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Adventures made me admire these     women even more

On a dark cliff over 
the Danube, the 
cold wind howled 

around the Serbian fortress 
of Petrovaradin, jingling the 
crystal chandelier over my 
canopied bed. For the first 
and only time in my life, I had 
the intense, almost queasy 
sensation that I was about to 
see a ghost.   

Torn between hope and 
terror, I thought, Lady Mary?

Months earlier, over a pot of 
Earl Grey in my student flat 
in Edinburgh, I had mapped 
out this journey. My plan? 
Eight hundred miles across 
Europe on a shoestring budget, 
following the route of Lady 
Mary Wortley Montagu (1689-
1762) toward Constantinople, 
present-day Istanbul. 

Before I moved to Scotland, I 
spent almost a decade studying 
Turkey. I’d written my Master’s 
thesis on lady travellers in the 
Ottoman Empire – observant, 
strong-willed women who 
rode into the unknown with 
surprisingly open minds. 
My first, and favourite, was 
Lady Mary. For the past three 
weeks, I had walked in Lady 
Mary’s footsteps from fairy-tale 
Austrian palaces to bullet-hole-
pitted Balkan backwaters. Her 
words coloured every street 
and forest I wandered through. 
She was funny, insightful, 
a delightful travelling 
companion. 

Pulse racing, I flipped on the 
light. No ghost. But Lady Mary’s 
letters continued to haunt me.  

Lady Mary who?  
A daring traveller, literary 

darling, and vaccination 
pioneer, Lady Mary was 
a feminist almost two 
centuries before the word 
was coined. Having eloped 
against the wishes of her 
father, the Duke of Kingston, 
Lady Mary became a prolific 
writer. Her talents justified 
her ambitions and fuelled a 
combustible friendship with 
the poet Alexander Pope, 
whose corrosive jealousy 
later spurred him to torch her 
reputation. But what secured 
Lady Mary’s place in history 
was her voyage to Turkey, and 
its startling impact on the 
history of medicine. Indirectly, 
her courage and persistence 
helped save countless millions 
of lives.   

When her husband Edward 
was appointed Ambassador 
to the Ottoman sultan’s court 
in Constantinople, 27-year-old 
Lady Mary and their toddler 
son travelled with him. She 
sent home vivid, intensely 
observant letters, recounting 
of her eastward travels. “I am 
got into a new world,” she 
enthused.   

While her diplomat 
husband flunked out of his 
own embassy, Lady Mary’s 
dispatches from Ottoman 
harems and bath houses 
electrified Europe and inspired 
generations of explorers and 
artists. Many male travel 
writers and painters had 
concocted lurid fantasies about 
what happened behind harem 
walls. Lady Mary didn’t have 
to: these women became her 
friends.  

Lady Mary’s Turkish Embassy 
Letters are not her only legacy. 
Her family had been devastated 
by smallpox. Lady Mary herself 
barely survived the disease. But 
in Turkey, she was astonished 
to witness the local practice 
of “inoculation”, a primitive 
version of a smallpox vaccine. 
The practitioner would dip a 
needle in a walnut-shell full of 
pus from smallpox sores, and 
deliberately infect a healthy 
patient. After a brief illness, 
the inoculated patient was 
immune. Lady Mary was 
so impressed, she had her 
young son inoculated. Her 
aristocratic British friends 
were horrified. But the little 
boy thrived. On her return to 
England, Lady Mary defied 
the medical establishment 
and risked her reputation to 
champion inoculation. Doctors 
were outraged by this bizarre, 
eastern practice – foreign 

women’s folk medicine, no less! 
But Lady Mary succeeded in 
popularising the life-saving 
procedure. After testing on 
convicts, even members of the 
royal family were inoculated.  

I picked up Lady Mary’s 
trail in imperial Vienna, the 
gateway between western 
Europe and the Ottoman 
empire, which she – like most 
of her contemporaries – 
imagined as an exotic land of 
mystery and danger, like the 
painting of The Slave Market, 
Constantinople (1838) by Sir 
William Allan at the Scottish 
National Gallery (www.
nationalgalleries.org/art-and-
artists/5659/slave-market-
constantinople). 

Lady Mary was delighted 
to discover that in Vienna, 
“A woman till five and thirty 
is only looked upon as a raw 
girl, and can possibly make no 
noise in the world till about 
forty… I am content to be 
insignificant at present, in the 
design of returning when I am 
fit to appear nowhere else.” 

Lady Mary departed for 
Hungary to an ominous chorus 
of warnings. She wrote, “I am 
threatened at the same time 
with being froze to death, 
buried in the snow, and taken 
by the Tartars who ravage that 
part of Hungary…possibly I 
may be diverted…by finding 
myself in the midst of battle.” In 
Mary’s day, Buda and Pest had 
not yet coalesced into a single, 
cultured metropolis. Buda, 
where she stayed, was a small 
hill town, struggling to its feet 
after more than a century of 
Ottoman occupation. 

I traced Lady Mary eastward 
to Mohács, where the 
unchained Danube and golden 
fields “over-grown with wood,” 
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looked much as they had 
300 years before. Lady Mary 
noticed the local costume of 
Mohács was “very primitive, 
being only a plain sheep’s 
skin…a cap and boots of the 
same stuff.” For six days each 
February, Mohács residents 
still parade through town 
in these shaggy sheepskins, 
wearing grimacing horned 
búso masks and cheerfully 
teasing passersby, in a 
nominally Christian festival to 
scare off the winter. 

En route to Belgrade, Lady 
Mary crossed the battlefield 
of Carlowitz, where Prince 
Eugene had won a famous 
victory. She found it “strewed 
[sic] with the skulls and 
carcasses of unburied men, 
horses and camels…Nothing 
seems to me plainer proof of 
the irrationality of mankind…
than the rage with which 
they contest for a small spot 
of ground when such vast 
parts of fruitful earth lie quite 
uninhabited.” Looking at the 

bombed-out buildings, I could 
not disagree.  

I took a bus across the 
mountain pass between Serbia 
and Bulgaria. In Sofia, I found 
hipsters and grandparents 
filling bottles with steaming, 
gushing mineral water by 
the site of what had been – 
in Mary’s day – the Ottoman 
bathhouse. Eastward, in 
Plovdiv, I found a nearly intact 
Ottoman town, complete with 
sunbathing cats and Turkish-
speaking, baklava-serving 
historic mosque. Meanwhile, 
across the Turkish border, a 
violent failed coup attempt had 
triggered a state of emergency. 
Reports rolled in of purges, 
torture, unjustified arrests of 
both Turks and foreigners, 
especially journalists. As 
I followed in Lady Mary’s 
footsteps through some of 
history’s darkest landscapes, 
I witnessed remarkable 
resilience. Violence ends. Civil 
society triumphs, and rebuilds. 
Despite the painful situation in 

Turkey, I have every hope in the 
resilience and persistence of 
the Turkish people.

In 1718, on her return to 
England, Lady Mary wrote, 
“having seen part of Asia and 
Africa and almost made the 
tour of Europe, I think the 
honest English squire more 
happy, who verily believes…
that, in short, there is no 
perfect enjoyment of this life 
out of Old England. I pray God 
I may think so for the rest of 
my life, and since I must be 
contented with our scanty 
allowance of daylight, that I 
may forget the enlivening sun 
of Constantinople.”

In a time that set tight 
limitations on women’s 
liberty and creativity, Lady 
Mary pushed hers beyond all 
expectations. While I was in 
Plovdiv, my life’s dream came 
true: my first book sold. I 
celebrated by buying a chicken 
kebab for a  Bulgarian street 
kitten. Dazed and grateful, I 
reflected how strange it was 

In a time that set 
tight limitations on 
women’s liberty and 
creativity, Lady Mary 
pushed hers beyond 
all expectations

Since launching as one 
of Netflix’s first original 
shows back in 2013, 

Orange Is The New Black has 
remained a trailblazer in the 
world of TV.

Based on Piper Kerman’s 
book about her real-life 
experiences, it follows a 
group of women living in a 
prison in Connecticut, and 
the backstories behind their 
sentences.

And creator Jenji Kohan 
has been applauded for how 
unapologetically forward-
thinking the comedy-drama 
is.

“I know for a fact Orange 
was talking about #MeToo 
before #MeToo was even 
being talked about, dealing 
with the injustice and the 
guards taking advantage 
of the inmates,” remarks 
Danielle Brooks, 28, who 
plays Tasha ‘Taystee’ 
Jefferson.

“What I like about this show 
is they’re not afraid to go 
there.”

Here, Brooks and co-stars 
Natasha Lyonne and Jackie 
Cruz tell us what fans can 
expect from series six.

Season five, which played 
out over three days during a 
riot, ended on a cliffhanger.

We saw officers break 
into a bunker, where 10 of 
Litchfield’s finest, including 
protagonist Piper Chapman 
and former heroin addict 
Nicky Nichols (played by 
Lyonne, 39), had been hiding 
out.

“We go to maximum 
security prison, which is 
going to be a whole new 
world for Nicky,” New Yorker 
Lyonne – also known for films 
such as American Pie – says of 
the new episodes.

“She’s really used her 
smart mouth and her wit to 
maintain a version of power 
or good relations, and in max, 
that game isn’t going to be 
quite as cute anymore.”

There are some seriously 
dark scenes in series six – 
the women, sent to different 
prisons and separated from 
their friends, are tortured by 
guards, and have possible life 
sentences hanging over them.

Taystee is particularly 
struggling to stay above water, 
after almost taking her life at 
the end of the last series.

“There were some tough 
days,” Brooks, 28, recalls of 
filming. “She’s depressed and 
just wanting to give up and 
that was hard, to stay in that 
state for little less than eight 
months.”

Notably, all cast members 
have had a part in moulding 
the women they play over the 
last few series.

“They take a little bit of your 
life and add it to the character, 
and that’s what I feel makes 
the show so authentic,” 
explains actress and singer 
Jackie Cruz, 31, who plays 
music-mad Marisol “Flaca” 
Gonzales.

When it comes to her 
preparation for the role each 
series, Lyonne says it’s an 
actor’s job to stay open to 
what’s happening in real life, 
noting the “new, more fascist 
world that we accidentally 
found ourselves in while 
shooting the sixth season.

“The underlying theme 

Meanwhile, Brooks, who 
has used her fame from the 
show as a platform to talk 
about sizeism and beauty 
positivity, loves how Orange 
Is The New Black shows all 
different types of women on 
screen.

“What I pray is that we don’t 
just make it a trend,” she 
says, “but that it’s something 
that we stick with in this 
Hollywood entertainment 
business for a while, and I 
think it will, because women 
are not playing around right 
now!”

Does Lyonne see the show 
continuing for a long time 
yet?

“I do. There are so many 
stories to be told.

“That’s part of the 
profundity of what Orange 
Is The New Black is saying 
– behind the statistically, 
radically over-criminalised 
prison industrial complex, 
each one of those people is a 
very real person, with a very 
real story, that we like to think 
of as just numbers, and how 
dangerous that is.”

Meanwhile, being part of 
the show has cemented in 
Lyonne’s mind that people 
can keep going even when 
feeling hopeless – which, she 
reflects, is something she did 
as a young person battling 
with drug addiction.

“We are wired to survive 
and fight for what we believe 
in, and I think it’s what’s so 
beautiful about Orange Is The 
New Black – we really see that 
on a macro and a micro scale,” 
she says.

“So, it’s been powerful, 
personally, as a lesson and in a 
more global sense, to see what 
we can learn from that.”

●●Orange●Is●The●New●Black●
season●six●launches●on●
Netflix●on●Friday

Life is going to get 
even tougher for the 
inmates in the new 
season of Orange Is 
The New Black, finds 
Georgia Humphreys

“We are wired to survive and  
fight for what we believe in”

00  Adrienne C Moore as Cindy and Danielle Brooks as Tasha

“We go to maximum 
security prison, which 
is going to be a whole 
new world for Nicky”

of Orange is always going 
to be about losing free 
will, and understanding 
really, in a profound sense, 
what freedom means,” she 
suggests.

“There were themes 
that, quite clearly, we are 
experiencing in real time.”

The show boasts a diverse 
cast, and Cruz, who was born 
in the Dominican Republic, 
thinks her character is really 
important for representing 
first generation Latinas like 
her.

“To be honest with you, 
Orange Is The New Black is 
the first time I saw ‘myself’ on 
TV,” she says.”

Author August Thomas, above 
left; musicians in Plovdiv, 
Bulgaria; a portrait of Lady 
Mary Wortley Montagu, above 
right; Budapest Great Market 
Hall, also visited by Thomas on 
her journey, right 

that Lady Mary had never 
published a book in her 
lifetime: out of deference to 
her reputation, her letters 
circulated only in manuscript.  
My book, Liar’s Candle, is a  
spy thriller set in 
contemporary Turkey. It is 
a far cry from Lady Mary’s 
letters. But there is one notable 
similarity: each is the story of 

an observant young woman in 
Turkey, driven by compassion 
and curiosity.  

●●Liar’s●Candle●
by●August●
Thomas●is●out●
now,●published●
by●Simon●&●
Schuster●at●
£14.99
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