Annie Taylor
was edited out by him.!? Could she, after living eight years in Asia
at a very primitive level of society, make observations and self-
revealing comments Mr. Carey might not have deemed seemly fora
Victorian lady > There is no way to know. Carey was scrupulous
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ANNIE TAYLOR

Annre with the Tibetan Pioncer Band.

enough to state that Annic in her naiveté had lent her name to
exaggerated claims that she was the first European in Tibet, and
he rectified that erroneous impression by giving the public Annie's
diary, “in its wholeness and its simplicity . . . fresh, original im-
pressions penciled down on the spot.”™

So even some of the documents in Annic’s name are not really
hers. Her character was filtered through Carey's sensibilities and
an idealized 1mage promoted by her colleagues and family. No
chinks in her Christian armor reveal more than a single-minded
woman supported in her self-made way of lite by an unshakeable
faith in God - and ultimately by an inheritance. As Annie stated i,
“God has in His goodness given me suthcient means (some cighty
pounds a vear), through deceased relatives, to fully supply all my
OWn reguirements.”’

On returning to England, Annic lett the China Inland Mission
and formed her own missionary group, the Tibetan Pioncer Mis-
sion. [t wasa presumptious name that irritated even some of Annic’s
supporters since it secemed to ignore the work of other missionaries
(particularly the Moravians and Roman Catholics) among the

-
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Tibetans in India and China. The origin of the Mission, as reported
in The Christian, was ‘“Miss Annie R. Taylor’s journey into Tibet
proper, in the course of which she proved the possibility of gaining
an entrance for the Gospel into [Tibet], that country so long
believed to be closed to the emissaries of Christ. . . .”

Annie was in great demand to speak. In December of 1893 she
described what she had seen of Tibet to the Royal Scottish Geo-
graphical Society meeting in Edinburgh. At missionary meetings in
England and Scotland she made appeals for workers and shortly
had sufhicient response to choose nine men to form The Tibetan
Pioneer Band, dedicated ‘‘to live and die for Tibet.”” One man hada
wife and child whom she welcomed, but she did not call for women
as she felt, herself excepted, they were not up to the hardships of
Tibet. On February 16, 1894, a farewell meeting for the Band was
held at Albert Hall, London. Annie related her journey once
again to an enthusiastic audience. But within a few months of the
Pioneer Band’s arrival in India and their ill-planned move to
Sikkim, differences cropped up between Annie and her workers.
She asked to be relieved of her responsibilities and suggested the
men join the China Inland Mission, which most did.

Like nearly all adventurers Annie was essentially a loner,
intent on her own way, mesmerized by her own vision and im-
patient with others. *‘Looking back on my life,”” she said, “‘I see that
I have seldom undertaken what everybody else was doing. I have
always preferred to strike out a new road and then, when the way
was made tolerably smooth, I have left it for others to travel. In this
sense I may consider myselfa pioneer.”

Stubbornly determined to find a way back to Tibet, Annie,
with Pontso, stayed on in Sikkim at Gangtok, on the tea road to
India. In the evenings when the Tibetans camped with their
caravans on the mountainside, Annic would join them as she had
done in China at the Kumbum fair-—-a small Englishwoman in
Tibetan dress, sitting crosslegged round a campfire in a circle of
Tibetans. “I have given away nearly 3,000 text cards,” she wrote
home from Gangtok. But seeing no way to slip into Tibet, she
moved north over the 14,000-foot Jelep Pass to Yatung on the
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border between Sikkim and Tibet. The Tibetans allowed the
British to keep a trading station at Yatung and for permission to
reside there Annie had to become a trader. Her sister Susette
visited Annie at Yatung and wrote accounts of her trip fora London
newspaper, The Guardian, in 1903.1>

“Quite low down in the valley,” Susette wrote, “while thread-
ing my way through the pink pine stems of a wood, I suddenly
became aware of an advancing figure that exactly suits the sur-
roundings. A brick-red gown of native cloth, with a glimpse of
fawn silk at neck and wrists and pouched up above the girdle, thus
displaying blue cloth trousers tucked into fur boots the shape of
nightsocks, drapes a small person with a merry face, much too fair
for a native, and topped by a yellow peaked cap. It is my sister! She
greets me affectionately, asks if I have had a pleasant journey—
much as if she were meeting me at Victoria Station—and takes me
to the Mission House which has been her home since 1895.”

The Mission House was built of rough pine planks, the shingles
of its roof weighted down with stones, “Yet when we pass through
the tiny kitchen into the parlor,”” Annie’s sister said, “there is an
attempt at real cosiness.” The ceiling was papered with the
Weekly Times, ‘hard to beat for solidity.” The walls were draped
with Indian calico, white flowers on dark red. There was a bit of
carpet, a round table covered with books, a large brass samovar in
the corner, a stove, two folding armchairs and stools. A wall clock,
some pictures, pink primulas in a little deal window-box and small
flower pots all round the room completed the picture. In another
building Annie had her general store, selling to the Tibetans “cloth
and calico, vinegar and sweets, the wares and ornaments of China
and Japan.”

When the Younghusband Expedition, the British military force
on its way to Lhasa to settle rights of trade and access with the
Tibetans, passed through the Chumbi Valley they established a
camp. Annie, now forty-seven years old, offered her services and
was appointed a Nursing Sister in the field hospital. She took off
her red Tibetan robe, packed away the vellow one given her as a
mark of honor by the lamas, and put on English clothes again. As
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I wath Pontso and Siepu.

soon as she moved to her small house at the camp she planted
flowers i front of it According to her sister, Annic got on well
with the soldier “hecause she has a strong sense of humor, and
apprectates his pecubiar form of wie.”

Pontso and his new wite, Sigju, were left in charge of the
trading post at Yatung. Sympathetic to both sides in the British
Tibctan conflict, Annic was heartbroken that its conclusion did not
open Tibet to traders and missionaries, but only increased the
‘Tibetans” hostility to torcigners. And unauthorized travel into the
country Annic had sct her heart on evangelizing was now more
impossible than ever. No longer fortified by her dream, Annic’s
health declined. She returned to England sometime atter another
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sister and brother-in-law visited her in 1907. Nothing more is
known of her—not even the date of her death.

But Annie’s epitaph could have been borrowed from Living-
stone’s: Her “life was spent in an unwearied effort to evangelize
the native races.”’ Eccentric, ill-educated, Annie had responded to
the irresistable lure of a forbidden land. In her bold dash into Tibet
she symbolized all those unknown Victorian women whose craving
for adventure found an approved outlet in the service of their
churches that sent them—wives and unmarried women in the
hundreds—traveling alone to the far reaches of the Empire, and
sometimes beyond.
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“Tis not too late to seek a newer world

.. . for my purpose holds
To sail beyond the sunset, and the baths
Of all the western stars, until I die.

Tennyson
Ulysses



I. ENGLISH LADY TRAVELERS:

ISABELLA BIRD BISHOP
(1831-1904)

“I HAVE ONLY ONE formidable rival in Isabella’s heart,” said her
husband, Dr. Bishop, “and that is the high tableland of Central
Asia.”! He understood that Isabella Bird’s greatest passion was
travel. She had made extensive journeys far off the usual globe-
trotters’ routes in North America, the Hawaiian Islands and the
Orient before she consented, late in life, to become Mrs. Bishop.
And the more she traveled the more Central Asia, especially Tibet,
attracted her. Twice she rode to the edge of Tibet proper, once
from India and once from China. Both times she stopped short of
a reckless plunge into the wild interior. A Victorian lady who was
trained for Christian duty and service, Isabella tried to keep her
exuberant romanticism checked, her amazing energy channeled
into acceptable activities, and her restless temperament controlled.
In the process she developed two distinctly different personalities:
the invalid lady and the robust traveler.

Even though she was besct with physical ailments that would
have left most Victorian women of her class languishing on plush
sofas, Isabella madc heroic journceys by boat, train, mule, pony, yak,
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Isabella Bird Bishop, from the frontispiece to one of her books.

Reproduced from the collection of the Library of Congress



IsABELLA BIRD BisHOP

elephant and sedan chair. She wrote nine travel books—all best-
sellers. And she was the first woman elected to the prestigious male
preserve of the Royal Geographical Society. In the late 1800’s, that
great period of intelligent and articulate travelers, Isabella Bird
Bishop was the most famous of a redoubtable band of British lady
travelers. However much these women tried to disguise their
motives with treatises on botany, the uplifting effect of the natural
landscape, the quaint customs of the natives or the need for the
civilizing influences of Christianity, they were at heart explorers
and adventurers. And diminutive Isabella was the most intrepid of
them all.

Isabella Lucy Bird was born October 15, 1831, at Bourough-
bridge Hall, Yorkshire, the first of two daughters in an upper-
middle-class family with a long tradition of devotion to good
causes. It was a sternly religious but loving family that Isabella
remembered, with her clergyman father the central influence. She
was a sickly child and doctors ordered that she spend as much
time as possible out-of-doors. So her father propped her on the
saddle in front of him until she was able to ride her own horse
beside him as he made his parish calls. Together they observed
the countryside. Anna Stoddart, Isabella’s devoted friend and
first biographer, quoted her recollection of those happy days riding
with her father in Cheshire, where they moved when she was three
years old: “he made me tell him about the crops in such and such
fields, whether a water-wheel were under-shot, or over-shot, how
each gate we passed through was hung, about animals seen and
parishioners met.”” He taught her to measure distance with her eye,
toread the signs of the seasons, to know the proper names of flowers
and trees. Isabella was an apt and eager pupil. ‘“‘Her brain was never
stunted by rebuff,” said Mrs. Stoddart, “nor stultified by baby
language.”? She was taught the Bible straight, not diluted in a
children’s version, and she was expected to remain standing through
the long Sunday services. From this carly training Isabella
developed a formidable endurance, learned to take in great blocks
of information and observe everything carefully and accurately, and
she became an expert horsewoman.
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In 1842, when Isabella was eleven, the family moved to Bir-
mingham (largely because of her father’s quarrel with the Cheshire
cheesemakers who refused to observe the Sabbath). When she was
older Isabella helped teach in his Sunday school. At sixteen her
fervent nature found an odd outlet in an invective she wrote
against free trade and in favor of protection. The essay was
privately published, presumably by her family. Writing was always
her most satisfying form of expression.

Through childhood and adolescence, Isabella’s health con-
tinued to deteriorate. At the age of eighteen she had to undergo
surgery to remove a fibrous tumor from her spine, and when she
did not measurably improve, her doctors prescribed that Victorian
panacea—travel. In July 1854, Isabella sailed from Liverpool to
visit her cousin stationed at Prince Edward’s Island, Canada. Pro-
vided with £100 from her father and a blessing to stay as long as it
lasted, Isabella seemed to make a startling recovery. She traveled
west—by steamer, train, and stagecoach over pot-holed roads—to
Quebec and Montreal, Chicago and Cincinnati, and back through
New England. Completely on her own for the first time, she
blossomed. All her long and sprightly letters home were saved by
her family and when she returned her father urged her to put them
into book form. With a completed manuscript in hand she confided
to an author she met that she was looking for a publisher; he read
her work and was sufficiently impressed to forward it to the
distinguished London publishing house of John Murray. Isabella
was only twenty-five years old when Mr. John Murray the third,
who was to become her life-long friend and mentor, published her
book: The Englishwoman in America. This vivacious travel book,
which enjoyed a considerable success, was full of Isabella’s descrip-
tions and observations—all remarkably assured for a girl of twenty-
three. She contrasted the condition of American women to her own
and it is clear she would not have changed places:

However fond they may be of admiration as girls after

their early marriages they become dutiful wives, and
affectionate, devoted mothers. And in a country where
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there are few faithful attached servants, the more devolves
upon the mother than English ladies have any idea of. Those
amusements which would withdraw her from home must
be abandoned ; however fond she may be of traveling, she
must abide in the nursery; and all those little attentions
which in England are turned over to the nurse must be
performed by herself, or with her superintending eye. She
must be the nurse of her children alike by day and by night,
in sickness and in health; and with the attention which
American ladies pay to their husbands, their married life is
by no means an idle one. Under these circumstances, the
early fading of their bloom is not to be wondered at, and 1
cannot but admire the manner in which many of them
cheerfully conform to years of anxiety and comparative
seclusion, after the homage and gaiety which seemed their
natural atmosphere in their early youth.

Isabella’s own milieu was highly social and she enjoyed it.
Her trip to America was one great whirl of introductions from
one family to the next. Home again, her health declined as it
always did when she attempted to settle into a lady’s life. Her
younger sister Henrietta was, like their mother, temperamentally
more suited for the quiet routine of receiving visitors in the sitting
room, calling on the sick and needy and attending lengthy Sunday
services. Isabella must have been pleased that her doctor pre-
scribed another trip to America. This time she stayed nearly a year.
Her father suggested that she investigate the much-talked-about
religious revival in America, and from Maine to Kentucky to
Iowa she “listencd to no fewer than one hundred and thirty
sermons, some of them preached to Indians, to trappers, to negroes
and by ncgroes.” Shortly after Isabella returned to England in
1858, her father, “the mainspring and object” of her life, died. In
accordance with his wishes, she wrote The Aspects of Religion in the
United States of America, published in 1859,

With her mother and Henrietta, Isabella moved north to
Edinburgh. During the next few years she was so ill from her spinal
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condition that, as Mrs. Stoddart records, ‘‘she could seldom rise
before noon; but all her correspondence was done in the morning,
as well as many of her numerous articles for The Leisure Hour, The
Family Treasury, Good Words, and Sunday at Home. She wrote
propped up by pillows, a flat writing-board upon her knees, and
letters or sheets of manuscript scattered around her.”>

In 1866 Mrs. Bird died and the sisters, Isabella and Hennie,
settled into the affectionate, dependent relationship that sustained
them both until Hennie’s death fourteen years later. Hennie
tended the hearth and the wandering Isabella wrote letters home.
Eventually Hennie settled in Tobermory, a picturesque seaside
village in the Inner Hebrides Islands off the west coast of Scotland.
Therc in The Cottage, overlooking the harbor, Hennie would sit
by the window and read Isabella’s marvelous letters to friends and
admirers. In spite of having to wear a steel net to support her head
when she sat up, Isabella managed to travel through the highlands
and the Outer Hebrides, and to work vigorously for a scheme to
help the poorer residents of the West Highlands emigrate to
Canada.

Lady Middleton, one of Isabella’s many friends from that
period, wrote that even then she ‘“‘was a very extraordinary woman.
Her quiet, slow, deliberate manner of speech might have been a
little tedious in one less gifted ; but when the measured sentences
at last came forth, you felt they had been worth waiting for. She
had very projecting upper teeth then, and they may have affected
her utterance, but she had the pluck to have them replaced.”™

Isabella continued still to be plagued by bad health. In addition
to her spinal trouble she now suffered from insomnia and periods of
deep depression. Doctors could not cure her, nor did a conven-
tional cruise to New York lift her from her slough of despair. So
this time a prolonged stay in sea and mountain air was ordered. On
July 11, 1868, Isabella left Edinburgh for Australia and New
Zealand. She was thirty-seven years old, depressed and very ill.

Australia seemed uninteresting and New Zcaland unbearably
hot and dusty : “‘she was appalled by the drunkenness everywhere,”
said Mrs. Stoddart. In Auckland she boarded the Nevada, a ship

76



IsaBELLA BIRD BisHoP

bound for the Sandwich Islands. The Nevada was a government-
condemned old paddlesteamer. It was listing and taking in water,
its mainmast was sprung, several of its boiler tubes burst and
its starboard shaft was partially fractured. Two days out of Auck-
land the Nevada encountered a South Sea hurricane. The wind
howled. Heavy seas struck the old steamer so she groaned and
strained and nearly split asunder. The storm raged for more than
twelve hours: death by drowning was a distinct possibility. And
suddenly the small, sick spinster from Edinburgh was aroused and
tingling with life. “At last I am in love,” she wrote home to
Hennie. ““And the old sea-god has so stolen my heart and pene-
trated my soul that hereafter, though I must be elsewhere in
body, I shall be with him in spirit. . . . To me it is like living in a
new world, so free, so fresh, so vital, so careless, so unfettered, so
full of interest that one grudges being asleep; . . . no thoughts of the
morrow . . . keep one awake . . . no vain attempts to overtake all
one knows one should do. Above all, no nervousness, and no con-
ventionalities, no dressing. It sounds a hideously selfish life. . . .”

At this juncture Isabella realized she could manage her life
on her own terms as long as she was away from home. She could
indulge her passion to commune with nature on tempestuous seas
and in rugged mountains. The stimuli she needed to satisfy her
insatiable curiosity were out in a wider world, not in the cultured
but restricted circle of her Edinburgh friends. From now on she
was committed to travel. To the end of her days she made retri-
bution for not staying home and doing the good works expected of
her. Whenever she returned home she gave to charitable causes,
lectured to church groups and the Y.W.C.A., made soup and
carried it to the sick. She established a *‘Shelter and Coffee Room”
for cabmen in Edinburgh. Much later she founded a missionary
hospital in memory of her husband in Kashmir, another for Hennie
in Pakistan, and three morc in China. But despite her guilt she
clung to the frcedom she found while sailing through the South
Seas to the Sandwich Islands.

The Hawaiian archipelago was well off the beaten track at that
time. Isabella was surprised to see the Hawaiian women riding
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astride their horses like the men. She tried it and discovered to her
delight that is was infinitely more comfortable than a sidesaddle.
Immediately she had a riding costume made out of MacGregor
plaid. “I am beginning to hope I am not too old, as I feared I was, to
learn a new mode of riding,” she wrote Hennie. “I wish you could
see me in my Rob Roy riding dress.”’ She galloped about the exotic
landscape, climbed to a volcano’s rim, and had such an exhilarating
time 1t was difficult for her to leave for the United States en route
home.

From San Francisco Isabella took a train to Truckee, Cal-
fornia, in the Sierra Nevada and hired a horse to ride into Lake
Tahoe—a venture nearly cut short when she was offered any one
of “‘three velvet-covered sidesaddles almost without horns.” After
her Hawaiian experience of riding astride, “I felt abashed,” she
said. ‘I could not ride any distance in the conventional mode and
was just going to give up,”’ when a man told her that in Truckee
she could ride as she wished. Under her long dust coat Isabella had
on her Rob Roy riding costume. “In no time a large grey horse was
‘rigged out’ in a handsome silver-bossed Mexican saddle. I strapped
my silk skirt on the saddle, deposited my cloak in the corn-bin and
was safely on the horse’s back before his owner had time to devise
any way of mounting me.”

Isabellarode off to see for herself what life was like in the mining
camps and pioneer settlements of the Wild West. “Once on horse-
back my embarrassment disappeared,” she noted. From September
to mid-December she traveled alone through California and Color-
ado. At ranches and mining camps she helped with the cleaning and
cooking. She learned to drive a wagon and to round up cattle. And
in the Colorado Rocky Mountains she probably fell in love. The
man was Jim Nugent, a Plains scout known as “Mountain Jim.” In
aletter to Hennie, Isabella described him as “a man for whom there
is not now room. . . . Ruffian as he looks, the first word he speaks—
to a lady, at least—places him on a level with educated gentlemen,
and his conversation is brilliant, and full of the light and fitfulness
of genius.” He was a man of about forty-five, who “must have becn
strikingly handsome. Tawny hair, in thin uncared-for curls, fell
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from under his hunter’s cap and over his collar. One eye was en-
tirely gone.”

Clearly, Isabella was captivated. She and Mountain Jim rode in
Estes Park and climbed Long’s Peak, where Jim lifted and dragged
her the last 500 feet to the 14,700-foot summit. *‘As we were leaping
from rock to rock,” Isabella wrote, *Jim said, ‘I was thinking in the
night about your traveling alone, and wondering where you carried
your derringer, for I could see no signs of it.” On my telling him that
I traveled unarmed, he could hardly believe it, and adjured me to
get a revolver at once.”

In the clear air of the Rockies, Isabella felt supremely fitand up
to anything. Pat Barr, Isabella’s later biographer who had access
to all of her letters, says the encounter with Mountain Jim was the
first time her “‘whole nature was aroused.” Her instincts for warmth
and compassion had been developed but her latent sexuality was
primly repressed. In an unpublished letter quoted by Ms. Barr,
Isabella confided to Hennie a dream that would lend itself to a
Freudian interpretation—an interpretation that undoubtedly
would have deeply offended Isabella. “I dreamt last night,” she
wrote, “‘that as we were sitting by the fire Mr. Nugent came in with
his revolver in his hand and shot me. . . .”°

In his vain and dashing manner Jim pursued Isabella ; emotions
ran high. But Jim drank and had ugly moods. Isabella’s practical
nature triumphed over her romanticism and she concluded that he
was, for all his charm and undeveloped talent, “a most painful
spectacle.”” Reluctant to leave but emotionally exhausted, she re-
turned with some relief to familiar, devoted Hennie, “my own
darling.” Six months later Jim was shot dead by the man on whose
ranch Isabella had stayed for so many exciting weeks in the Rockies.

Back home Isabella worked furiously at her writing. In 1875,
fourteen years after he had published her first book, John Murray
brought out Stx Months in the Sandwich Islands, an instant success.
A Lady's Life in the Rocky Mountains followed four years later.

During this period in Edinburgh Isabella, full of Victorian
eagerness for self-improvement, found time to enroll in a botany
class. There she met Dr. John Bishop, a physician ten years her
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junior. He was a gentle, sympathetic man, much admired by his
patients and colleagues, who had come from Sheffield to Edinburgh
to establish a private practice. As a former assistant to Sir Joseph
Lister and a resident surgeon at the Royal Infirmary, his credentials
were impeccable. Anna Stoddart reported that “he was an ardent
microscopist, and Miss Bird and he were busy with the marvels of
the Atlantic ooze.”® He was captivated first by Isabella’s intellectual
ability and then he fell in love with her.

Dr. Bishop had none of Jim Nugent’s boldness or Isabella’s
restlessness. He was one of those solid, reassuring people so com-
forting to anyone torn by anxiety and indecision. Very soon he
became Hennie’s and Isabella’s doctor. In 1877 he made his first
proposal of marriage to Isabella. But she, now in her mid-forties,
held him off with the plea that she was not “a marrying woman.”
Mrs. Stoddart reported that she “persuaded him to let their friend-
ship abide undisturbed by considerations which she was unwilling
to face.”” Isabella wrote that Dr. Bishop was noble and sweet about
her refusal and “behaved beautifully.”” What she probably feared,
Pat Barr speculates, “was the physical intrusion of sex, and even
more, the curtailment it would have imposed upon her freedom of
action, especially while she was of child-bearing age.”” Ms. Barr is
certain that Isabella, though normally sexed, simply directed her
passion “in channels other than sexual,” and concludes, “she had
no maternal instincts whatsoever, preferring, in the legendary
British fashion, the company of horses.”®

Whatever the reason, Isabella avoided John Bishop’s attentions
by leaving Edinburgh. Early in 1878 she was off across America
again, this time to Japan, where she shunned the conventional
traveler’s sights and struck out for the Japanese hinterlands.
Turning south to Singapore, Isabella heard about a ship leaving
for Malaya. Impulsively she decided to book passage on it. She had
reached her full stride as a world traveler—adaptable and equal to
any opportunity.

While in Malaya she must have thought about Hennie—sitting
on a windowseat in The Cottage, or tending to her garden above the
quiet village—and known the expression on her sister’s face when
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she read a passage that excited or amused her. Isabella had a de-
cided gift for character delineation and small drama.

“Yesterday,” she wrote from Taipeng, “when a tall, slender,
aristocratic-looking man, who scarcely looks severable from the
doorsteps of a Pall Mall club, strode down the room and addressed
me abruptly with the words: “The sooner you go away again the
better; there’s nothing to see, nothing to do, and nothing to learn,’
I was naturally very much interested.”

Proud as she was to be British and confident of the superiority
of the British way of life, she sometimes encountered colonials she
thoroughly disapproved of. “Mr. Bloomfield Douglas, the Resident
[at Klang], a tall, vigorous, elderly man, with white hair, a florid
complexion, and a strong voice heard everywhere in authoritarian
tones,” was one. His residency was an armed camp. Isabella spent
the night there and *“when the moonlight glinted two or three times
on the bayonet of the sentry, which I could see from my bed, I
thought it was a Malay going to murder the Resident, against whom
I fear there may be many a vendatta.”

Upcountry she rode an elephant and reported: “This mode of
riding is not comfortable.” But she enjoyed crossing a river on its
back, when ‘‘the elphant gently dropped down and was entirely
submerged, moving majestically along, with not a bit of his huge
bulk visible, the end of his proboscis far ahead, writhing and coiling
like a water snake every now and then, the nostrils always in sight,
but having no apparent connection with the creature to which they
belonged.” She was sitting in the water, **but it was necarly as warm
as the air,”” and so she went, ‘“some distance up the clear, shining
river with the tropic sun blazing down upon it.”

In the heart of the jungle she stopped at the British Residency
at Kwala Kangsa, but Mr. Low, the Resident, was away. As far as
Isabella could determine she was the only European in the entire
region. It was a bizarre situation—the type that Isabella always
found enormously appealing. She wrote Hennie:

I was received by a magnificent Oriental butler, and
after I had a delicious bath, dinner, or what Assam was
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pleased to call breakfast was served. The word “served”
was strictly applicable, for linen, china, crystal, flowers,
cooking, were all alike exquisite . . . a smart Malay lad
helps him, and a Chinaman sits on the steps and pulls the
punkah. All things were harmonious, the glorious coco-
palms, the bright green slopes, the sunset gold on the
lake-like river, the ranges of forest-covercd mountains
etherealizing in the purple light, the swarthy faces and
scarlet uniforms of the Sikh guard, and rich and luscious
odors, floated in on balmy airs. . .

My valise had not arrived, and I had been obliged to
dress myself in my mud-splashed tweed dress, therefore |
was much annoved to find the table sct for three, and 1
hung about unwillingly in the verandah, fully expecting
two Government clerks in faultless evening dress to appear,
and I was vexed to think that my dream of solitude was not

Reproduced from the collection of the Library of Congress
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to be realized, when Assam more emphatically assured me
that the meal was “‘served,”” and I sat down, much mystified,
at the well-appointed table, when he led in a large ape, and
the Malay servant brought in a small one, and a Sikh
brought a large retriever and tied him to my chair! This was
all done with the most profound solemnity. The circle
being then complete, dinner proceeded with great state-
liness. The apes had their curry, chutney, pineapple, eggs,
and bananas on porcelain plates, and so had 1. The chief
difference was that, whereas I waited to be helped, the big
ape was impolite enough occasionally to snatch something
froma dish as the butler passed round the table, and that the
small one before very long migrated from his chair to
the table, and sitting by my plate, helped himself daintily
from it.

That night “tigers came very near the house, roaring dis-
contentedly . . . I have now been for three nights the sole inhabi-
tant of this bungalow!”’ Isabella reported. ““I have taken five meals
in the society of apes only. . . . Dullness is out of the question.”

Mr. Low, a bachelor, returned and asked Isabella to stay on
another month at K wala Kangsa. ‘‘You've the pluck of six ordinary
men,” he told her, “and you glide about the house and never speak
at the wrong time.”

But Isabella felt she must not linger; she had to hurry home
to Hennie. In Cairo she caught a fever, and was a “wreck’ when
she landed in England. “My body is very weak,” she wrote a friend
from Tobermory, “and I can only walk about three hundred yards
with a stick ; but my head is all right, and I am working five hours a
day in this delicious quiet.” She was writing The Golden Chersonese
about her Malayan experiences. It was her last book based on
letters to her beloved sister.

In April, 1881, Hennie contracted typhoid fever. Dr. Bishop
moved into The Cottage to care for her, but early in June she died.
Isabella was disconsolate. Dr. Bishop pressed his offer of marriage
and the next year, with Isabella still in mourning, they were
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married. She was fifty years old and John Bishop forty. Perhaps
she accepted the kind, devoted doctor as a replacement for her
sister. Mrs. Stoddart contended that had Hennie lived, Isabella
never would have married. In any event, her married life was short.
During it she was ill most of the time and had another spinal
operation. Dr. Bishop developed pernicious anemia and Isabella
tended him with loving devotion until he died in 1886, just a few
days short of their fifth wedding anniversary.

Now Isabella was without anyone to make a home for her.
Having no talent for domesticity herself, she floated from one
lodging to another, trying to settle on a way of life. At Tobermory
she gave French lessons and drawing lessons on alternate days—
and shocked the local folk by tramping about and rowing across the
bay dressed in a man’s ulster, a weather-beaten old hat, and big
snow boots. Early in 1887 she went to London to take a three-
month course in nursing at St. Mary’s Hospital, Paddington.
Next she decided to care for invalids in a house she leased in Maida
Vale, London, but it became ‘“‘unendurable.” Mrs. Stoddart per-
ceived that “‘unrest had seized upon her, and she mistook its fever
for the misery of solitude.”

She quarreled with the Anglican church she had been reared
in and was baptized by total immersion but did not join the Baptist
sect. Finally she hit upon an acceptable rationale for travel: she
would go to Asia to establish missionary hospitals in memory of her
sister and husband.

Missionary life had never attracted Isabella, and she was some-
times critical of it; but the more she traveled in the East, the more
she became convinced that Christianity was the only hope for
improving the lives of the great mass of exploited, ignorant people.
“How corrupt is Buddhism,” she declared. Everywhere she was
horrified by the oppression of women, especially under Islam.
Later, when she traveled in Persia, her abhorrence of the Muslim
seclusion of women and the practice of polygamy was deepened by
her experiences. “These false faiths degrade women,” she asserted.
“The intellect is dwarfed, while all the worst passions of human
nature are stimulated and developed in a fearful degree: jealousy,
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envy, murderous hate, intrigue running to such an extent that, in
some countries, I have hardly ever been in a woman’s house, or near
a woman'’s tent, without being asked for drugs with which to dis-
figure the favorite wife, to take away her life, or to take away the
life of the favorite wife’s infant son.”

But Isabella herself did not feel personally oppressed enough
to have any sympathy with the 