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THE LADY
OF THE
LEVANT

Dame Freya Stark, one of the
century s great travellers, is 90 in
| ]anuary. Her first journey was to
the Middle East in 1928. And in
more than 50 years of travels in
Arabia and the Levant, she has
always made it a rule never to
:-.-f"'-ff"-.-'make her own coffee or camp-
bed Arab friends called her
j. ‘mistress of endurance and forti-
tude in travel and the suffering of
wrrors and danger” after she had
i__;;gggmns where no Euro-
in woman had ever ventured.
'{:: Mutphy, herselt a
veller. 100k5 at the extraord-
S o an behind the legend

ilm of her 1981 Nepal trek (below), Towards
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uring an unhappy few years
in her early fifties, Freya
Stark wrote: “I long to lead a
more settled life: a quiet pen-
dulum between exploring
and books, with a month of
friend-visiting here and there.” She
was then the wife of Stewart Perowne
~ historian, orientalist and semor
Colonial Office official — and she had
to spend her time entertaining
women’s welfare guest speakers, cut-
ung tapes and presenting cups to
football teams. (The marriage was
abandoned.) Her glorious definition
of a “settled life” is also a self-
portrait. The three most important
clements of Freya Stark’s life have
_a}wa)'a been travelling, books (the
' reading and the writing of them) and

friends — with regular copious letter-
writing as the string which has held
together this parcel of varied acuvity.

Freya Stark’s early journeys to
Arabia and Persia were astounding.
Mounting a mule, camel, donkey,
pony, or whatever other quadruped
happened to be available, she took off
without a qualm to explore unknown
regions, chiefly populated by trigger-
happy bandits, where no European
woman and few European men had
ever been seen before.

Her only companions were local
guides and muleteers, or perhaps an
armed guard provided by some wor-
ried sultan, or a group of Bedouin
travelling with their camels along the
ancient Incense Route. She slept in
nomads’ tents or bandits’ hovels and
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Freya Stark (far left) pictured in
1928 in Bedouin dress. Dame Freya
photographed many of her travels
herself. Her collection of photo-
grﬂphh amounts to some 100,000,
Top left: Yafe'i guards at Shibam;
top right: a market near Trebizond
on the Black Sea coast, Turkey;

bottom left: tomb at Meshed in the
South Yemen; and bottom right:
the Sultan of “sﬂun 5-:1uth Arabia
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undcr lht Wldt de*rn ak', hut she
never loaded her own animals, ot

made up her own camp-bed, or lit her
own fire., or brewed her own coffer -
nor is it possible to imagine her
coping with any of these tasks. The
Stark progress was in its way 2 royal
progress and the nomads, bandits
and tribesmen loved it. Wuh her
assumption that one does not ever,
anywhere, make one’s own coffee
went a most lively appreciation of the
traditions, emotions, aspirations and
sensibilities of the peopie among
whom she travelled. There was no
conflict between her way of life and
theirs, none of the tension %0 often
created nowadays when young
Europeans seck to go native by way
of absorbing other cultures. >
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Sﬁared laughter, 1939: a Syrian, faithful follower o?thegt{rkﬂcargvm
Freya Stark demanded that as | I went completely dumb. Lurking

' many as were feasible of her own Sp&ChltSSiHRCOtmrfMGWhqu

iszmdards (no more) were upheld, | evening, I had time to discern, |

and the locals understood this | through my haze of awe, a deep |
because they too had their established | loneliness beneath the panoply of |
hierarchies and rituals, which they | fame and success. In several books |
regarded as an essential framework of | DamcFrcyahasbeenﬁ'ar_:kabmﬂxr |
everyday life. These extraordinary | unhappy relationships with the men |
feats of exploration were rewarded by | she loved - touchingly frank,
medals from the Royal Geographical | sometimes almost naively so. One
Society, the Royval Asiatic Society, | broke off their engagement, another
the Scottish Royal Geographical | was killed, a third was ineligible. |
Society, the Royal Central Asian A friend who has known Dame |
Society and other learned bodies. But | Freya for many years remarked that
the mbute that most pleased Dame | had she been happily married she |
Freya came from her Sayyid friends | might never have written books; that
in Arabia: “This is a certificate to | for her, literary fame is to some l
Miss Freya Stark, English, traveller, | extent a compensation. I doubt if
that she is conversant with laws and | such a genius for writing could under
guided by religion, and of an honour- | any circumstances have remained |
able house, and is the first woman to | unexercised. Yet this theory may |
travel from Englmd to Hadhramaut | explain why Freya Stark reached the
alone — and is mistress of endurance | age of 39 before publishing her first
?nd fortitude in travel and the suffer- book, and why, even then, the
ing of terrors and danger.” process by which she became a writer
A When I first met Freya Stark in was almost accidental.
1966 she had been among my chief In the late 1920s, Dame Freya
wmwwzﬂmmm went to Baghdad to improve her |
glfect on me was not.unlike meeting | Arabic and study Persian 'pmmm-
Shakespeare’s ghost. Never talkative, | 1 y £

_ > | tion for the exploration of 5>
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Lﬁ.: quarter of the city -
by greatly upsetting the toffee-
«d British ct mmunity. Soon she

found herself obliged to supplement

-agre income by iﬂﬂwﬁm on the f

.,.Etmnﬁ I tmes — the British colony’s
newspaper — for £20 a month. This
- Was her first experience of regular
| wniting for publication. Her articles
| impressed so many people that she
| was persuaded to have them reprint-
\ ed, and Baghdad Sketches, when
| published locally, made £55 for the
| author. But Stark’s talent was un-

suited to newspaper work. She told a |
I find it’s hard work to write |

. Horses tethered in the sun, Bedouins encircle their meal; Syria, 1939
| writer. In fact, she was almost born |

{riend: “
to order and am not at all good at
rapid modern journalism.” From
iraq, essays were sent to the Cormhill
Magazine, in whose editorial office
jobm Murray was then curting his |

P deliberately settled in |
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travelling — and was carried as a baby

in a basket over the Alps. But anm

Incest), Ioma, The Lycian Shore,

Beyond the Euphrates, Alexander’s
Path and Travels in Afghanistan. At

| for London. During a trip in 1895

their elder daughter repeatedly
strayed: she could usually be seen in
the distance, ascending some alluring
slope. But once she was found in the |
panish priest’s house in some remote |
Alpine village, politely receiving tit
bits. And later, in the train, her |
mother tracked her to the far end of
the third class carriages, where she
had settled contentedly on a sailor’s |
lap. By then she was acquiring four |
languages — English, French, Italian |

N | and German. She has always spoken

English with a faint but unmistakable

b | Ialian accent, symbolic of the |

divided family roots which have
added so much mterest and conflict |
to her hfe.

Dame Freva stll lives in Asolo. |

| One sunny autumn meorning we sat |

sparkling quality as a writer stems |
from a passion for words and |
therr efficient use. Letter-writing
developed the vividness and intimacy
of her style. Because, later, all her
ing publisher suggested | more Important journeys were under-
4t e shouid wriie some more | taken alone, she would find the time

' once the critics recognised Freva |
mﬂuwuﬂﬂmﬁuﬂgﬁuﬂ&ﬂn&h
writer. Vita Sackwille-West said of |
The Valleys of the Assassims: “This | gown and a white lace-trimmed bon-
.EQEEEEE“. pet: an Emme dlustration come W
| its place among the classics of | hfe. She talked of ber parents, both |

It has now done 50, s have | of whom were arusss of mece than

together on 2 pale green sofa, my |
hostess upnght, her hands foided =
bher lap, wearing a flowing silken

uterary teeth. He has never forgotien
h “Miss Stark™,

Who had called, as she thought, to
I @ repecied manuscripe. In-
Pl . [he vor

-
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iDout her recent adventures; | and stamina at the end of a day’s | all Dame Freya's avel books. average abuliny, but never sold thew
e Valleys of the Assassins was | travel to write home or to a friend.”

During the 1390s, Freya Stark™s | paintings since they bad sufcem

These letiers were the basis of ravel | parents occasiomally trekked with | independent means. Maoy Suk
ohim Murray recalls: | books like: The Souwthern Gates of | their two small dangheers from their Eﬁﬂﬂﬂﬂqﬂ.ﬁﬂugaﬂﬁ
: i Clearly that Arabra, The Coast of Imcense (once ' bome In Asolo across the Pelmeo Pass | walls of her G and uba.nﬂhuunw;
e was 2 natural ﬂq_n:n..n.ﬂuu.wnqﬂ %?n%ﬂ?gﬂ.ﬁhﬁﬁaggiﬂﬂui 58 HE Iiﬂfm
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FREYA STARK continued

I T}umhﬂmmmthﬂ or poverty, or family ties who
. ™wo books from London: the new | will need w0 mowe with freedom
E-L:nrun P-mp-]:::'ln:kadlmuuf within the pages of our books.™

Th'iafm'tﬂithr‘lmmmd'ﬁhu

In The Zodwac Arck Dame Freva

- Sowtherm (Gates of Arabsa, Dame | has analvsed the travel writer's act of

; Freva's first two tavel books. “1
have recently re-read both and 1 en-
quite well wnitten. It is all so long

. ago. now | can judge.” Fifty years

~ prophenically about Arabs and oil and

' the Palesumian problem and the

- West's relanonship with the Maddle

- East: 1o re-read those books now can
be quite uncanny.

We sat outside, under an awning,
and tned not to talk about today's
Lebanon - a subject almost unbear-
ably distressing for Dame Freva.
That led us on to television, which
she regards as a poor substitute
for reality. “IU’s an insult to the
buman gift of speech to depend on
pactures. If you can do nothing better
than look at television you are in poor
shape. Shall I tell vou why?” There
was 2 muted clang of Arabian jewel-
lery as she gestured towards the
Dolomites, nsing sharply blue m
clear gold sunshine. “When you look

| at those mountains, you are not see-

ing only a beautiful picture. Your
thoughts go over the edge of the hill
— and thar’s what counts. There must

' be an inspiration in what you see, and

read, and hear and touch: otherwise
life is wasted. And for inspiration
there must be muth — please underline
that word. Good photographs, like
evervthing else of excellence, have
their own truth. But the cinema and
television often confuse and deceive.
People fancy they have been given an
idea of the Alps or the Himalayas, yet
it is precisely the idea that is lacking.
On screens, vou don't get an uphill
and a downhill. You don't feel cool
shadows or noon heat. You are

merely looking, cut off from the truth
of the mountain and the thoughts it

| should bring. So you can have no idea

' of it, only a memory of shape.”
1 We considered the inflence on
. travel writing of television, colour

travelogue, by the bogus traveller
who is really no more than a tourist.
This bond berween reader and writer

— this companionship — 1s something

| television, or journalism, or picture-

creation. “You must look at your
mountain, s shape, its height, its
atmosphere, the trees that clothe ir,
the clouds that visit i, s remote-
ness, its history, a hundred things
about 11, and see them all in their
proper places and relations to each
other. And when you have hunted
and found words for all these things,
you must condense them to the size
vou reguire, and express all those
hundred meanings in a handful of
words.”

Dame Freya stood up and briskly
crossed the room to a ceiling-high
bookcase. Watching her move, it was
hard to believe that in January she
will be ninety. “I shall show you a
paragraph that toock me two weeks to
write,” she smd, and turned to page
219 of Rome on the Euphrates. She
added: “I wonder if any non-writer
realises what a drain it is. Always that
sheet of foolscap, behind the sunniest
morning, that awful strain to drag the
butterflies of your fancy out of
nothing and pin them down.”

Dame Freva took down The Coast

of Incense nexi, and gave me a guilty
glance. “In this book I have mixed

my metaphors,” she said, as though
confessing o some barbarous, un-
accountable abermation. “1 was
recovering from a serious illness.”

In fact one suspects that Dame
Freya has never written the sort of
drivel produced by lesser mortals
during the first round of their
struggle with a difficult passage.
Those whom the Muses love cannot
go wrong. On January 20, 1903, the
nine-year old Freya wrote a letter to
a grown-up friend which bore the
unmistakable Stark hallmark. It was
not precocious; any mn:-jrﬂr—uﬂ
might have wrnitten in the same vem.
Bunr the style was superb. Every word
stands at its most effective point and
ber distincuve rhythm is already
discermible.

As we said goodbye in the door-
way of Dame Freya's flat she hugged
took both my hands and said, “This
has been fun, two travellers alking.
It's a good way to spend one’s life,
don’t you think, ing .. '@
Alexander Maitland’s book of com-
versations with Dame Freya Stark, A
Tower in a Wall (£6-95) and Rivers of
Time: The Photographs of Freya
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