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A SOJOURN IN THE SAHARA 
 
 

I suppose it began in the late ‘80s, my fascination with Africa. I was captivated by the 

sense of adventure; the chance to penetrate this curious, veiled world. Now, as I 

have come to know this continent better, it is enough just to savour the simple things, 

such as the golden light at dawn and the colours of the trees and the grasslands just 

before sunset; and I always look forward to the next time I will hear the sounds of 

Africa, the haunting call of the fish eagle swooping over the wetlands, or the bay of 

hyena in the pitch darkness of the night. I never tire of these things. Africa is 

enchanting, and yet raw and brutal. It is a land of extremes. 

   I was working in southern Spain in the late ‘80s. Around this time our family 

company provided the ship for the charity Operation Raleigh, which organised 

adventure trekking for young people. It was because of this I came to know Wandy 

Swales, who played a leading role in Operation Raleigh and its forerunner, Operation 

Drake. In 1987, he left Raleigh to form his own trekking company, Swaletreks, and 

we organised a number of forays into North Africa, using our property in Spain as a 

base. Of course, before we could even consider exposing Wandy’s clients to the 

vagaries of Africa we had to ‘recce’ the proposed route ourselves.    

****************************** 

OCTOBER 1988  

 

DAY ONE AND TWO 

e’re not sure where he’s sprung from, this ragged, bearded fellow. Suddenly 

he’s amongst us, gulping the fresh mountain air and tottering in his weathered 

plimsolls. When he exhales, he whistles like a ruptured bellows.  

   “He’s asking for a cigarette,” says JP, his outstretched hand holding an open 

packet of Lucky Strike. 

   The man snatches one free, tugging a brass lighter from a charred jacket pocket. It 

hisses like a gas oven, a gnarled thumb scattering an ever colourful shower of 

sparks. Click! Click! Click! WHUMP! 

   I flinch as the man’s head is lost to a splendid ball of blue flame. Lucky Strike, 

indeed.  

   When the air clears, crispy eyelashes come together as the man draws blissfully on 

the blackened stump of the cigarette. He shudders and the merest, grey trickle of 

smoke leaks from a single nostril. It’s odd, I know, but for a fleeting moment I am 
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struck by the notion that a mad scientist has surreptitiously unleashed a massive 

nuclear explosion somewhere deep inside this man’s torso.  

   “I’m the guardian of these lakes,” he croaks.  

   We snatch awkward glances, nobody willing to question how in the world you might 

steal a lake from up here. Judging by the track we’ve just bucked and rattled along 

for most of the day, it’s surely not something you would undertake light-heartedly.    

   The lakes in question are named Tislit and Iseli and they are to be found high up in 

the Atlas Mountains. And that’s not all. According to local lore they are lovers, 

betrothed since the dawn of time. It’s said they will long for each other eternally, for 

the hand of nature has ensured they can never join together. That being the case, it 

appears our fleet-footed pyromaniac is playing quite the gooseberry; which is 

probably just as well considering his penchant for self-ignition. 

   “Is it okay if we camp here, under the trees?” JP asks.  

   With a broad smile the guardian opens his arms wide, clearly our integrity not for a 

moment in question.  

   “Yeah, I reckon this’ll do fine.” Pete scowls in the direction of Wandy. “At least 

there’re no windsocks next to this lake, eh Swales?”  

   Wandy Swales taps the upended bowl of his pipe against a tree. The fluttering ash 

clings to his trousers, and he pats it into a grey smudge. “I wasn’t to know we’d 

camped at the end of a runway.” 

   “Unless I’m greatly mistaken,” Pete crows, “you were in fact the map reader.”  

   In the darkness of the previous night, we’d inadvertently strayed on to a grass 

airstrip. It had been the end of a long day on the road and we were keen to get our 

heads down. Nevertheless, it was a little careless. A local kamikaze pilot gave us the 

fright of our lives at first light, the Cessna’s wheels barely clearing the roof of the 

Land Rover as it swooped in to land. With no harm done we beat a hasty retreat, 

before the next plane happened along. But this is a different proposition all together. I 

like it here by the lake and happily go scrounging for firewood with Rolf in what 

remains of the daylight.  

   Rolf is in his late teens and the son of JP’s girlfriend. As we gather the fallen wood 

he tells me that when he gets back from this trip he will go to Denmark, where he’s 

enrolled on a course in aeronautical engineering. He’s very keen to pursue a future in 

the airline business, he says.  

   When we each have an armful of twisted branches we lumber back to camp.  

   The fire is burning strongly as the African sun plays out its finale, projecting a soft 

orange glow across the plateau and casting the diagonal rock plates in shades of 

mauve, purple and ochre, until finally descending behind the mountains and ushering 
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in the darkness. As the night sets in, the wind gives way to a light breeze that rustles 

the tall grasses and stirs the lake. Above us, it’s as if a sparkling array of jewels are 

scattered over the clear night sky. Free of the contamination of artificial light, we 

experience a rare clarity to the stars that is truly amazing.    

   Cooking duty falls to Wandy. With a CV like his, he’s clearly an old hand at this 

outdoor stuff, having organised expeditions for both Operation Drake and Operation 

Raleigh, before moving on to establish his own adventure training company. Wandy’s 

new organisation specialises in taking groups to the rainforests of Borneo, where he 

loves nothing more than nurturing, cajoling and even carrying his young clients 

through some long-forgotten, leech-infested swamp. Wandy comes from an Armed 

Forces background and at some time in his life had returned to the family business in 

the north of England, importing timber. After a few years, he’d left to join various 

expeditions, preferring a life out in the wilds to the restrictions of an office.  

   Putting his skills to use, in no time he’s rigged a makeshift, wooden crossbar over 

the fire, from which hangs a dimpled cooking pot. In view of such sound credentials 

I’m confident Wandy knows what’s what and sense he’ll rustle up something half 

decent for us all to eat. Beginning to feel the rumblings of hunger I watch as he 

tosses a selection of peeled vegetables into the pot. In go the carrots, potatoes, 

onions, some of them glancing off the rim and rolling several feet in the dirt. 

Collecting them up, he gives them a cursory polish against his grubby trousers before 

dropping them in the cooking pot. The vegetables are followed by a packet of dried 

soup, slashed open with the aid of a wicked-looking knife, and water from the lake. 

He leans over the bubbling pot, stirring the contents with a stick from which he’s 

whittled the bark. I feel a little cheated that he hasn’t tossed in a handful of bugs dug 

from the roots of these trees. I’ve always understood that eating a juicy bug was the 

essence of fine bush-craft. I can see I’ll just have to wait a bit longer for such a treat. 

My stomach growls when an aroma of sorts carries on the breeze.  

   “I reckon the locals wouldn’t care much for your witchcraft, Wandy,” I say. “They’d 

most probably drown you in this lake.” 

   “I think that guardian fellah may have something to say about that,” Pete rumbles. 

“These are sacred lakes, so they are. Anyway, now that guardian’s seen who the 

chef is, I reckon he’s more bothered about our poor, emaciated bodies. Don’t you 

think so, Swales?” 

   Wandy stabs a potato, lifting it, steaming, from the pot. “The only thing emaciated 

about you is your brain, you daft Irishman,” he says.   
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   Pete slumps against one of the trees. “Of course, that looks like some fine cooking 

you’re doing, Major Swales. I wouldn’t wish to say different. Only, how about you 

taste it and we’ll all wait for ten minutes to see if it kills yer?” 

   After devouring Wandy’s gritty broth we laze around the fire, tucking into the 

miniature bottles of spirit JP suggested we use for bribing officials. Whilst slowly 

lulled by the alcohol JP entertains us with a story from his earlier life in the tour 

business, except JP’s idea of sightseeing tends to be a little unconventional, to say 

the least. For a short time, he made a living taking clients from Denmark in his Land 

Rover all the way through Europe and deep into the Sahara. “Then, one day me and 

Philipe sold our jeeps for a very good price in Bamako,” he declares, “and decided 

we should take a nice holiday, African style. So, we said goodbye to all the beautiful 

girls in Bamako, bought ourselves a dugout canoe and a couple of paddles and set 

off down the Niger River, two crazy white-men without a map or a clue where they 

were going. You know what, as we drifted down that river and into Nigeria, I said to 

Philipe how we could make a good business in Europe with a trip such as that. 

Philipe thought I was crazy, he said ‘what kind of a dumb son-of-a-bitch is gonna pay 

us to drift down an African river in a tree’. But I was right. The tourists paid us good 

money.”    

   Later, I stumble up the ladder to the roof of the Land Rover and fall asleep. Some 

time in the early hours it gets very cold. 
 

DAY THREE 

After washing in the icy-cold lake we drive to the guardian’s home, a tiny stone hut on 

a plateau above the lake. In true Berber hospitality, he’s invited us for breakfast. We 

stop the Land Rover alongside the compound at the front of the hut, where a car door 

with the number 6 in the centre serves as a gate to restrain the wildlife – several 

squawking chickens and a barking dog. The door fell off a rally car that crashed into 

the lake, our host tells us. The event organisers offered it to him in hope of appeasing 

the spirits. We go inside the hut and settle on rugs covering the earth floor, feasting 

on freshly baked bread and honey, all served by the guardian’s benevolent wife. His 

two young children observe us shyly. 

   After breakfast we continue south, passing through the impressive Todra Gorge, 

Morocco’s answer to the Grand Canyon, before heading east along the tarmac road 

to Er Rachidia and Boudnib. This rather monotonous road brings home the cramped, 

sweaty conditions in this vehicle, five people packed tightly together with all our 

equipment. I wonder how we will fare during the long days ahead. By the end, will we 

be the best of friends or worst of enemies? 
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   We reach the border at Figuig by late afternoon and collectively breathe a sigh of 

relief. We’ve already agreed to treat ourselves to an early camp today – what a 

luxury. We need to reorganise some of our stuff in the daylight and Pete keeps 

harping on about building the biggest sandcastle in the Sahara. Pete has an 

infectious sense of mischief. For a number of years, he owned a ladies clothing shop 

in Belfast, only the IRA kept blowing it up because he refused to pay the protection 

money. He gave it all up in the end, moving to the Costa del Sol with his wife and a 

life of sailing the Mediterranean. 

   At Figuig there’s a young French couple in front of us negotiating a frontier 

crossing. A toddler clings to the woman’s leg. The roof rack of their Land Rover is 

stacked with kit. Soon, it’s our turn and crossing the border is not going to be so 

straightforward. The Moroccan official doesn’t like the look of the Land Rover’s 

insurance papers and, apparently, no amount of cajoling by JP will persuade him to 

grant us passage to Algeria. “The papers you need are in Oujda,” he snaps. We 

groan. Oujda is some three hundred and seventy-six kilometres to the north and 

entirely the opposite direction to where we’re heading. He scribbles an address on a 

scrap of paper and it seems we have no option but to go to Oujda.  

   Thankfully the road is relatively good. After some five hours of driving we finally 

arrive in the town. It’s late, already dark and finding a place to stay that can also 

guard the Land Rover absorbs the best part of another hour. Wandy, Pete and I 

share a room in a pretty dodgy hotel. I strip off my dirty clothes and jump eagerly 

under the shower. There’s an intermittent drip of water from the shower head. 

Turning both taps fully to the right makes not an iota of difference. “I could be some 

time, guys,” I shout.    
 

DAY FOUR 

By late afternoon we’re back at Figuig, standing in front of the same border official 

with our crispy insurance papers obtained in Oujda. He looks mildly peeved at our 

tenacity, swatting us under the striped pole with barely a glance. We cross no man’s 

land and enter Algeria without too much fuss. It costs us a calculator and a couple of 

worn music cassettes – George Benson’s Greatest Hits and an old Bob Marley 

album. Having rather overexposed ourselves to George and Bob on the long roads in 

Morocco, I strongly suspect we can get by without another rendition of ‘Buffalo 

Soldier’, or ‘Give me the night’. We get something to eat at a roadside café and, 

exhausted, camp out on the edge of the wonderfully named Grand Erg Occidental. 

For a while we discuss how to make the most suitable bed on a plain of baked earth 

and fist-sized rocks. I kick away some rocks, scallop out the ground with a shovel 
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and lie in it, shuffling my shoulders to smooth out the rough patches. With a sleeping 

bag and a jacket for a pillow, this is about as good as it’s going to get tonight. 

   We retire, blissfully ignorant of what lies in store for us tomorrow. 
 

DAY FIVE  

It’s mid-morning and four Algerian soldiers surround us, their weapons jigging back 

and forth. We’re under arrest, sitting in the sand by the side of the road to Adrar. It’s 

unbearably hot, the sort of heat that can very soon render you a gibbering moron. If 

this continues much longer I reckon our parlous situation will become entirely 

incidental, as I fear my brain is about to boil and drip out of my ears.   

   After rummaging through our luggage, the commandant is gesticulating, eager to 

learn why Pete has two passports. We all are, for that matter.   

   “I’m entitled to two passports!” Pete snaps. 

   Wandy leans forward. “You didn’t have to bring them both, old man,” he whispers. 

   “Nonsense!”  

   JP does his best to appease the commandant. The soldier’s bushy black 

moustache bristles and I suspect it’s not going to plan. JP tells us we stand accused 

of being imperialist spies, and a mercenary force bent on dark deeds. By all 

accounts, it seems a long spell in prison is the least we can expect. I’ve heard bad 

things about Algerian prisons – and it’s not just the food; after Wandy’s cooking, I feel 

sufficiently fortified to tackle the curled scraps from an herbaceous plant fest. No, it’s 

another matter altogether. I have a Lawrence of Arabia moment, recalling the story of 

his abduction by the Turks and…no, let’s not go there!  

   Our captors search the Land Rover more closely for the weapons they’re 

convinced we’re carrying, uncovering the stash of miniature bottles of spirit. JP 

seizes the opportunity. He sidles forward with all the sang-froid of an over-zealous air 

steward, offloading handfuls of Drambuie and Gordon’s London Dry Gin. A cruel grin 

divides the commandant’s face. Perhaps we’re not mercenaries, after all. He 

dispatches one of his men to fetch a sack from their jeep. Accompanied by much 

clinking of glass they fill it, and the soldiers’ rifles are quietly put away. Hurrah! 

Tongue lolling, I claw my way into the shade. Having struck such an agreeable trade, 

we all celebrate with a pot of green tea and discuss the best route to Tamanrasset.     

   An hour later we stop by a fallen acacia tree. “We’ll take some wood,” JP 

announces. “This might be our last opportunity.” I have to admit, I haven’t seen a tree 

for some time. We set about breaking up the acacia, using the tyre levers to crack 

apart the solid branches and humping the wood onto the roof rack. Lunch is a tin of 

sardines, some bread and a top-up of the sun tan. 
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   We hit the desert town of Adrar by late afternoon and enter through an impressive 

gateway. We drive around in search of supplies, discovering a warehouse on the 

edge of town. The locals appear more than a little interested in us. It’s not just me; 

we all sense the hostility in the air. (We didn’t know that rioting had already broken 

out in the major northern towns of Algeria concerning commodity shortages and high 

prices. It was said the demonstrations were staged by Islamist groups inspired by the 

intifada, the uprising of Palestinians against Israeli rule on the West Bank of the 

Jordan River and the Gaza Strip. Over the next few days troops will kill five hundred 

demonstrators and arrest three and a half thousand more. This is not a great time to 

be in Algeria.)  

   At the entrance to the warehouse a Tuareg sits astride his couched camel, a rifle 

cradled in his arms. His face is so weathered by the elements it has more folds to it 

than a prune. Only his beady eyes move. The camel slowly works his jaws, chewing 

something it appears decidedly reluctant to swallow.  

   The Tuareg are probably the best known nomads of the Sahara, if only for their 

traditional indigo robes. They are said to be descendants of the Berber from the 

north-west, where they lived a quiet, civilised existence until routed by the Arabs over 

a thousand years ago. They migrated to the central Sahara, controlling the trans-

Saharan trade routes, allegedly practicing their own brand of racketeering and 

robbery. Having failed in more recent times to establish autonomy for themselves, 

today they live in the desert regions of what are now Algeria, Mali, Niger and Libya. 

They are made up of several regional clans, each speaking a different dialect of 

Tamasheq, the Tuareg language, and have mildly differing customs and dress. 

Collectively they call themselves Kel Tagelmust - ‘the people of the veil’. The name 

Tuareg is said to originate from an Arabic designation meaning ‘abandoned by the 

gods’.  

   Inside the warehouse the shelves are virtually empty. There is row upon row of 

conical shaped blocks of sugar. If you painted orange bands on them I imagine they 

could double as traffic cones, not that there’s much call for traffic cones out here, 

edible or otherwise. There are also a lot of containers of red paint in here, stacked 

next to catering-sized tins of strawberry jam. And that’s it! I think even the village idiot 

might grasp why there’s such unrest in this country. With little use for the red paint, 

we settle for a cone of sugar and a tin of jam.  

   Outside, the camel is still chewing whatever it was chewing when we went inside 

and a lot of youths have bunched together to watch us. Despite the fact that we could 

effortlessly pass muster at a hobos’ line-up and that the Land Rover could be 

mistaken for a tinker’s truck sprouting crooked acacia limbs, I’ve no doubt this 



 

 8 

gathering crowd just sees a bunch of decadent Europeans. We top up the water 

container from a stand-pipe and don’t hang around. It strikes me how much more 

fortunate we are than the guys observing us – at least we are able to drive away from 

here. 

   We camp somewhere well out of town and strike up a fire, hatching a cunning plan 

in the process; in order to apportion mutual blame, we each take a part in the cooking 

process. Though it makes absolutely no improvement to the standard of cuisine it 

does keep relations on an even keel. After we have eaten we take a few moments to 

mutter grumpily to ourselves and then all is well. 

   JP keeps promising to make a couscous. He tells us this is his signature dish from 

the days when he was tour guiding in Mali. I’d like to think his proposal is a real 

morale booster, but I’m still in two minds. I’ve seen some of the photographs of those 

trips he used to make. 

   As we enjoy the fire Pete tells us about his time in the army – it was whilst both he 

and Wandy served in the Ulster Defence Regiment that they both met. Later in his 

army career, Pete was sent to Kenya during the Mau Mau uprising and was quickly 

despatched into the bush to protect some of the remote villages from marauding 

parties of Mau Mau, who were killing indiscriminately. “Our rules of engagement had 

been very clear,” he recalls in uncharacteristically hushed tones, “we had orders to 

shoot the buggers.” As he continues the tale I can tell that whatever happened all 

those years ago has deeply affected him. “‘You kill them,’ our NCO used to shout at 

us, ‘because they’ll sure as hell kill you’.”  

   One night, in all the confusion, it seems one of the womenfolk of the village was 

accidentally shot and killed, sadly mistaken for a Mau Mau guerrilla advancing on the 

soldiers’ position.  

   “We were sent to help them,” Pete says, after a moment’s silence.  
 

DAY SIX 

The tarmac road runs out just after Reggane. We head east on the desert piste in the 

direction of In Salah. This is my first experience of desert driving. It’s bewildering. 

This barren plain is akin to an ocean. There are no external references to seek 

guidance from and nothing on which to focus, only the compass arrow, which bobs 

wildly in its sphere of liquid. The white heat and dust reduces the horizon to a 

distorted, shimmering image that exists in the near distance. Soft sand, dry river-

beds, sunken ground; they’re all hazards demanding a constant deviation from 

course. And there is always the temptation to follow the criss-crossing tyre tracks of 
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other vehicles. JP does his best to keep me on the straight and narrow. My 

concentration is absolute.   

   We stop after a while and make tea. JP chooses this moment to release a strange 

creature from someplace he’s been hiding it. It has four legs, no head and a texture 

similar to a fossilized wash leather. He calls it a guerba. “She’s a goatskin,” he 

imparts, “but don’t worry, she won’t bother you. She’s been dead for years.”  

   “I’d have never guessed,” quips Pete. 

   JP tenderly fills her with water from a container. I’m fascinated by how the crusty 

hide bloats and flicks into shape – FLICK! Goes one leg; FLICK! Goes another; 

FLICK! …yeah, I’m sure you get the idea. Once she’s slaked her thirst, I wonder if 

she might miraculously spring into life, like a ruminant version of Frankenstein. 

Thankfully she does nothing of the sort. We name her ‘The Thing’ and JP fixes her so 

she hangs down the side of the Land Rover. “She’ll stay cool here,” he murmurs, 

gently patting her wobbly belly.  

   “It leaks a lot,” I tell him.  

   “The evaporation keeps it cool.” 

   “You call that evaporation?” Pete runs a hand through his hair. “It’s more like a 

frigging colander.”  

   “She’s no looker, is she?”  

   “Get a grip, Swales.” Pete flicks the wobbly belly with his finger. “So, which end do 

you drink from then, JP?” 

   “I tell you, my friend. When your life depends on it the water tastes just as sweet 

from either end.” 

   Pete thrusts upward his thumb and forefinger, barely a gap between them. “I’d 

have to be that close to death before I described anything coming out of this bugger 

as sweet.” 

   It’s become impossible to remain out of the car any longer. A light wind is whipping 

this rather ugly, black grit into our eyes and ears. It crunches in my teeth. And a 

swarm of gnats are constantly biting us. The heat is intensely aggravating. Where are 

the golden dunes, I wonder, and the blue sky? God, this is my version of hell! 

   We arrive in In Salah by early evening and treat ourselves to a room in the local 

hotel. It’s quite comfortable. I take a shower. When I’m nicely covered in soap the 

flow of water becomes an intermittent drip. Ugh! Does all the plumbing in this country 

revert to only one setting? 
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DAYS SEVEN and EIGHT 

After In Salah we head south to Tamanrasset. The road is mostly a thing of the past. 

Huge swathes of tarmac have been swallowed by the desert, or torn apart in great 

slabs. We follow tracks weaving off into the desert, though remaining roughly parallel 

with the old road. We make slow progress. There’s very little traffic – the occasional 

truck comes from the south. We pass golden sand dunes off to our left.  

   After some hours, we stop for a break and Rolf stalks some pigeon-like birds with 

his bow and arrow. He crouches low, the arrow partially drawn in the bow. Full of 

expectation I video the hunt. Unfortunately, he returns with only his bow and two 

arrows less, so I guess we have to eat vegetables, yet again.  

   “Oh my! Look how we’ve chomped through the fibre on this trip,” I say, making a 

show of patting my stomach. I believe I might turn into a carrot before the journey is 

over; or, going by the smell, maybe even an onion. I’m quite tired of tinned pilchards 

and sardines, as well. The bonnet, which doubles as our table, is now caked in 

tomato sauce and brine and smells not unlike the Hull fish market. I’m not looking 

forward to cleaning it.  

   A bit further on is a hermit’s hut. The guide book says we should drive around it 

three times for good luck and so we do. Inside, travellers have scrawled messages 

and slapped stickers on the walls. There’s a photograph of a party from Sedburgh 

School. I recognize some of them. It’s a small world. 

   After we’ve made camp I use the water purifier to filter a fresh batch of well-water, 

pouring it into our clean jerry can and then dropping in a couple of sterilizing tablets, 

just for good measure. I’m very keen for my plumbing department to function as well 

as one might hope, considering the conditions. JP laughs at me before swigging from 

‘The Thing’. The guerba is still sprouting several leaks, causing me to speculate 

whether she might have met her maker at the wrong end of a blunderbuss. Standing 

there in his damp shirt, JP puts me in mind of some half-demented pirate. Having 

already divulged his preferred method for settling his stomach prior to such a trip as 

this (eating the most fly-blown meat he can find in Algeciras’ open market), it appears 

he feels at liberty to consume what he wishes from where he wishes.  

   “The best water’s in this guerba.” He cackles. 

   “Can I try it?” asks Wandy, never one to shirk a challenge.  

   All of us stop whatever it is we are doing, unable to avert our eyes from this 

unfolding drama. Now, Wandy’s something of a tough guy. He’s served with the 

Royal Marines and the Parachute Regiment, spending a good slice of his life 

wandering the jungles of Indonesia drinking from swamps and eating furry 

caterpillars. Wandy’s a boxer, has climbed the Matterhorn and played rugby for 
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London Irish – there’s no way an old goat skin will faze a fellow of his resolute nature. 

After a couple of deep breaths, he puts ‘The Thing’ to his lips and gulps. Within the 

tick of the cooling engine he explodes like a geyser. His tongue flicks, lizard-like, 

back and forth across his lips and he groans softly. “What the hell did it eat before 

you killed it?”  

   JP gives a Gallic shrug. “Maybe she’s been in the garage a bit too long.”  

   Feeling more than a little smug, I down a mouthful from the jerry can. Yuk! I feel as 

if I’m drowning in an overheated swimming pool. I keep such opinions to myself. 

(Perhaps I should only use one sterilizing tablet next time). 

 

DAY NINE 

By late morning we arrive in Tamanrasset. This is something of a trading crossroads 

and a point where the Maghreb meets Black Africa. (Well, that’s what the guidebook 

says.) Suitably impressed we go for a wander, buying supplies in the market; some 

dodgy-looking lamb meat and semolina for the couscous JP keeps threatening to 

make. Next up is the tailor, where we buy lengths of black cloth, from which we’ll 

each make a cheche to protect us from the sandstorms we are bound to encounter. 

A cheche is a head-cloth and JP and the tailor give us a lesson in how to tie them 

round our heads. It seems ‘Tuareg chic’ determines exactly how much cloth should 

fall from the shoulder. We take a while to get this just right. Does vanity know no 

bounds? Suitably attired, there’s a new purpose in our step as we swagger to the 

dirt-smeared Land Rover with our shopping bags – to a man, we consider we are 

now ‘Masters of the Desert’. (In truth, I suspect we look completely ridiculous.)          

   We leave Tam and take the track to the Plateau of Assekrem in the Hoggar 

Mountains. After a couple of hours, we make camp and JP tinkers with the Land 

Rover, changing the engine oil and filter. When he’s finished, his hands are as black 

as the night sky. “I’ll do the couscous next,” he announces. Having by now eaten our 

way through the equivalent of a medium-sized vegetable patch, this is truly cause for 

celebration – cause enough for a drink, me thinks, except the commandant with the 

bushy moustache has nicked it all. My belly is rumbling with anticipation. After a while 

Pete steps up to the bonnet, to where JP’s hands disappear into a metal bowl. 

“Why’s the semolina so dark?” Pete enquires. JP squints when he looks up. “Don’t 

know, Pete,” he says, “but my hands have never been so clean.” 

   “Anyone still for couscous?”  Wandy asks. 
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DAY TEN 

The track to the Plateau of Assekrem is slow going; the summit is almost three 

thousand metres high. The route on the map is about as long as my little finger, yet 

we’ve been at it for hours. Finally, we leave the car and proceed on foot up a narrow 

track. At the end of the track is the tiny hermitage of Count Charles de Foucauld – 

the Hermit of the Hoggar – though long since departed of this planet. I stop to take in 

the view of the mountains. Fluted volcanic plugs rise above the plateau like contorted 

stalagmites, their distinctive form deflecting the sunlight and casting long spectral 

shadows over the basalt ranges. It is truly an austere site. Inside the stone hut there 

is an altar and a crucifix and some of his books – he compiled a French/Tamasheq 

dictionary and a comprehensive collection of Tuareg poetry. Born in Strasbourg in 

1858, Charles de Foucauld was educated at the Cadet School of Saint Cyr and the 

Cavalry School of Saumur, where he acquired a certain notoriety as a bon viveur. 

The guidebook says he displayed outstanding military capacities in the campaign at 

Oran in 1881, before becoming subsumed into the Arab culture and way of life. De 

Foucauld came to Tamanrasset in 1905 and built this hermitage on the plateau five 

years later. I sit outside his hut wondering what drove him to this place. What, 

ultimately, was he seeking? For all his good work in the local community he was 

killed by marauders in 1916.  

   We camp at the foot of the plateau. Rolf sleeps in a shelter of rocks and awakes 

surrounded by scorpions. Fortunately, they’re friendly ones. 
 

DAY ELEVEN 

We rise early to catch the dawn. It’s an eerie and stunning landscape that creeps 

from the darkness. The track down is slow and arduous. Back in Tamanrasset we 

head north until we reach a village with the odd name of Tit. We must clear our 

south-westerly passage with the local police – ahead of us lies 750 miles of barren 

desert to the Malian border. As soon as we pull up Pete, who’s a tad off colour, 

minces to the cover of a brick wall. “I could think of a more suitable part of the human 

anatomy to call this dump!” he rumbles. JP and I amble to the police station and, 

scarily, I experience how quickly the sun sucks the life from you. Not surprisingly the 

streets are deserted. Inside the police station half the desert seems to have washed 

through the door; it crunches beneath our feet, forming a small dune at the foot of the 

counter. The ashtray on the counter is full of tab ends – and yet more sand. A curtain 

flaps in the wind. There’s a calendar on the wall with a picture of Highland cattle in a 

blizzard. How bizarre! I wonder if it’s a means of therapy for the policemen who work 

here. In a back room the creaking of bed springs precedes the arrival of the duty 
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officer. His face has all the appearance of a crumpled paper bag, and a big bushy 

moustache, similar to the commandant who took our stash of alcohol (I wish I could 

forget about him). “We’re going to Timeiaouine,” JP tells him. The bobby’s eyelids 

rise and fall with all the speed of a moth-eaten theatre curtain. He manages to raise 

an arm, at the end of which is a crooked finger. “You want to end up like them?” We 

turn to our left. On the wall is a montage of photographs. I step closer. There’s a 

4WD with its doors open. Equipment lies strewn in the sand. The dark mounds are 

bodies. There are two more pictures like this one – more bodies. Beneath these 

photos there’s one of a guy trapped beneath his fallen motorbike. His face is turned 

away from the camera, a film of sand covering his jacket.  

   “We’ve got plenty of water.” JP says.  

   Outside, the bobby gives our vehicle a cursory glance. He looks at the sky and 

shrugs. “Inshallah,” he says. 

   Abalessa, a settlement not far to the southwest of us, is said to have been the 

southern-most Roman outpost in Africa. A tomb in Abalessa, excavated in the early 

twenties, is also thought to be the burial site of Tin Hinan, queen of the Kel Rega 

Tuaregs. According to legend, around the 4th century AD, this Berber princess made 

the desperate journey on foot across the desert from Tafilalet in Morocco, 

accompanied only by her faithful slave girl, Takama. As a consequence of such 

courage she had been chosen as queen by the local tribes. The thought of walking 

here makes me shudder. Such a story amply places our own efforts in perspective.  

   An hour or so out of Tit we follow a dry river, weaving between thorn-scrub. A 

gazelle breaks from cover and we eagerly give chase. Long after the gazelle has 

gone we’re still discussing how it might best be served. We agree it shouldn’t include 

semolina; and definitely no vegetables. 

   As we trundle along, JP keeps looking for the sun and flicking his hand – left a bit – 

right a bit – straight a bit – left a bit, etc, etc. This continues for quite some time.  

   “Shouldn’t there be a track?” Wandy enquires, diligently following JP’s instructions. 

I’m amused at how Wandy steers the Land Rover with big turns on the wheel, as if 

it’s a boat in which he’s tackling heavy seas.  

   “Yeah, a track would be nice,” JP replies. His hand flicks again. “Right a bit – left a 

bit…”  

   We crash through another dry river bed. Pete’s lying in the back, groaning and 

holding his stomach. A fine grey dust seeps through the tiniest of cracks, gradually 

suffocating us. The temperature is blisteringly high. My skin prickles everywhere.  

   “So, where is it then, this track?” Wandy presses.  

   JP swats the air. “I dunno. Perhaps the sand covered it up.” 



 

 14 

   Eventually we find the track. The surface is badly corrugated. To minimize the 

hammering, we must maintain a certain speed, about 80 kph, so as to skim across 

the ridges. Cornering like this is very hairy – like driving on ice. On a bend the Land 

Rover skitters sideways. In response Wandy heaves the wheel to starboard, his pipe 

clamped in his teeth – the salty-seadog at work. Clouds of smoke billow from the pipe 

and his knuckles are bone-white. It’s all very alarming. Oh God, here comes another 

corner!  

   Later, and we’re back in thorn scrub and soft sand. Wheel marks are running in all 

directions. Further still and an escarpment fills the shimmering horizon. We have a 

moment of indecision. Do we go around it to the north or the south? JP looks at the 

sun. South? Or north? “We’ll have a cup of tea,” he suggests.  

   “We’ll head south,” JP announces, after the brew-up.  

   “Did you see that in the tea leaves?” Rolf asks him. 

   Tea leaves or not, thankfully we find a dip in the escarpment and scrabble up the 

incline. The sand is hard-packed now. And it goes on for ever and ever – sand and 

sky – sky and sand – like the biggest beach I’ve ever seen. We can do more than 

100kph on this. There is absolutely NOTHING in any direction. Can you imagine 

that? 

   “Slow down!” Rolf calls. I take my foot off the accelerator. “Somebody is out there,” 

he adds.  

   JP leans forward. “Go to him, then.”  

   Far to our left a man is walking. Two camels follow him. I steer in their direction. 

The nomad has nothing but the clothes he stands in. No supplies on the camels. He 

takes the cup of water we give him and tells us he’s heading north. I find this almost 

unbelievable. “But there’s nothing to the north,” I declare.  

   “Sure, there is,” says JP.  

   “I know there isn’t, because I’ve looked at the map.”   

   “Aah, forget about the map. That’s just a piece of paper!” 

   The sun is starting to fall now. As we rumble onward we table a debate as to where 

we should camp. In that open space there, or that one over there, perhaps? No, why 

not over here? It’s like trying to park in an empty car park. We charge on. The debate 

descends into bickering. As we tank along, Rolf climbs out of the window and sits on 

the roof, the best place to be. Pete groans unintelligibly. “You’re not making any 

sense,” I snap at him. 

   “No change there, then,” quips Wandy. 

   Luckily a tree appears from nowhere. It must be the only tree for hundreds of miles.  

   “There’s the Tree of Inspiration!” I declare, rather ridiculously.  
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   “What a load of bollocks!”  

   “It’s an acacia. Too many thorns!” 

   “I’m not changing the bloody tyre!” 

   “For Goodness sake, let’s stop near the tree,” says Wandy. 

   The motion is carried. 

   In the falling light, we unpack the Land Rover and start a fire, careful not to tread on 

any of the nail-like acacia thorns laid on the ground. Pete’s stomach cramps have not 

left him. He is desperate to relieve himself - except there’s nothing to hide behind. 

The deepest undulation comes from our tyre tracks. He must wait until dark if he 

wants any privacy. He decides to wait, killing time by shuffling around the Land Rover 

searching for distraction. Before long he’s weaving at the back door, pulling on a 

metal chain for all he’s worth.  

   “You all right, Pete?” Wandy asks, from by the fire.  

   Pete’s face is puce. “What the goddamn!” he’s crying. Suddenly the chain and what 

it’s attached to break free from the bowels of the vehicle. He slings it to the ground. 

“Can someone please tell me, what the hell we’re gonna do with an anchor in all this 

frigging sand?” 

   Sunset finally arrives; the fire radiates a soft glow. The acacia tree seemingly 

dances in the fire’s flickering light, the shadow of its twisted trunk performing a silent 

jig on the sand. Beyond the fire, the darkness spreads unhindered like the depths of 

an ocean, and the unblemished night sky is a mass of stars. Occasionally it’s 

disturbed by a streak of dazzling light, as one breaks free on its reckless journey 

across the Galaxy. 
 

DAY TWELVE 

During breakfast, we’re still weighing up the pros and cons of the anchor.  

   “I’m telling you, it’s to help pull ourselves from deep sand,” I say, for the umpteenth 

time. “I’ve read it in one of those desert survival books.” 

    Nobody wants to listen to reason. When it’s time to leave, Pete climbs on to the 

bonnet, salutes and pipes us aboard. 

   We’ve left the firm ground long behind us now; back into soft sand and thorn scrub. 

We passed one truck this morning. Two men were changing a punctured tyre. When 

we stop for a break we find a camel bone bleached white by the sun. We tie it to the 

winch on the front as a lucky mascot. We grumble about who should sit in the front 

and who should sit in the back. It’s as if we’re kids on a school outing. I suppose we 

are upwards of ten hours a day travelling in the vehicle. Unsurprisingly, tension sets 

in from time to time. The smallest thing can irritate. Reality is such that nobody can 
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drop out – you can’t catch the bus out here. We’re in this together. The Land Rover 

and what it carries is our lifeline and our Achilles’ heel. The further we go the more I 

grasp how totally dependent we are upon it. It’s not a feature to dwell on. I think of 

the nomad and his two camels. What freedom. What knowledge. One has only to 

experience the harshness of this land to be humbled by this man. 

   We arrive at a tiny settlement. There’s a bicycle leaning against one of the huts; a 

butcher’s bike with a basket on the front. A spring pokes through the leather seat and 

quite a few spokes are missing from the wheels.  

   “Let’s see if Mokti’s in.” JP leads the way, knocking on a bleached wooden door. A 

tall man swathed head to toe in blue robes answers. Mokti’s very pleased to see JP. 

It’s been a long time, by all accounts, and they’re old business partners.  

   “What sort of business was it?” I ask JP, entering the cool, dark hut.  

   “This and that,” he replies, telling us Mokti is a hustler who travels the length and 

breadth of the desert, from Timbuctou in the west, to northern Niger in the east.  

   “Surely he doesn’t travel with that old butchers’ bike?” questions Wandy.  

   JP clicks his tongue. “Of course not! He’s got a camel. And a four wheel drive.”  

   Apparently Mokti is a veritable barometer of Tuareg politics. We have several 

rounds of mint tea whilst he brings JP up to date. It turns out all is not well. The 

boundaries set by the colonialists are causing further division for the Tuareg 

communities spread throughout the Sahel. Once again, they feel threatened, this 

time by the black African from the south.  

   “Soon there will be fighting,” Mokti says.  

   Mokti’s brother is laid in the corner covered in blankets, apparently afflicted with 

malaria. In turn he’s shivering and sweating and as I gaze at him, with all this talk of 

conflict, I wonder if the plan to run safaris out here from our base in Spain has any 

future. Perhaps we will stick to Morocco. 

   After tea, we top up with fuel from the jerry cans on the roof and move on. 

   We camp among low dunes. I imagine I will never forget these nights sleeping 

rough in the desert. As I lie here there is a light breeze; never too cold. The 

boundlessness and silence lend the desert a purity I’ve never before experienced in 

any place. 
 

DAYS THIRTEEN AND FOURTEEN 

At a settlement, we take fuel from an old pump. Just in case it’s dirty we put it in the 

jerry cans, from where we can filter it later. With full fuel tanks, we head for the well 

outside the settlement. There’s a donkey, barrels loaded across his back, and a small 

group standing around the well. The opening to the well is surrounded by wooden 
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boards that flex as a wizened man heaves on a rope. Attached to end of the rope is a 

water container looking a lot like ‘The Thing’ – (a distant relative, I muse). The man 

empties the water into the barrels on the donkey’s back and starts over again. He’s 

almost got the guerba back to the top when the rope parts with a thwack, followed 

seconds later by the smack of the full guerba hitting the surface of the water. The 

man pulls up what’s left of the rope and plays the frayed strands between his fingers. 

He puts me in mind of a poker player dealt a rotten hand. We crowd around the 

opening, peering down. It’s very dark in the well and the man doesn’t have another 

guerba.   

   “You know, they say truth is found at the bottom of a well,” Pete says. He shuffles 

awkwardly when we all look at him.  

   “And guerbas,” growls JP.  

   “I have an idea,” I say. I go to the car to fetch the anchor and length of rope. “We’ll 

get it back for him.”  

   I’m feeling rather clever with myself.  

   “Stand aside, Pete. You’re blocking the light.” After a lot of effort, I manage to hook 

the guerba with one of the flukes and drag it back up. Who says an anchor is useless 

in the desert? 

   We refill our containers with brown, gritty water and in exchange donate the rope to 

the village. It seems a fair trade. 
 

DAY FIFTEEN  

Today, we’re heading north on the Tanezrouft, the north/south desert highway. The 

sand is firm. We pass a couple of vehicles going in the opposite direction, heading for 

Mali. We stop at the Tropic of Cancer, marked by a sign covered in graffiti. We park 

under the sign and take a lot of photos for Wandy’s new brochure. It’s somewhere 

around here that France tested their first atomic bomb, though we can’t find any big 

holes. The route is littered with the skeletons of the vehicles that never made it – 

many of them trucks. We camp away from the main thoroughfare after JP tells us the 

story of how a truck once ploughed through someone’s camp. At night, the trucks 

tend to drive by the moon/starlight only. Nobody comes our way tonight. I watch 

satellites travel silently through the stars. I dream of a shower and a flushing toilet 

and a decent meal and…. 

   The following day is to deliver a grievous blow to JP.  

 

DAY SIXTEEN 

Oh my God!  
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   We stop late morning for a tea break to discover ‘The Thing’ has slipped her tether 

and vanished. As we can’t be sure when this was we have a show of hands to 

determine whether to go back and conduct a search for her. Not surprisingly the 

result is a resounding four against one to continue our journey north. Out of respect a 

day of mourning is declared. JP is clearly gutted by what is quite obviously the end of 

a beautiful friendship.  

   We cross back into Morocco at Figuig and make camp on a stony plain. We just get 

bedded down when it starts to rain. There isn’t room for us all to sleep in the car, so 

we pack up and continue the drive. We’ve already done twelve hours today. The last 

thing I want to do is drive. We press on through the night. 
 

DAY SEVENTEEN 

By mid-morning we reach Ketama in the Rif mountains. The place is surrounded by 

pine forests and an eerie mist clings to the trees. This is a weird place – the heart of 

Morocco’s cannabis growing region. We’ve been followed for the last half hour by a 

big black Mercedes straight out of a gangster movie. It stops every time we do. We 

stop in the main street of Ketama. So does the Mercedes. We get out. So do the 

heavies. They slouch around their car, eyeing us. Bleary eyed, we saunter across the 

street and enter a bar. Inside it’s like a freak show. On benches along the walls are 

men in kaftans, the pointed hood pulled over their heads. Their faces are part 

masked by shadow. The air is sickly sweet from the hash they’re smoking and their 

vacant eyes follow us across the room. They’re like something out of ‘Nightmare on 

Elm Street’ – it’s wall to wall Freddie Krueger in here. We have a coffee and take our 

chances with the heavies outside. They continue to follow. On a quiet stretch of road, 

they swerve in front to try and stop us. Big mistake! What they failed to appreciate is 

Captain Wandy’s at the helm. He’s had a whole night of lost sleep to vent on these 

creeps. He spins the wheel to port and rings on the power, forcing the Mercedes to 

take evasive action. There’s a barking of tyres and a puff of blue smoke as the big 

black saloon slithers into the roadside and the heavies finally give up.  

   “Damn ruffians!” Wandy mutters, tapping the bowl of his pipe on the open window. 

A flurry of red cinders fills the car. 

   We take the ferry from Tangier to Algeciras. On arrival, the Spanish customs give 

us some dark looks. They order us out of the vehicle and send in a slobbering dog. 

No sooner does the dog jump in than he leaps out again, cowering, tail between his 

legs. Ok, so it’s hardly the picture of hygiene in there. For a start, there’s a pair of 

Pete’s socks hanging from the roof; one is bent at a right angle, I suspect in the final 

stages of rigor mortis. The customs man waves us through. He’s looking at the 
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bonnet as we pass, nostrils furiously twitching. I guess he’s wondering if that fishy 

smell is legal or not.  

   We go to a restaurant I’ve been dreaming of for the past few days. They do big 

juicy steaks and piles of greasy chips. We pull up outside and clamber down. 

Amazingly, the bleached camel bone is still attached to the winch.  

   “She did us proud, the old girl.” I run a loving hand over the bonnet. It’s like stroking 

barnacles. A young couple eye us warily as they leave the restaurant, hurrying to the 

safety of their car. I knock some of the Sahara dust from my shirt and strut into the 

restaurant for a cold beer.  

   Perhaps we really are ‘Masters of the Desert’. I’ll drink to that. 
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