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BA I – SEM II – PAPER III – TRAVELOGUE 

 

TRAVELS WITH A DONKEY IN THE CEVENNES 

- R. L. Stevenson 

 

Introduction: 

A travelogue is usually a single person’s account of a trip, journey or otherwise. We have numerous 

famous travelogues written by some of the European explorers. Marco Polo’s work stands as a good 

example of his journey to and his subsequent experience of China during the Mongol Ascendancy. 

Naturally the early travelogue would have been handwritten on either paper or in blank books to 

chronicle the adventures of the traveler. Such writing is highly individualized, and is an experience of 

a journey seen through the eyes of the traveler. It can include virtually anything encountered on a trip: 

what a person ate, what a person saw, conversations, or notable features of a culture. A personal 

travelogue is most frequently written in first person. There are many well-known travelogues in 

English including Dante’s Divine Comedy and Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels. R.L. Stevenson’s 

Travels with a Donkey in the Cevennes is another noted example. 

 

Travels with a Donkey in the Cévennes (1879) is one of Robert Louis Stevenson's earliest published 

works and is considered a pioneering classic of outdoor literature (travelogue). Stevenson was in his 

late 20s and still dependent on his parents for support when he undertook his epical journey. This 

journey was designed to provide material for publication while allowing him to distance himself from 

a love affair with an American woman. Travels….. recounts Stevenson's 12-day, 200-kilometre 

(120 mi) solo hiking journey through the sparsely populated and impoverished areas of 

the Cévennes mountains in south-central France in 1878. The other principal character is Modestine, 

a stubborn, manipulative donkey he could never quite master. It is one of the earliest accounts to 

present hiking and camping outdoors as a recreational activity. It also tells of commissioning one of 

the first sleeping bags, large and heavy enough to require a donkey to carry. During the journey, 

Stevenson is several times mistaken for a peddler, the usual occupation of someone traveling in his 

fashion. Some locals are horrified that he would sleep outdoors and suggest it is dangerous to do so 

because of wolves or robbers. Even then he continues the journey and completes it as per the schedule.  

 

Thus, a classic of travel writing, this book recounts Stevenson's adventures on an extended walk 

through uplands and mountains in south-western France. Humorous on his own failings as a traveller, 

and on his travails with Modestine the self-willed donkey, it is also an exploration of peasant life in an 

area marked by the violence of the wars of religion. The book narrates all those experiences of twelve 

days and fascinates the readers with the author’s unique visit to the mountains.  

 

Plot / Narration / A Short Summary of Travels with a Donkey: 

 

Travels with a Donkey describes R.L. Stevenson’s twelve days’ hiking trip and makes a note of his 

travel experiences (in 1879) in the Cevennes, in South-Central France. 

 

The travelogue begins with a short chapter / fragment. The fragment “A Mountain Town in France” 

was intended as the opening chapter for Travels with a Donkey. In this fragment, Stevenson describes 

his visit to Le Monastier, a town of lace-makers. Their livelihood, Stevenson suggests, is threatened 

by changing demand of the time since lace-making is no longer profitable. 
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The narrative then largely focuses on Stevenson’s humorous descriptions of his stubborn travel 

companion, Modestine, the donkey. Stevenson bought Modestine to carry his belongings for the 

journey. However, Modestine walks so slowly that Stevenson is kept hanging on each foot for an 

incredible length of time; in five minutes it exhausted the spirit and set up a fever in all the muscles 

of the leg. 

 

In twelve days, from September 22, 1878, until October 3, 1878, Robert Louis Stevenson walked from 

Le Monastier to St. Jean du Gard in the Cevennes. His only companion was Modestine, a donkey. He 

travelled as his fancy led him, stopping to sleep whenever occasion offered. As in An Inland Voyage, 

Stevenson is mistaken several times for a pedlar. During his travels he often sleeps under the stars, 

in a special sleeping-sack made for him in Le Puy. 

The travelogue narrates the pleasure of the author’s vagabond life and of monks and peasants. On the 

way, he came across the site where the local religious conflicts had taken place in the history. 

Stevenson also narrates the characteristic elements of this history in the landscape as he went along. 

We get an impression from the book that he thought the Cevennes remarkably beautiful. Stevenson’s 

account of the local peasantry in this travelogue, however, was less appreciative than his account of 

the landscape.  

In his travels, Stevenson also visits the monastery Lady of the Snows where a country parish priest 

and an old soldier are horrified to find that Stevenson is a heretic. He also makes observations about 

French life, religion and politics throughout the work. 

 

When he discovers that Modestine is unfit for further travel, he decides to sell her, but suddenly 

realizes how much he will miss her. Stevenson, like many who buy at the insistence of others and sell 

at their own pleasure, was eager to dismiss the matter of Modestine’s cost. He had paid sixty-five 

francs and a glass of brandy for her, but he sold her for thirty-five francs. Stevenson commented that 

the pecuniary gain was not obvious, but that he had bought freedom into the bargain towards the end 

of his journey. 

 

=== x === 
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