Ella Maillart

Skier, hockey player, stuntwoman, sailor, French teacher, journalist, traveller, photographer, explorer, spiritual seeker and wise woman.   A woman before her time and a pioneer in all aspects of her life, Ella Maillart was nothing if not resourceful and incessantly curious.

A film titled “Journey to Kafiristan” played at this year’s London Lesbian and Gay Film Festival. The story of a voyage made from Switzerland to Afghanistan in the late 1930s by two women in an old Ford, it focusses on the tormented, morphine-addicted writer, Annemarie Schwarzenbach.  Ella Maillart, who shared this voyage with her, was a fascinating and influential woman in her own right.  An intrepid explorer, she travelled on her own (at a time when no women travelled without their husbands), usually to inaccessible areas virtually unknown to westerners, defying any barriers imposed upon her by gender or culture.

Born in 1903 in Geneva into an upper-middle class family, Maillart took up sport early on in order to improve her delicate health.  Excelling in all that she turned her hand to, she soon became a pioneer in women’s sports, winning her first skiing race at 13.  Upon returning from a stay in Britain where she had learned to play hockey when she was 16, she founded the first women’s hockey club in Switzerland unhindered by lack of funds or pitches.  At 21 she represented Switzerland in the single-handed sailing race in the 1924 Olympic Games.  The only woman amongst competitors from 24 nations, she came ninth.  

In the 1920s, while women of her class and age were finding themselves husbands and living sedate lives of conformity and material comfort, a more precarious and nomadic existence beckoned Maillart instead.  A stay in Berlin in 1929 inspired her to write a piece on Russian youth and cinema.  Funding for the following trip to Moscow was provided by a friend and her life as a freelance journalist began.

Her first book was commissioned following her journey back to Paris from Russia via the Black Sea and the Crimea. Despite the several books she was to publish in the following years, writing never came easily to her and the final product always fell short of what she hoped for:

“You know too well that you fail to express the most important things, which are for ever elusive.”

Nevertheless, writing was her key to freedom and travel.  Avoiding rapid and superficial reporting, Maillart found books a more appropriate and substantial medium to impart her experiences to the world.  Photography fulfilled her in a way that writing did not (she was given her first Leica camera by Doctor Leitz himself, impressed by the photographs she brought back from Russian Turkestan) and her images were published next to her words in all her writing.

It was the east that unfailingly attracted Maillart.  In 1932 she travelled to Russian Turkestan and the Celestial Mountains.  On her return to Europe this time, alone and laden with her huge backpack, she crossed areas still restive following Muslim uprisings which had been bloodily repressed by the Soviet Army.  Permit-less, she succeeded in avoiding dangerous checkpoints and travelled through the Soviet republics unimpeded.  Upon her arrival in Paris, this exploit was acclaimed as a veritable scoop, and her second book, ‘Turkestan Solo’, was written.  

Le Petit Parisien, a French paper specialising in reports on far-flung places, commissioned her to investigate Japanese-occupied Manchuria in China in 1934.  While there, Maillart met Peter Fleming, (brother of Ian Fleming, author of the James Bond novels), a journalist for The Times.  Although both preferred to journey alone, they decided that together they had more chance of succeeding in travelling through Chinese Turkestan (Ella had dreamed of doing this since 1932) – a region that had been cut off from the outside world for the past four years.  They complemented each other well.  She spoke some Russian and could cook pretty much anything over a campfire.  He could get by in Chinese and was adept at circumnavigating provincial bureaucrats.  She immediately recognised in him a kindred spirit:

“Like Peter, I adored risk and uncertainty.”

Nine months after leaving Peking they had crossed China from east to west and had arrived in Kashmir, having completed a trek across forbidding territory in extreme weather conditions that had tested their physical endurance to the limit.  Maillart was very much the more resourceful of the two, as Fleming himself cheerfully acknowledged.  She in turn appreciated his sense of humour and wrote of their non-sexual relationship in a characteristically dry way:

“How do you expect me to fall in love with a man who, in deepest Central Asia, complains every morning that he hasn’t got his Times to read?”  

Over the next five years, as economic recession gripped the western world and the rise of Fascism took place in Europe, Maillart travelled to Turkey, India, Iran and Afghanistan.  She cut a bold figure that succeeded in combining elegance with outspokenness and possessed an interior force which propelled her always to go beyond what was known.  For her, travel was an endless journey towards an understanding of other cultures and so of humans in general, bringing one inevitably face to face with oneself. 

“You don’t travel if you are frightened of the unknown, you travel for the unknown, which then reveals you to yourself.”

In 1939 she and Schwarzenbach made their journey from Geneva to Kabul via Italy and Turkey.  Schwarzenbach was part of an intellectual anti-fascist circle in Zurich and lived in constant fear of falling into drug-taking once more.  Maillart’s energy and vitality were a sharp contrast with Annemarie’s more ambivalent attitude towards life:

“I was frightened of life while she grasped it with both hands, ready to conquer it in all her sibylline quintessence…”

Schwarzenbach, comfortable with her sexuality, was a strikingly androgynous, suited figure. They had a tempestuous journey, respectful of each other, yet wildly divergent in their attitudes and motivations. Maillart despaired of Scwarzenbach wasting her talents because of her addiction and wrote of Annemarie (under the pseudonym Christina) in The Cruel Way: 

“Yes, I saw how you exhausted those who love you.  You demand a love that is beyond human possibilities.”

Maillart’s sexuality does not appear to have concerned the French-speaking world.  Perhaps this is because she was not entirely comfortable with it, nor open about it, herself.  Maybe it was simply of negligible importance to her.  Perhaps it suffered the usual censorship.  Or maybe the public’s esteem for her eclipsed any (negative) concern with her sexuality.  In any case, as  a result, it is not clear whether she had any other lovers afer her time with Scwarzenbach.

Ella’s respect and admiration of the nomadic way of life they observed and of Afghans in general is evident in her writing.  Her words are not without a trace of irony today, in the light of the decades of conflict the country has endured since then.  She found

“…the peace of a stable world which knows nothing of the 40-hour week,  nor of the Ministry of Leisure, nor of the press that inundates the world with innumerable newspapers.”

The war was breaking out and Schwarzenbach returned to Europe after they had reached Kabul.  Maillart, as disgusted with the Second World War as she had been with the First, chose to carry on to India where she was able to scrape by on her royalties.  She settled in Tiruvannamala, south of Madras, near the ashram of Ramana Maharishi – teacher and wise man.  While the outside world was being torn asunder, inflicting unimaginable horror on itself, she withdrew and learned from her spirtual masters the ‘unity of the world.’  

She returned to Europe in the late 1940s and for the following thirty years organised cultural tours to Asian countries, tirelessly introducing Westerners to Eastern culture.  Bridging the difference between the two hemispheres, she sought to show them what she had found there:

“…there are no two wisdoms, one of the West and the other of the East.  There is only one wisdom.  But never forget that we would be nothing without the East.”

She died in 1997 in Chandolin, the mountain village in Switzerland that had become her home in the late 1940s, of which she had written:

“Yes, there is that world below, varied and complex.  But I have chosen the realm above, where simple joys offer themselves unwearingly, because, always new, they flow ceaselessly, like the tree’s sap.”

And so she lived her life, constantly seeking a more elevated path and passing on her learnings, cultural or spiritual or a fusion of both, to countless others.

Recognized throughout French-speaking Europe as an remarkable woman traveller and explorer, she is still virtually unheard of in the UK (despite the fact that all her works have been translated into English and that she lectured extensively here).  Her life and writing are particularly pertinent at a moment in history when western and eastern cultures are pitted against one another.  She would have been as despairing of the political climate now as she was during the two World Wars.  Her ability to bridge cultures during a period when the western world was far more suspicious and ignorant of other cultures should serve as a reminder that the same must surely be possible of our world leaders today. 
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