Bicycling Across Turkey in 1891

by David V. Herlihy
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or the past 30 years, Special Collections at the University of
California at Los Angeles has held some 400 fragile nitrate
negatives taken well over a century ago by the celebrated cyclists
William Sachtleben and Thomas Allen with an early Kodak
camera. At long last, they have all been scanned. In our last

historical issue, David Herlihy, who traced their round-the- world
journey (as well as that of Frank Lenz) in his recent book The Lost
Cyclist, recounted their adventures in Athens, Greece, where they
spent the winter of 1890-91. Here, he picks up the story in Turkey,
as the cyclists begin their historic ride across Asia.
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hope God will take care of you,”
declared the earnest 12-year-old
Armenian boy as he squeezed
the hands of the two famous
American cyclists, William L.
Sachtleben and Thomas G.
Allen Jr., who were slowly
making their way around
the world.
On a misty morning in
April 1891, the somber trio
stood on the Asian side
of Constantinople (now
Istanbul) at the bustling
port, having just crossed the milewide Bosporus on a small steamship.
For the boy, this was the end of a brief
but intense friendship, cultivated while
the cyclists resided with his family in
the European portion of the city. For the
cyclists, this was the beginning of a bold, thousand-mile journey across troubled Turkey.
The boy’s fear for his friends’ safety was not without foundation, and they knew it. Even under the best
possible circumstances, the old caravan road would present
enormous challenges. For the first time since the start of
their journey, nine months before, they would face languages, cultures, and customs entirely unfamiliar to them, riding
strange mechanical horses the locals had never seen before,
over barren mule paths and under a scorching sun, with no
recourse to railroads.
“You can never go where I have been in Turkey,” a German
high-wheel cyclist had warned them a few months earlier
when they were waiting out the winter in Athens, Greece.
Noted Sachtleben in his diary. “[Anton] Gödrich gave us the
most frightful description of the road we were going to follow.
We listened as politely [sic] while he chattered away. In the
first place, the season was bad. The mud would be a foot deep.
We would have to swim swollen streams and fight brigands.
We would lose our way and a dozen other objections. He concluded that we simply could not do it.”
But these were hardly ordinary times. After imposing
its political will for four
centuries, the once vast
and mighty Ottoman
Empire was teetering
on collapse. Sensing
an opportunity for
independence, the
long-repressed Armenian population
now dared open
rebellion.
Early on while
patronizing a Scottish
inn, the Americans had
heard a graphic first-hand
account of Turkish turmoil

from two Englishmen who
had just returned from
Constantinople. In
lurid detail, they
described the Armenian rebellion
of July 15, 1890,
and the authorities’ brutal
response.
Later on,
while residing
in Athens, they
met one of the
ringleaders of
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that fateful operation, who had
since been exiled to the Greek capital. Seropé Gürdjian, a graduate of Bowdoin
College, was thoroughly unrepentant. Recorded Sachtleben
in his diary: “Gürdjian proudly declared that this was the first
rebellion that had ever taken place in the capital of Turkey.
Then, with a wicked twinkle in his small black eyes, he said
it wouldn’t be the last.” Nor did the Armenian rebel make
any effort to conceal his contempt for the emperor himself,
Sultan Abdul Hamid II, seething: “I wish his damned carcass
would rot in a place worse than hell.”
Of course, all the talk about the increasingly volatile situation in Turkey only made it a more desirable destination for
these two intrepid adventurers, who were on a mission to add
a “practical finish” to their academic educations, acquired at
Washington University in St. Louis. After briefly entertaining
alternative routes, they decided to court danger head-on.
Mindful of the challenges ahead, however, they discarded
the lightweight bicycles they had acquired in London the
previous fall and replaced them with two brand-new, sturdy
Humber bicycles with cushion tires, imported from England. They also beefed up their provisions to about 40
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pounds each, including a few tools for repairs,
two oilcans for chain lubrication, two blankets
for outdoor sleeping, and two loaded revolvers for personal protection.
In early March 1891, they sailed from Athens
to Constantinople, taking residence with the
Armenian boy’s family whose his father was a
physician. Over the next month, they planned out
their route across Asia, applying for passports and

studying rudimentary Turkish, Persian, Russian, and
Chinese. William Peet,
a resident American
missionary, allowed
the young men
to purchase
drafts that they
could cash
at various
missions en
route, thus
minimizing
the need
to carry
currency. In
their spare
time, they
used their
Kodak cameras to capture
scenes of everyday life in the
Ottoman capital.
As they took their
first pedal strokes in
Asia, the Armenian boy
running at their side, there
seemed little cause for concern,
at least for the time being. They quickly
entered a lush countryside, skirting the sparkling Sea of
Marmara while streaking toward the ancient coastal city
of Izmir. All along they paralleled a reassuring lifeline, the
Sultan’s new German-built railroad, until it ended abruptly at
Gevieh, 100 miles south of Constantinople.
There they saw for themselves how this modern conveyance was already eroding ancient ways of life. For centuries, caravans of camels had trudged from the Far
East to the Bosporus, but this oasis was their new
terminus. Dozens of men were busily transferring piles of goods from camels’ backs to
freight cars.
The harsh reality of their perilous adventure was beginning to sink in. Turning their wheels east toward the great
plains of Anatolia, the cyclists knew
they would not see another train until
they had reached the eastern end of
Turkey. Only sporadically, in the few
large cities along the way, could they
count on the hospitality of missionaries
and diplomats. The
rest of the time they
would have to fend
for themselves and
deal directly with
the local authorities
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and residents. An even more daunting prospect was the threat of an ambush along
the desolate tracts between towns
where ruthless brigands reportedly
lurked.
“Live as the Romans do”—
became the cyclists’ motto.
They survived on regional
staples such as coffee, yogurt, and raisins, although
they sometimes found
the diet an “incongruous
mixture of sweet and
sour.” On rare occasions,
they feasted on a roasted
chicken. They consumed
the local bread, baked
with bran flour paste and
shaped in a huge, flat disk.
To minimize downtime,
and to
create an
ever-ready
source of
nourishment, they
punched gaping holes in their bread and
cycled while wearing the resulting rings
around their necks.
Try as they might, however, they could hardly expect to blend in with the local populace. After all, who else
traveled by bicycle? They caused a veritable sensation every
time they entered a town, most of which were comprised
of “low mud-houses and treeless streets.” A flash mob of
animated men and boys routinely surrounded the hapless
pair, hollering “Bin, bin!” (Ride,
ride!). Although the cyclists
had enriched their Turkish lexicon with the
local expression for
“impossible,” their
protestations
rarely staved
off the inevitable cycling
demonstration.
Then
they would
seek out
an inn to
spend the
night. As was
the case with
most local
transactions, the
given price was
negotiable, and the
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cyclists frequently engaged in spirited haggling
with the owner before coming to an agreement.
They generally found the inns grimy and noisy,
with the male residents often congregating
until the wee hours of the morning to chat,
smoke, and gamble. There was no running
water, although they could shower themselves with a large, spouted can — the traditional “Turkish bath.”
Even when they finally entered their
miserable bedroom for the night, slamming
and bolting the door in the faces of the
swelling crowd and flopping exhausted onto
their rigid cots, they would often be roused a
short while later. Typically, they would be compelled to receive a handful of visitors who enjoyed
special sway over the inn owner.
The privileged few who penetrated the cyclists’ inner
sanctum were inevitably wowed by their assortment of mysterious gadgets, beyond the bicycles themselves, such as their
fountain pens and their Kodak cameras, which some mistook
for boxes containing valuables. Most amazing of all was their
giant map of Asia showing their planned route, which they
obligingly unrolled and spread out on the floor for all to
see. Many wondered aloud how they could have known and
marked the names of cities they had yet to visit. Others grappled with the concept of a global circuit, after the cyclists
explained that they intended to keep traveling east until they
reached their starting point. “Around the world!” the on-
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lookers kept muttering with
mystified expressions.
More than a few of
their slumbers were
rudely interrupted by
the rap on the door
of a messenger, sent
by the local governor or vali. Some
authorities had been
expecting the arrival
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of the “devil’s carts,” having been
tipped off by a telegram from the Porte,
the central government in Constantinople. Others learned
of their presence by word of mouth. Regardless, the cyclists
were routinely summoned to the vali’s palace, where they
were offered food, drink, and cigarettes in exchange for a
private cycling demonstration.
Naturally, the valis were also curious to interview the lads
about their objectives, experiences, and opinions. Sometimes
the conversation turned philosophical. After thanking one of
their hosts for his hospitality, one vali smiled and expounded: “We all belong to the same great father of humanity. We
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should exercise reason always and
have charity for other people’s
opinions.”
The same authorities
would generally send
a pair of guards on
horseback, armed with
Winchester rifles, to
greet the cyclists the
following morning
as soon as they
exited their inn
with their bicycles
in hand. These zaptiehs were charged
with escorting the
cyclists to their day’s
destination. The
Americans were told
that this was for their
own safety, although
they often suspected that
the alleged dangers ahead
were exaggerated if not contrived.
“On the whole we found them
good-natured and companionable
fellows,” Allen wrote in their post-ride
memoir Across Asia on a Bicycle, “notwithstanding
their interest in a bakish (tip), which we were compelled to fix
at one piaster an hour. We frequently shared with them our
frugal, even scant meals, and in turn they assisted us in our
purchases, and
arrangements

for lodgings.” The guards also
came in handy when it came
to clearing a path through
a crowd of spectators or
transporting their bicycles and gear across
swollen streams.
Still, relations
between the two
parties occasionally became
strained, not only
over compensation but also over
their respective
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gaits. On steep or rough roads, where
the cyclists were prone to dismount, the steeds
would generally sprint ahead before their masters brought
them to a halt and rolled up a cigarette, waiting impatiently
for the cyclists to catch up. On flat, hard roads, however, the
mechanical horses enjoyed the speed advantage, a fact the
cyclists occasionally exploited to leave their guards in the
dust, shaking their fists and demanding payment.
The young men often came across small groups of Turkish
women on the road or in fields, covered from head to foot in
white, black, crimson, or purple robes. Fully aware of their
timidity toward foreign men, the cyclists often pulled up to
flirt, offering them rides on their
“very nice horses,” invariably
causing them to giggle while
they scrambled to hide behind
one another.
A week into their Asian journey, sailing over gentle hills in
beautiful spring weather, the cyclists emerged on the
Angora Plateau where King Midas and Alexander the
Great once trod. There they found nomadic tribesmen,
dwelling in caves and mud huts as they had for centuries,
tending to the shaggy indigenous sheep famous for their
fine fleece. Stopping in the city of Angora (now the capital
city of Ankara), they inspected the venerable fortress.
A few days later, at midnight, they awoke to the boom of
cannons and the blare of bagpipes, signaling the suspension
of fasting during Ramadan, the month-long observance that
commemorates the revelation of the Koran to the prophet
Muhammad. All night long, the mosques were illuminated
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and roving bands played
on the streets, but
the cyclists refused
to budge and
promptly fell
back to sleep.
Three weeks
into their
journey, Allen
and Sachtleben were
already about
half way to the
Persian border.
And despite the
constant hardships
and unwanted attention, they had made
steady progress without
suffering a major calamity. The only assailants they had
faced so far were occasional bystanders
who hurled rocks at them and yapping
shepherd dogs nipping at their heels.
In either case, a few warning shots into
the air generally sufficed to restore
tranquility.
One night, however, their good for-

a general tumble. The irate owner soon
reappeared at their door to demand
their own eviction. The cyclists left
amid jeers, hanging their heads while
rolling their bicycles aimlessly into the
town’s black outskirts.
Hours later, trudging through a field,
the cold and hungry outcasts spotted a
glowing cluster of mud huts, a shepherd’s village judging by the moonlit
flocks milling
about. They entered the first hut
they came across,
drawn by the aroma
of freshly cooked
food. Following a narrow passageway, they entered a room where four
“rough-looking” men were busy ladling
soup from a huge bowl. The cyclists
calmly uttered a salutation in Turkish,
much to the amazement of the startled
shepherds. Meanwhile, stunned women
and children streamed in from adjacent
huts. The grateful cyclists accepted the
collective invitation to sit down and
partake in the meal, which included
sour milk and rice. After acceding to the

Scene at wayside inn on road
to Angora.
tune
nearly
ran out.
Reaching the
village of Topalke, they
found lodgings on the second floor of
a private residence. The curious locals
invaded their room and disregarded
their plea for privacy. Losing their
tempers, they forcibly flung one young
man down a crowded stairway, causing
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request to demonstrate their bicycles,
eliciting howls of laughter, they were
escorted to a private room with a mat
and pillows, and there they spent the
night.
At Sivas, a major crossroad and the
highest city in central Anatolia, Allen
suddenly came down with typhoid fever, probably in reaction to contaminated water. Henry Jewett, the American
consul there, provided his compatriots
with comfortable quarters while the
local missionary women nursed their
patient back to health. One day, adding
to their woes, a mule approached
Sachtleben’s parked bicycle and kicked
out several rear spokes, prompting a
desperate search for a talented blacksmith.
After a lull of several weeks, the lads
were finally back on their saddles, heading toward the valley of the Euphrates.
Near the town of Karahisar, they flirted
with disaster once again as they crossed
a raging mountain stream while hoisting their loaded bicycles high above
their heads.
At last, they reached Erzurum in
eastern Turkey. There they met with
the vali who issued papers authorizing
their passage to Beyazid, the last major
city before the Persian border, but only
after the cyclists had agreed to two
conditions. First, they would need to
hire zaptiehs to escort them through
the notorious 70-mile-long Deli Baba
pass that began about 50 miles east of
Erzurum (some three years later, the
American cyclist Frank Lenz, traveling
in the opposite direction, disappeared
along that very stretch). And, second,
they would have to stage a major cycling demonstration for his entourage.
As the vali escorted them to the door,
he cracked, “I shall be pleased to have
your horses quartered and fed at government expense.”
Arriving for their appointment on
the outskirts of the city a few days
later, the cyclists found a large crowd
on hand, including the vali and several
British and American residents. To enhance the international ambience, the
cyclists had adorned both sets of handlebars with small flags at either end,
one featuring the Stars and Stripes and
the other the Turkish crescent. Afterwards the vali expressed his complete
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satisfaction with the performance.
Just before entering Persia, the cyclists paused to enjoy a little side trip: a
hike up majestic Mount Ararat, bordering the empires of the Sultan, the
Czar, and the Shah. No American had
ever climbed that biblical peak
nor had anyone else in a good
15 years. After spending
a few excruciating days
trudging through the
snow, with a handful
of hired guides and
a bare minimum
of supplies, the
men reached the
16,854-foot summit
on July 4, 1891. The
jubilant men planted an American flag
and fired celebratory
shots in the air.
Besides it being their
national holiday, the
Americans had good reason
to celebrate: exactly a year
had passed since they had arrived in Liverpool to start their great
adventure, and they had successfully
completed the first great hurdle, the
crossing of Turkey. Although they still
had another 6,000 miles to go to get
to the Pacific coast where they could
catch a steamer home, they had already
accomplished what was, by most accounts, the most dangerous segment of
their journey.
Four years later, following Lenz’s
mysterious disappearance, Sachtleben
would return to Turkey to search for
the lost cyclist. By that time, the country had nearly plunged into a civil war,
severely hampering his investigation.
Sachtleben himself, while residing with
a Canadian missionary in Erzerum,
witnessed a massacre of Armenians.
The cyclist-turned-detective would
eventually summarize his findings in
a letter, simultaneously offering an
explanation as to why he and Allen had
successfully crossed the same territory:
“In all probability Lenz disappeared
about half way between Beyazid and
Erzurum. About midway between these
two towns is the wild mountain gorge of
Deli Baba. Mr. Allen and I were warned
not to take this route when we were
over there, but we had no choice. I re-
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member well our feelings as we entered
the pass. We traveled up the narrow
defile and had to stop at a Kurdish village about half way up on account of a
terrific hail storm.
At this

village we
had several
things stolen
from us.
Usually when
this occurred
we acted in a
high manner
and asserted
our rights boldly. But on this occasion
we swallowed our pill with the best
possible grace. Discretion was decidedly the better part of valor. And Lenz’s
position would be more dangerous than
ours. There were two of us and he was
alone. We could watch all sides, while
he could face only one way.”

Another bit of grand
mountain scenery
on the way to [illegible] mines from
Karahisan.
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