
Sea Adventures: Henri de MonfreidBy Duncan JD Smith
Henry de Monfreid (1879–1974) was a French nobleman, writer, adventurer,watercolourist, smuggler, and photographer, who provided the inspiration for theswashbuckling gun runner in the Tintin adventure Cigars of the Pharaoh.By his own account he lived “a rich, restless,magnificent life” as one of the great travellers of his orany age. Both famous and infamous, his name is stillinextricably linked to the Red Sea and the raffish portsbetween Suez and Aden in the early years of thetwentieth century. De Monfreid’s books Hashish andSea Adventures are compelling accounts of how in 1911he abandoned a commercial career in Djibouti toconvert to Islam and buy a dhow to make his fortunefishing for the fabled Gulf pearls.Around this time, he was also drawn into the shadowyworld of Red Sea gun running and smuggling drugs intoEgypt. Hashish was the drug of choice, and de Monfreidwrites of sailing to Suez with illegal cargoes, anddodging blockades and pirates. His reputation as anarms smuggler prompted the British authorities to banhim from Aden for the duration of the First World War, and in 1933 one of his books causedthe Emperor Haile Selassie to expel him from Ethiopia, although he returned afterMussolini’s conquest.In 1947 De Monfreid eventually returned from Kenya – to where he had been deported bythe British for serving the Italians during the Second World War – to his French homelandand the picturesque village of Ingrandes in the Loire Valley. Initially he grew opium poppiesbut after the authorities threatened to prosecute him, he turned his hand instead towriting, turning out some seventy books over the next three decades.When money was tight, he mortgaged the family collection of Gauguin paintings, whichwere only discovered to be fakes after De Monfreid’s death in 1974 aged ninety-five!


