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nor any of our hosts a word of anything else,

heightened rather than lessened the merriness of

the proceedings, for, not being able to talk, we

sang. Heaven knows how many times over we

sang our own and each other's National Anthems,
with the Marseillaise occasionally sandwiched in

;

and when at last we had satiated our patriotic

ardour, our hosts began to sing queer, plaintive

songs of the Caucasus, half Russian, half Turkish,

and rousing toasting songs, with a special verse

for each guest. Presently, in answer to a bugle-
call outside, the Colonel and his officers rose, and,

excusing themselves for a few minutes' absence,

left the room. They had gone out to join the

men at evening prayers, and after a few minutes

the notes of a hymn came floating in from the

hundreds of voices outside. After they had re-

turned, a number of the soldiers themselves

trooped into the long, bare mess-room (for the

regiment was mobilised, and everything packed

up except the actual chairs and tables). The
Caucasians brought in with them a strange-look-

ing brass trophy fixed to the end of a pole, re-

minding one rather of those which the Roman

legionaries carried, but that it had a couple of

dyed horse-tails and dozens of little bells attached

to it. Together with a guitar and cymbals, it

provides the music for their songs on the march,
and the noise which this primitive orchestra gave
forth when shut in by four walls was deafening.
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The soldiers stood in a ring round the orchestra

and sang with all their souls, their coarse, rather

brutish faces lit up and almost transfigured by
their enthusiasm for the music. After they had

sung for some time, the Cossacks began to dance.

At first they were the same dances that we had
seen at Ushnu, with the same slapping of boots,

clicking of heels, and clashing of knives. In spite
of their long riding-coats and top-boots these little

horsemen were amazingly nimble, and soon the

pace became furious. Their officer, a thin, grey
man with shaven head and prodigious moustaches,
was sitting with us, and I could see his eye gleam-

ing as he grew more and more excited at the

dancing ; suddenly he could contain himself no

longer with one bound he jumped from his seat

at the table to the centre of the floor, and the

next moment he was dancing away more madly
than any of them.

Some of the Cossack dances are really a rude

sort of play in which the dancers act simple parts,

such as that of the coy maiden being wooed by
her ardent lover. In one, more elaborate than the

rest, a Cossack sat alone in the centre of the floor

whittling away at a stick with his long sheath-

knife, and crooning to himself. A dozen of his

companions came and formed a ring round him,

crouching on the ground with their heads bent

low and their hands shading their eyes, and

chanting a dirge of misery. Suddenly the man
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in the middle sang two lines, in solo, apparently
to the effect that

" What's the good of melancholy ?

Life was made for joy and dancing,"

for with a whoop they all leapt to their feet and

started the wildest dance imaginable, singing,

clapping and slapping their thighs in a very

ecstasy of motion.

All this dancing and singing was very strange
to Western eyes. It is so palpably inspired by
a national spirit quite different to our own, that

to me, at least, it seemed to typify somehow that

great, mysterious Russia, which, however many
books are written about it, remains to most of us

so unknown perhaps so unknowable. Yet in

that bare, whitewashed barrack dimly lit by a

few oil-lamps slung from the roof, listening to the

barbaric music, and watching the uncouth but

fascinating movements of the dancers, I felt a

momentary flash of insight into the real Slav

spirit such as no other surroundings could con-

ceivably have produced.

After a bare week at Urmia, we were back

again at work on the frontier, skirting along the

foot of the mountains, as before, and only stopping
to set up pillars on the passes. On August 21

we witnessed the interesting spectacle of an

eclipse of the sun. The path of the eclipse,

passing through the Crimea and Bagdad towards
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India, would, we knew, nearly intersect our line

of march, and it was a little uncertain whether
we should find ourselves within the belt of the

shadow or not. The interest was therefore in-

tense, as we sat with darkened telescopes and
bits of smoked glass watching the black rim of

the shadow creep over the sun, and hoping for

the glorious possibilities of coronas and polar rays.
The orb gradually diminished till nothing but the

thinnest of thin shreds was left, the light faded

to twilight, it grew very cold, and strange lumin-

ous ripples began to race over the ground ; then

the shadow slowed down, remained stationary for

a minute or two and, to our grievous disappoint-

ment, began to recede. We had missed a total

eclipse by a few miles.

A few days later the Commission reached the

small town of Dilman. On the way there we

passed by the stronghold of a somewhat notorious

Kurdish chief, whose name was Ismail Agha, but

who was usually known by the curiously sounding
nickname of " Simko." It was, thanks to a freak

of nature, one of the most peculiar places I re-

member having seen. Through the middle of a

level plain ran a deep, square-cut ravine like a

gigantic trench. It was perhaps 300 yards broad

and 100 feet deep, but remained quite invisible

till one came almost up to its brink. In the

centre of this ravine a great mass of rock stood

up like an island, its summit a little below the

level of the plain. It formed a perfect natural
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citadel, and some chieftain had seized on it many
years ago, and built a castle on the top, so cun-

ningly contrived that it was next to impossible
to see where the sheer rock finished and the walls

of masonry commenced. Round the foot of the

rock a village clustered, as villages used to gather
round the old feudal castles in the days of the

Barons. "
Simko," however, proved himself a

very degenerate baron, for under the influence

of civilisation he had abandoned the romantic

home of his ancestors, and was busy building a

banal residence on the edge of the plain, and

worst horror of all was installing a telephone !

From Dilman we headed again into the moun-

tains, and climbed to an altitude of 7000 feet.

Barely 100 miles now lay between us and our

goal ; already a cloud -
wrapt peak, dimly seen

from a summit some days before, had been identi-

fied as the great Ararat itself. And here let me
make my bitter confession. In spite of my
promises to the patient reader, in spite of the

title of my book itself I never set foot on

Ararat ! My only sight of it was from the

window of a railway carriage, and all iny hopes
and ambitions of climbing its snowy heights
were destined to ruin. The reason you shall

learn before I close this book, but first let the

Venerable among Mountains have his due. I

must needs borrow for the purpose, for I have

no phrases of my own to describe the majesty of

which I had but a momentary glimpse. The follow-
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ing words reveal, however, the effect which it pro-
duced on an English traveller of forty years ago :

"
Towering above all and soaring up into a

firmament so clear as at once to convey to the

mind, or rather to the imagination, an idea of

infinite space, a rugged and solitary pyramid of

eternal snow dwarfs by comparison every neigh-

bouring or visible headland. It is Mount Ararat.
" The Turks call it Agridagh, or Mountain of

the Ark
; the Persians Koo - i - noo, or Noah's

Mountain
; and the Armenians Massees, or Mother

of the World.
" Moses of Khorene pronounces it the middle

of the world
;
and both Raumer and Hoff main-

tain that it is the central point of the great
terrestrial line drawn from the Cape of Good

Hope to Behring Straits.
"
Having seen the mountain of the Deluge from

several points of view, some of which looked up
its actual sides, I am of opinion that nowhere else

on the face of the earth is there a mountain

whose effects on the mind of the beholder can be

compared to it.

"
Many other mountains in the world are much

higher ; but although Ararat is only 17,210 feet

above the level of the sea, it soars without a

rival or a neighbour a solitary pyramid or

cone, 10,876 feet above the flat plain in which

it stands. It is this circumstance which endows

it with such overpowering majesty."
1 From Creagh's

'

Armenians, Koords, and Turks.'
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The same writer relates these interesting
traditions connected with Ararat :

"As the superstitious Kurds and Armenians
believe that the Ark, still painted green and

resting on the extreme summit, is guarded by
Jiris devils or evil spirits nothing in the

world will persuade any of them to ascend its

sides beyond a certain height.
" A monk very long ago indeed attempted to

climb up, in order that his piety might be whetted

by the contemplation of a piece of the Ark which

he proposed to bring away with him
; but, although

employing several days in the journey, he was at

length obliged to desist, for in the evenings, when

falling asleep upon the mountain-side, some super-
natural agency carried him back to the point from

which he had started in the morning.
" To reward him for his pains, however, an angel

brought him down a piece of the Ark, and in-

formed him at the same time that since the land-

ing of Noah no human being had ever, or ever

would be, allowed to visit the place of his dis-

embarkation."

The obstacle which prevented me from reaching
our goal was of a far more concrete nature than

that which the good old monk encountered

namely, a Kurdish bullet. On August 31 five

of us were attacked by local tribesmen while we
were shooting partridges within a mile or two

of camp ; and though my companions escaped

injury most miraculously, seeing that our assail-
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ants fired several scores of shots, some at a range
of little over twenty yards I had the misfortune

to be hit. Therewith ended my connection with

the Commission. It was my great good fortune

to be in the skilful hands of Captain Pierpoint,
and together we returned direct to England as

direct, that is to say, as is possible in times of

European war, for our journey lasted no less

than nine weeks. An improvised litter carried

by the Indian sowars was my first conveyance,
which we exchanged on reaching the level plain
for a rough Russian ambulance, to be replaced
in turn, as soon as we reached Khoi and a so-

called road, by the most modern type of motor

ambulance sent from the frontier to meet us by
the Russian Commandant. At Julfa, the frontier

town and railhead of the Caucasus railway, the

Belgian Director of Customs offered us the hos-

pitality of his house, while the Russian officials,

to whom I have cause to be everlastingly grate-

ful, provided a special coach for us for the two-

days' journey through Tiflis to Batoum on the

Black Sea. From there we took a Russian steamer

to Constantinople, touching at all the Turkish

ports on the southern shore of the Sea on the

way, and being held up for a day at the mouth

of the Bosphorus thanks to the attentions of

the Goeben, who, with her consort the Breslau,

was diverting herself with target practice just

outside the entrance to the straits. We reached

Constantinople to find the Dardanelles already
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closed, though war was not yet declared between

Turkey and the Allies ; but by taking train to

the Bulgarian port of Dedeagatch we were able

to get on board a British steamer which crept
down the Syrian coast to Egypt, "and so

home," as Pepys would say, landing there early
in November just a year from the time we had

started. Incidentally we had, in the course of

this year, made the exact circuit of the Turkish

dominions in Asia.

Three weeks after the attack on our party,
the Commission, now dwindled down to very
small numbers, reached the point on Mount
Ararat where the Turco-Persian frontier now joins

up with the frontiers between these two countries

and the Russian Empire. When the two officers

who remained (the others had gone back to

India) started to return to England, they found

every way closed to them except Archangel ;

and so, for the first time probably since the

days of those early merchant adventurers, Eng-
lishmen followed the route from Persia to their

native land via the Arctic Ocean.
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