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SAHARA

Michael Palin’s epic voyages have seen him circumnavigate
the globe, travel from the North to the South Pole and circle
the countries of the Pacific Ocean. but perhaps the greatest
single challenge he has faced is Lis lztest, a crossing of the
vast and merciless Sahara Desert. ‘1 here is no easy way to
do it, and Palin’s experiences are unlike anything he has
encountered before.

As the journey -unfolds, the Sahara reveals not the
emptiness of endless sand duncs, but a huge and diverse
range of cultures and landscapes and a long history of
civilization, trade, commerce and conquest stretching from
the time of the ancient Egyptians to the oil-rich Islamic !
republics of today.

Starting and finishing his adventure in the once stable,
now uncertain colony of Gibraltar, Palin crosses the Strait to
Morocco, and pauses in Fez and Marrakesh before traversing
the mighty Atlas Mountains. In the stony, hostile wastes of
Western Algeria he spends time in one of the refugee camps
of the Saharawis, a population in exile. Recovering from an
overdose of camel stew, he heads south to Mauritania, where
he rides the longest train in the world, finds a holy city half-
engulfed by sand, and nearly gets run over by the Paris-
Dakar Rally. Arriving in Dakar a few days behind them, he

~samples the city’s exhausting nightlife, then takes a train to

.. the heart of Mali, home of great music, the largest mud
building in the world and the great River Niger, on which i
Michael rides to the legendary city of Timbuktu. He walks -

. with nomadic herders and rides with a Touareg camel

'l-;",ig‘:‘afavail through Niger, scales the Hoggar Mountains and RPN

*flies.into the oilfields of Algeria, before investigating Colonel : -

Gaddafi’s Libya and the stunning classical remains of &

. Tunisia, where Life Of Brian was filmed and Palin crucified. e
~This is Michael Palin, explorer-adventurer, at his F'!“-“r'.'*;'ﬁ'{’:_hif-"
hard-pressed best. = ° a - Y f
e Sl

i | & - N 4

L ] T

[ T T

. = - o












Qooooc'oo o.

.
20208 900890000
,0 Q

oeoooooQ!
96860000







NEGAL

E

RITANIA
S

7

;\“. s/ ,c./‘x, Yo
W 42; oY /.,M“.. Vi
A -'b\ .

o
\
\

4N e W\ 4
AR

l—/_.
\

o




l’//f.
vV A
; //.. G.y//. s
A, W SO
N
! 3 o
0

.-.' .-u
e
\'/ »fvv W;IM.‘
4 ;

(L

&, \ . .} ]
N
RV
AR
_ ./V}
RN

—
.. r. . EE..
! [ ’.\

:..,,, t

3 Al

DR ..fv % ..N/‘, .L.

W 4.>4.«4 \......_ﬂ(.sf
by ol

A N .
W
NN 2 ._n_s,._wm.,‘,_,,,, i
: O .--»«....r._,./... 1 4
/...../ {

A
m/r/x_ v
%/4..,{ 9
,,/.K,,”M...>,“_ AN
VA0 0 \ - \ .h..f..

Wl

\l / ;
A NN ‘
._..n.,? WIS !
.N.)\.f...'_.f.,.)l :
_\..S_ i v N
(! :\./

,///_ n o A\T
T T e
\s:M




=

1

INTRODUCTION

My father was in charge of the Export Department of a steelworks and every
Christmas he received an enormous box of dates from their agent in Algeria,
addressed to a Mr E. M. Palm. [ remember wondering if he should tell them, but he
never bothered. Perhaps he thought the supply of dates might dry up if they
discovered his name wasn’t Palm.

I didn’t want them to stop coming either, not because of the dates, but because of
the box they came in. The illustration on the packet fuelled powerfully romantic
fantasies of somewhere hotter, drier and even more exotic than south Yorkshire; a
place where men with turbans, baggy velvet pants and wicked moustaches reclined
under palm trees with veiled and sequinned ladies, whilst their faithful camels stood
in picturesque silhouette against the setting sun.

The first ‘proper’ book [ was ever given was Tales from the Arabian Nights. Its
seductive illustrations, by A. E. Jackson, combined with the date boxes to fan a

(precociggs/{fascination for things of the desert. Curved swords, soft silks, tassels and
see—th?ough skirts. Mirages and genies, huge jellies and lubricious oils and unguents.
The desert world seemed, apart from the odd beheading, to be a place of complete
sensual fulfilment. Even delight itself was Turkish.

Almost fifty years later there came a chance to expose my childhood fantasies to
the harsh glare of reality.
" In the first spring of the new millennium I met up with Roger Mills, director of
many of the travel programmes [’ve done, at a pub opposite Notting Hill police
station. Over a pint or two he suggested a journey through Francophone Africa, those
huge and empty countries from Cameroon northwards, once loosely federated as part
of the French empire. Rarely visited by British television, they might provide fresh
pickings and new discoveries.

I got home, unfolded a map, and saw one word spread across most of these
~ countries. Sahara.

The French empire was interesting, but it had come and gone. The Sahara is a
potent, evocative reality. It is one of the world’s great brands. No one name so




INTRODUCTION ‘ SAHARA

completely epitomises an environment. Oceans can be Atlantic or Pacific or Indian,  eace 1
mountains can be Himalayas or Andes or Alps, but if you want to convey desert, you  Timbuktu sign,
only have to say Sahara. Zagora, Morocco.

It embodies scale and mystery, the thin line between survival and destruction, the  race 2
power to take life or to transform it. A self-contained, homogenous, identifiable world,  Arched doorway
uncompromising and irreducible. at Chefchaouen,

In other words, a challenge. And by no means an easy one. Morocco.

As big as the United States, with a population the size of Norfolk, the Sahara is  conrents paces
only 15 per cent sand, and though the great ergs, the sand seas, are among the most  Holiday snaps.
exquisitely beautiful landscapes I've ever seen, there is a dark side. The Sahara is also @ Left to right:
killer, scorching the life out of crops, people, and all but the most tenacious living  Iron Ore Train,
creatures. It’s growing larger every year as drought turns pasture back into sand, which  Zouérar, Mauritania;
the remorseless desert wind carries into towns and villages until they die of  St-Louis, Senegal;
suffocation. It has its share of war and conflict. Many areas we wanted to see were  Djenné, Mali;
inaccessible because of minefields and military activity. Timbuktu, Mali;

Yet how close it is to us. The Sahara lies just beyond the borders of Europe. The  Train ar Carthage,
heart of the desert is three hours’ flying time from Paris, four hours from London. This  Tunisia;
proximity is not lost on the many thousands of sub-Saharan Africans who cross the  Oran, Algeria;
desert to escape what they see as poor, unstable and oppressive regimes back home. Background picture:

Today, the Sahara, far from being a cosy date-box illusion, has become a  Sand sea ar
bridge from Africa into Europe, and a bridge that is increasingly well used by Chinguetti,
those prepared to risk their lives for a better life on the other side of the  Mauritania.
Mediterranean. If the Sahara was my fantasy, Europe is theirs. Perhaps they
will learn from their journey, as I did from mine, that fantasy and
experience never quite match up.

Michael Palin, London, 2002 o 7
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Sahara was filmed between February 2001 R s
and February 2002. For various reasons, it was
impossible to shoot it as one continnous journey. -
Summer heat and all-year-round bureancracy forced s
a number of breaks npon us. The diary days in the text

off, and not time spent travelling out to the desert.

represent days at work, give or take the very rare day /‘?



RIGHT
On the road in

Gibraltar.

Left to right: Peter

Meakin,

Nigel Meakin,

Aaton Super

16 XTR Prod (aka
‘The Baby’), MP,
Roger Mills,
Gloria Macedo,
Natalia Fernandez

Jolint Pritchard

The filming of Sahara lasted a little over four months and covered nearly 10,000 miles. The
preparation for the journey and the process of welding it into a series took the best part of a
year. No-one had an easy job.

At our home base in London, Anne James steered the boat through choppy waters, from
launch to final anchorage, with diligence, energy and enthusiasm. Natalia Fernandez dealt with
every detail of our travel plans, which, considering the bureaucratic complications in this part
of the world, deserves more than your average respect. Janina Stamps, who set us on the road,
and Gina Hobson, who brought us back and saw the programmes to their conclusion, applied
skill and experience to some nightmare situations, and Lyn Dougherty rode expertly through
the minefields of cash flow.

Paul Bird and Alison Davies at the office helped preserve my sanity, without apparently
losing their own, and Alison tucked and tidied the manuscript.

Elizabeth Parker wrote music for the series and Bernard Heyes designed our maps and
titles. George Foulgham and all the team at VideoLondon made it sound wonderful and the
amazing Alex Richardson took on the task of editing all four hours. Though he and his family
may be regretting it, I, quite selfishly, am delighted. Nicola Moody at the BBC gave us generous
encouragement and great support.

I€’s impossible to thank everyone who helped us out on the road.

Many of those to whom I owe my thanks are mentioned in the text. Of those who are not,
but without whom we could never have made such a journey, [ must not forget Marie Gloria
Macedo, Richard Stanforth, Alan Keohane, Bob Watt, Djadje Ba, Violet Diallo, Barry Halton,
Mike Lord and Stirling Security Services, Mr Ahmed Faci, Kahlifa Airways, Simon Khoury at
Arab Tours, Judith and Fanta and Tidene Expeditions in Niger.

Our core filming team, whose average age, we were shocked to find, is well into the mid-
fifties, were nevertheless a credit to Saga Filming. Nigel Meakin on camera and John Pritchard
on sound (and putting anything back together again within five minutes) took to the desert
with cool authority. Peter Meakin, apart from bringing the average age of the crew down by a
good ten years, loaded, unloaded and shot film in quite horrendous conditions, without ever

once complaining. Except when his father wasn’t looking.




ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

John Paul Davidson (J-P’) led our motley group through Senegal, Mali and Niger and
always had a bit of goat ready for us at the end of a long day, and, even more miraculously, a
bottle of very warm red wine to wash it down. His enthusiasm was wonderful to behold and
his investments in the local economy were much appreciated.

Roger Mills directed my first steps out of the Reform Club fourteen years ago, when
Around the World in 80 Days was a new and nervous departure for me. The fact that we still
travel together shows not only how unadventurous we are, but how much we trust each other
and how much we still enjoy it. The fact that Roger took on the extra responsibility of Series
Producer this time shows a fine streak of masochism.

Vanessa Courtney, another veteran of previous travels, scoured remote parts of Africa on
a gruelling recce with Roger and saw us safely through Morocco. Dudu Douglas-Hamilton in
Mali, Jane Chablani in Niger and Claire Houdret in Tunisia buttered up the locals and
generally made wheels run smoothly in often difficult situations. Simon Neatham provided
me with a tent.

My thanks to Bobby Birchall at DW Design for all the time he’s put in to make the book
look so good. At Weidenfeld & Nicolson Claire Marsden has been the most sympathetic
and conscientious of copy editors, and Michael Dover the most generous,
supportive and hospitable of editors. Thanks too to David Rowley and to
Angela Martin for all her work in ensuring that someone actually read the
book.

Finally, thanks to my good friend, gastronomic adviser and stills
photographer Basil Pao for bringing back as fine a set of holiday snaps
as you could wish for. What the world doesn’t know is that the secret of
his success is a constant supply of certain throat sweets to which the
whole crew became addicted. These Valda Pastilles, or Green Jobs, as he
called them, became essential morale boosters on an adventure low
on luxuries. R

SAHARA
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On the road in
Djerba, Tunisia.
Standing left to
right: Basil Pao,
John Paul Davidson,
Peter Meakin, Claire
Houdret. Sitting:
Pritchard, Meakin,
Mohannmed
(Driver), Man

With Grin.

BELOW
The famous

Green Jobs.
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ABOVE
Africa, seeu from
O’Hara’s Battery

and seagull toilet.

The distant peak of

Jebel Musa (2761
feet) breaks the
clouds on the other
side of the Strait of
Gibraltar. Along
with the Rock, this
was one of the two
Pillars of Hercules,
which the Greeks
believed marked the
end of the known

wor .ul: ‘\l .‘:.l"! M (A

DAY ONE GIBRALTAR

Only 300 miles from the Sahara Desert there is a place where brass bands play, warm
beer is served and a blue lamp marks the police station. Where people shop at Marks &
Spencer and twenty-one gun salutes sound on royal birthdays. Where Noel Coward
played cabaret and John Lennon got married.

This corner of a foreign land that seems forever England is a gnarled limestone
rock, nearly 4 miles long and 1400 feet high, tucked into Spain’s lower regions like a
prostate, dominating the dozen miles of ocean that separate Europe from Africa.

For the Berber chief Tariq Ibn Zivad, who first settled on the Rock thirteen
centuries ago, it held the promise of escape from the hostile Sahara and a stepping
stone to the rich underbelly of Europe. It became known as Jebel el Tariq, Tariq’s
mountain, which, eroded down to the single word Gibraltar, it has remained ever
since.

The Britishness of Gibraltar, which began with Admiral Rooke’s invasion in 1704,
is well entrenched. Contemplating my map of North Africa outside Pickwick’s Pub, I
order a coffee. No messing with latte or machiato here.

‘Coop or Moog?’ I'm asked in a thick Geordie accent.

I choose cup.




GIBRALTAR DAY ONE

Cars are squeezed into a pleasant shady square beside me. Buildings are squeezed
around the cars: an attractive colonial house with deep balconies and freshly painted
wrought-iron railings on one side, the handsome Georgian fagade of the garrison
library on the other and, next to it, the offices of the Gibraltar Chronicle, the veteran
local newspaper, which broke the news of Nelson’s victory at Trafalgar.

For me, a first-timer in Gibraltar, there have already been surprises. First of all,
that there are buildings of quality which are not just selling duty-free booze or fish
and chips, and secondly, that Gibraltar’s Britishness is one layer of a deceptively
international cake. The balconied, green-shuttered cottages that stretch up the steep
alleyways leading off Main Street were largely built by Portuguese and Genoese, and
the Catholic cathedral was converted from a mosque by the Spanish. There are, I'm
told, more working synagogues on Gibraltar than in the whole of Spain. The Alameda
gardens reflect Andalusian taste. The uncharitable view is that Gibraltar is an
ordnance depot reinventing itself as a tax haven, but the reality is more complicated
and a lot more attractive.

Nevertheless, it is Britishness that holds this polyglot community together. Sitting
on the terrace of the Rock Hotel as the day fades, it is quite possible to believe that the
sun will never set on this tenacious shred of Empire. Sipping a cocktail, surrounded
by comfortable, chintzy, Home Counties decor and the soft sound of Daily Telegraplis
slipping from snoozing laps, I imagine the Rock of Gibraltar as a liner, loosing its
moorings and sailing slowly off, bearing inside its crumbling white flanks the last
traces of the old order. This, I must admit, is after a couple of quite generous whiskies,
of the sort I am unlikely to find elsewhere on this trip, together with marmalade, eggs
and bacon, cups of tea, pints of beer, Match of the Day and all those things that I miss
idiotically when I'm in foreign parts — and parts don’t come much more foreign than
the Sahara Desert.

Later, I settle into bed and with one long, last, loving glance at the Corby trouser

press, turn out the light.

SAHARA

BELOW

The Royal
Gibraltar Regiment
is the Rock’s own
army. Here they put
on a ceremonial
parade in

Casemates Square.



ABOVE
Continental

Duvide. The ferry
from Algeciras takes
me past the Rock of
Gibraltar and out

of Europe
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ACROSS THE STRAIT

At the highest point of the Rock of Gibraltar, where a sheer cliff face plunges 1400 feet
into the Mediterranean, there is a gun emplacement called O’Hara’s Battery capable
of lobbing artillery shells from Europe into Africa. I'm assured it’s never been used in
anger and, indeed, as I climb the last few steps on this idyllic Mediterranean morning,
the only signs of anger are from seagulls swooping at my head to warn me off
their nests.

From up here, the confrontation of the continents is quite a sight to behold. The
two land masses don’t just meet, they rise to the occasion. The white cliffs of Gibraltar



facing up to the serrated black crest of Jebel Musa on the Moroccan shore. The Greeks

and Romans were aware of the symmetry and called the twin peaks the Pillars of

Hercules, the end of the known world, beyond which lay outer darkness.

Gibraltar remains protective to the last, as if testing my resolve to take on
something as bleak and inimical as the Sahara. Since the beginning of human history
people have been trying to leave the desert behind, from Tariq Ibn Ziyad and the
Islamic armies who crossed the Strait in the eighth century, to the African migrants

trying to cross it today. On the morning news there is a report of a boat-load of

immigrants capsizing in the Strait last night. Amongst them were three pregnant

women. They were only saved from drowning because one of them carried a mobile



telephone. I try to find a Spanish newspaper for more details, but no Spanish dailies
are sold anywhere in Gibraltar. I sense a glimmer of paranoia here, as if the natural
siege mentality that seems to hold Gibraltarians together might be threatened by too
much information.

So I'm not persuaded to linger, not by the fine books and leather armchairs of the
garrison library, nor by the sound of the British Grenadiers, nor even by the sight of
the midday flight back to London roaring across the airport runway, which also
happens to be the main road out of Gibraltar.

Once the plane has raced past us and soared out over the Atlantic, the barrier opens
and it’s a short walk to the frontier. This is not a happy place, for either side. Spain has
never concealed its irritation over what it considers British occupation of Spanish
territory, and the referendum of 1967 in which Gibraltarians voted overwhelmingly to
remain British was followed by closure of the frontier for sixteen years.

Now things are less confrontational but just as niggly. The Spanish examine
drivers’ papers with elaborate care, causing huge traffic jams, and the Gibraltarians
reply with a large sign pointing out who’s to blame: ‘Gibraltar regrets the
inconvenience caused to you due to frontier restrictions imposed by the Spanish
authorities contrary to your European rights to free movement.

The next sign we encounter reads ‘Policia’, and after a perfunctory going over we’re
out the back door of a long, low, anonymous customs shed and into Spain, where a
huge welcoming billboard directs us to the nearest McDonald’s.

The ferries that cross the Strait of Gibraltar leave from Algeciras, 3 miles from the
frontier. We board a solid, ponderous old vessel called City Of Algeciras, which will
take one and a half hours to cover the dozen nautical miles between here and Africa.
As the new generation of lightweight ferries has clipped the crossing time to thirty-
five minutes, I'm not surprised to hear that this is her final voyage.

I’'m puzzled, though, by the lack of any ceremony. If this had been, say, the last
journey of an Isle of Wight ferry, it would surely be full of people in anoraks pointing
cameras and tape-recording the last blasts of the ship’s horn. Instead, it’s like a ghost
ship. In the saloon the television screens beam American basketball to rows of empty
seats. In the main lounge ‘Don’t Let the Sun Go Down on Me’ thuds out to a few thin
Moors with wispy beards and close-cropped black hair.

A vigorous westerly rips in as we reach the open sea, where the bottle-neck
entrance to the Mediterranean shrinks to a mere 9 miles. This is dangerous water, a
tide race of accelerating currents and a thousand ship movements a day, a difficult
stretch to navigate at the best of times, but in a tiny boat, at the dead of night,
potentially suicidal.

The bonus of this urgent west wind is a panorama of dramatic clarity. The fingers
of Europe and Africa almost touching and between them, dead centre, the sun
merging slowly with the horizon. I feel for a moment a jubilant sense of freedom, of
being in limbo, beyond tribal loyalties, national boundaries, anthems, flags, customs,
papers, permissions and prejudices, free from all restraints except the elements
themselves. 1 feel positively Homeric. Then a particularly fierce gust picks me up and

hurls me, bodily, into the bar.




MOROCCO

DAY THREE TANGIER

‘When I meet fellow Americans travelling about here in North Africa, I ask them,
“What did you expect to find here?” Almost without exception, regardless of the way
they express it, the answer reduced to its simplest terms is a sense of mystery.

Thus wrote Paul Bowles, the American writer who adopted Tangier, in the book
that lies where it fell from my bed last night.

Earlier in the evening, a group of elderly Moroccan musicians had played a thin,
tinkling version of ‘Happy Birthday’ for me in the hotel restaurant. It was such an
uncompromisingly Arab sound that it was only halfway through that I realised it was
‘Happy Birthday’ at all, and for that reason alone [ shall treasure the memory of it.

It’s six o'clock now and I'm trying to shake off the first hangover of my fifty-ninth
vear. The new day glows cruelly bright behind the curtains and I can’t ignore it. |
swing myself out of bed, surprised by the cool touch of a marble floor, and throw open
the curtains. But the smarter the hotel the less easy it is these days to throw open the
curtains, and by the time I've found the right cord to pull and disentangled the net
from the main drape I'm seriously irritated and irreversibly awake.

The view is less spectacular and much friendlier than I'd expected. It's a painter’s
view. Below me is a small verdant garden, dominated by the luxurious crown of a
palm tree and a solitary Norfolk pine standing with its branches out like a cake stand.

Running roughly in line from west to east are a harbour wall, with a ferry boat

ABOVE
Moorish arched
gateway in the

casbah, Tangier.
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ABOVE
A lone fisherman
takes advantage of
quayside space at

the port of Tangier.

alongside, a distant beach already covered with tiny figures and, rising gently behind
the curving bay, the headland, beyond which a pipeline dives beneath the Strait,
carrying 10,000 million cubic metres of Algerian natural gas into Europe
every year.

The town is compact. Narrow streets rise and fall around low hills and their damp
cobbles catch the morning sun. The buildings look more French than Spanish, with
red roofs and white-plastered walls, sooty and streaked by the rain, from which
sprouts a canopy of television aerials and satellite dishes. The sharp clarity of the light
is softened by the drowsy mix of early morning sounds — dogs barking, doves cooing,
a fishing-boat engine springing to life.

I'm excited. I know there’s a way to go before we reach the Sahara but I’'m on the
starting grid. Tangier, where Europe clings onto Africa and Africa clings onto Europe,
has a fine record for great departures. Among my birthday presents from the crew,
piled up beside a bottle of duty-free champagne (empty), are two books about Ibn
Battuta, one of the greatest travellers of all time and a Tangerine, born in this town in
1304. At the age of twenty-one, he set out on the first stage of a 75,000-mile adventure
through most of the known world, across the Sahara to Timbuktu, up to Spain and
through Europe to Persia, Arabia, Sumatra, India and China, returning home thirty
vears later to write a book about it.

Not a bad role model.




MOROCCO DAY THREE

The El Minzah Hotel opens onto a busy street leading up from the port and the
market. There are cars, but they’re well outnumbered by human traffic. Berber
women, tough, pugnacious and wide, plod up the hill as if wearing all the clothes they
own at the same time. Their low centres of gravity allow them to carry virtually
anything. I wouldn’t be surprised to see one of them with a small car on her back. The
men, by contrast, don’t carry, they push. Covered from head to foot in thick woollen
burnouses (the wind that’s keeping the clouds away is brisk and chilly), they steer
rubber-wheeled handcarts full of bits of this and that up the centre of the road.
Among the crowd are men in sharp suits doing nothing but standing and looking
around. The admirable Alan, our fixer, tells me they’re probably policemen. At dinner
last night a local man went out of his way to deny that Morocco was a police state.

‘Not at all, he insisted, ‘it is a well-policed state.

There’s an Anglican church nearby which was painted by Matisse, one of a
number of artists, from Delacroix to Francis Bacon, drawn to Tangier by the quality
of light and the tolerant hedonistic atmosphere, which also attracted writers like
Bowles and Joe Orton and William Burroughs. Putting thoughts of hedonism aside
for an hour or two, I fish out my only tie and walk over there for Sunday Service. My
parents would have been proud of me.

Walking to church in Sheffield was never like this. The entrance to St Andrew’s,
Tangier is virtually obscured this morning by a Berber street market. Doughty ladies
from the mountains have taken over the pavement, spreading in front of them a
fragrant assortment of fresh cheeses, onions,
carrots, thick sheaves of mint, coriander, sage and
rosemary.

Somewhere behind the piles of food I locate
two white gateposts, which mark the way into the
churchyard. Once inside, I feel like Alice in
Wonderland. Nothing is quite what you expect it
to be.

Down by the gatepost, squeezed into a corner
of the wall, is a makeshift wooden construction
that I take to be a kennel, but which, on closer
examination, proves to contain a bearded old
man, who glares back at me. A moment later
an attractive Arab woman pops in through
the gate, squats down and begins to dictate a
letter to him.

Leaving the boxed scribe behind, I walk up the shaded path. On either side of me
is a thick, entangled, but artfully managed secret garden of cypress, gum and false
pepper trees, jacaranda and creepers and assorted thick bushes, in the recesses of
which I can dimly make out graves and headstones. On closer inspection most of these
bear the names of people from the Scottish Highlands. Curiouser and curiouser.

Then there is the church itself. It emerges from all this greenery looking like

something out of the Cotswolds, except that the tower from which the blue cross of

SAHARA

BELOW

Catching up with
the diary in the
corner of a café in
the casbah, Tangier.
Wonderful mint tea,
crumbling murals,
and, as Spanish is
the second language

here, Barcelona FC

posters on the wall.




ABOVE

Backstage at

St Andrew’s Church,
Tangier. Mustapha
Chergui, sexton for
the last thirty-cight
years, introduces e
to Fatima, his wife
of forty years, and

their son (framed).

St Andrew flies is decorated with Moorish tiles. The church porch has an Islamic

horseshoe arch and inside is a chancel arch, around which the Lord’s Prayer is picked
out in Arabic.

I’'m warmly welcomed by a manic garrulous Moroccan, in white djellaba and
black astrakhan hat, given to fits of giggling, lunging kisses and a curious staccato
English punctuated regularly by the phrase ‘thank you very much’ He introduces
himself as Mustapha Chergui, the church caretaker. Thank you very much. For thirty-
eight years, thank you very much. In between pointing out such features as the
coffered chancel ceiling, carved from cedar wood by master craftsmen from Fez, and
the display of arum lilies, which he fetches every Sunday from the market, he has to
rush away to help Mary Evans, one of the churchwardens, prepare the hymn books.

Mustapha Chergui and Mary Evans are not really off the same menu. She is
quintessentially English, pronounces lost ‘lorst’ and, very much in the tradition of
Tangier travellers, is just back from Syria and Jordan.

The congregation begins to assemble. Only a smattering of the 150-strong British
community comes to church, one of them being an engaging Australian-born
journalist called Jonathan Dawson.

Thanks to him, I soon know all the dramatis personae, that Mrs Evans, the
churchwarden, married ‘one of the few straight chaplains the church ever had” and
that by far the greater proportion of the congregation are Nigerians involved in getting
themselves and others across the Strait of Gibraltar.

So here we all are: the British upper-class ladies, the Nigerian migrants, Mustapha
the sexton and myself, all leafing through our books to find Hymn Number One
Hundred and Forty-Four and in our own ways, and often our own keys, giving voice
to ‘Glorious Things Of Thee Are Spoken

The Nigerians treat the service as a moveable feast, coming and going according
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to the demands of their mobile phones, which go off frequently, often in the middle
of prayers. (Jonathan tells me that the Christmas service was constantly interrupted
by mobiles playing ‘Jingle Bells’.) No-one seems to mind them nipping out to do
business during Matins. Their attendance rate today is impressive, if variable, rising
from eight before the collection to twenty-five afterwards.

At the end, when we’ve filed out and the chaplain has shaken hands with
everyone, I ask him about the Nigerians. He says life is precarious for them here. The
Moroccans arrest them and then dump them back at the Algerian border. The
chaplain introduces me to a young man called Regis, a Catholic with a plastic rosary
around his neck. He has just walked back from the border by foot. It took him four
days, but he didn’t dare take public transport in case he was arrested again. Once
again, I find myself wondering what it is about their own country that makes these
young men risk arrest, beatings, drownings and the Sahara Desert.

Then something reminds me I'm still in Wonderland.

Hobbling out behind Regis is a tiny Englishwoman with a fierce stare. Her name is
Lady Baird. She must be well into her eighties and yet has come to live here relatively
recently. When [ ask her what brought her to Tangier, she replies crisply, ‘A garden!
The most beautiful garden in Morocco.

I’'m about to ask her whether this wasn’t a lot to take on at such a late age,
when, on seeing Jonathan Dawson pass by, Lady Baird indignantly indicates her
right leg.

“You see that?’ she cries. ‘Birdie did that!’

‘Birdie?’

‘His bird. Bit me on the leg.

Birdie, it transpires, is a cockerel who lives in Jonathan’s apartment.

He doesn’t attempt to deny it.

‘Bit a great hole in her leg, he confirms.

I said he was lucky not to be sued. Jonathan looks uncharacteristically sheepish.

‘Well, he did bite a very distinguished American woman and she thought it was
rather funny, but after three courses of antibiotics and massive doctor’s bills, I'm afraid
it was a bit of a strain on the friendship.

We walk down the path away from the church. Through the trees, across the road,
I can see a facade with the faded lettering, ‘Grand Hotel Villa De France’. Green
louvered shutters swing in the wind. It was from one of those rooms, Room 35, that
Matisse looked out and painted this unique Anglo-Arab church and the trees and the
sea beyond, as it all looked ninety years ago.

‘He is a misogynist, I'm afraid, says Jonathan, by way of explanation. ‘Only ever
bites women.

I don’t think he meant Matisse. But who knows.

The day ends on twin notes of anticlimax, both football related. Roger wants to
film activity on the town beach, the public playing fields of Tangier. To integrate me
in this happy recreational scene he has persuaded a local team to let me have a kick
around with them. Considering their average age is about sixteen and there are

distinct language problems, they do everything to make it easy for the elderly
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Englishman thrust into their midst, and I'm eager to show that, despite being two
years short of sixty, [ still know a few tricks.
One of these is the sliding tackle, which, together with the hefty up-field boot,
was the basic essential of football as T was
taught it. I win the ball, but, this being sand
and not the Wembley turf I'm used to, I'm
unable to move it, and as one of my legs |
sprints off the other one stays firmly beneath |
the ball. As my groin is prised apart I have no
option but to fall flat on my back. I see the
camera crew chuckling away on the touchline.
Good old Michael, really entering into the
spirit. This gives me fatal encouragement to
get up and race off after the action. One more
kick and something goes twang internally, and
[ hobble around, cursing. More laughter from
the camera crew, and it’s several minutes
before they realise that this is not an Equity

performance, but for real.
To have so recklessly disabled myself so
early in the journey could pose all sorts of problems, but at least [ satisfied the first

rule of filming — if you're going to get hurt, get hurt on camera.
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MOROCCO DAY FOUR

DAY FOUR TANGIER to CHEFCHAOUEN

Woken again by the intensity of the fresh-risen sun, a glare so fierce I think there
might be a blaze outside my window. But it’s bright rather than hot, and in the shaded
street outside the hotel I can understand why the men are wearing thick jackets and
have the hoods of their burnouses pulled up.

‘Morocco is a cold country with a hot sun.” Jonathan Dawson squints into the
light. “That’s what someone told me when I came here. If you're sitting in the shade
over there you might be freezing your tits off, but when you're sitting out here it’s hot,
you know.

We're on the terrace of the Café Tingis in the Petit Socco, a square once renowned
for all sorts of naughtiness. Jonathan, with his piercing blue eyes, swept-back silvery
hair and air of languid amusement, seems to thrive on Tangier. He came here in 1992
to do a piece for the Evening Standard and stayed.

He sighs a little regretfully as his café au lait arrives.

‘They used to sell booze, all these caffs. In 1956, after Morocco won independence,
liquor was banned from the medina and the party, if not over, at least went
underground.

‘So Tangier is a shadow of its former racy self?’

Jonathan rakes the square with a half-smile. ‘Everything is here if you want it. You
can have boys, girls, cockerels or anything you want...

‘Drugs?’

‘It’s not, er...legal, but it’s sort of slightly not illegal. I don’t encourage it, he says,
before adding cheerfully, ‘T've got a great friend coming to stay. She’s a dope-smoking
grandmother. You should be interviewing her’

For Jonathan, Tangier remains a tolerant place, where you can be what you want
to be. He likes the sea and the beaches and the freshness of the food, the fact that it
can get cold enough for open fires and, of course, the prices.

“You can buy a villa here for less than the cost of a London basement.

We finish our coffees. The noise levels in the square are rising. Laughter,
argument, the booming of a television set from the darkened interior of a café
opposite. It’s time for us to move on south, but Jonathan won'’t let us go just yet.

‘T've got some lovely wine. Come back for a quick gargle

Jonathan lives not in a villa but in a top floor apartment crowded with books,
paintings and fine furniture. Across this fine furniture struts Birdie, the confident
comb-tossing, lady-pecking cockerel with whom Jonathan lives.

Jonathan shouts at him frequently, but Birdie takes very little notice.

‘He’s not an egg-laying bird. He’s not house-trained. He’s a liability.

‘So why do you keep him?’

‘Oh well, I'm alone and he’s alone and we keep each other company, I suppose. He
likes a bit of telly actually. He likes a cup of tea and a bit of telly.

‘Does he like a gargle?’

‘Well, he used to have a bit of wine with porridge, but I stopped that. He got a bit
fond of it.
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Trio of fine buildings
in the Plaza Uta El
Harmam,
Chefchaouen: (left
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At this point Jonathan notices my empty glass and shouts towards the kitchen.

‘Mr Lassan!’

Mr Lassan, the third member of this ménage, is Jonathan’s manservant and a
compulsive kleptomaniac.

‘I had a remote control bell for Mr Lassan, but he sold it when I was in
Marrakesh.

Mr Lassan turns out to be a middle-aged Moroccan with a curious lopsided leer,
which Jonathan puts down to the fact that he has a new set of teeth.

‘He can’t stop smiling because they won’t close’

Apparently, Mr Lassan keeps losing his teeth. He says they go missing when he
takes them out in the hammam, the public baths, but Jonathan suspects him of selling
them. ‘I mean what sort of man takes his teeth out at the hammam?’

Mr Lassan tops up our glasses, turns on his heel and leaves with a slow, insolent
swagger. Jonathan looks after his retreating figure and sighs heavily.

‘He’s a terrible tosser, but I'm afraid I'm fond of him.

He pauses and breaks into a smile.

‘He’s like Tangier. He’s an addiction’

Heading south and east out of the city, on the road to Tétouan, my guidebook

notes what could be a good omen for the journey. Outside the football stadium we
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shall pass the only memorial to the great traveller, Ibn Battuta, which stands on a
plinth beside it. The plinth is there but unfortunately the statue is gone. Our driver
thinks it was stolen some time ago.

He doesn’t know why.

Skirting the city of Tétouan, we follow the road up a broad rising valley. The green
and wooded landscape with flocks of sheep and cattle could be Wales or Scotland save
for the red-capped French kilometre posts by the side of the road and the occasional
vivid glimpse of Berber shepherdesses in scarlet hats, white tops, boots and bright red
knickerbocker leggings.

Late in the day we come to a town spread dramatically across the steep sides of a
jagged limestone ridge. It’s called Chefchaouen. As in Tangier, there is an old and new
town. The French never attempted to fuse the two together, so the old town, the
medina, remains pretty much as it must have been when it was founded at the end of
the fifteenth century as a mountain retreat for those Moors and Jews expelled from
Spain by the Catholic Monarchs.

It 1s said that up until 1920 only three Christians had ever found their way into
Chefchaouen, and until 1937 slaves were openly traded in its market.

Now it’s on the tourist trail as a picturesque mountain town and the hippie trail
as a fine place to enjoy the much sought-after local marijuana, known as kif. Or as the
rock and roll bands used to call it, Moroccan Red.

Around the long rectangular central space, the Plaza Uta El Hammam, are
grouped an elegantly harmonious cluster of old buildings: the mosque with its
delicately beautiful six-sided minaret of brick and plaster, the low white walls and fine
doorway of the medersa, the Koranic school, and the crumbly, toffee-coloured walls

of the casbah, the old castle, from whose gardens rise palms and cypress trees.
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At one end of the square is a fundug, or caravanserai. These were originally
intended to be stopovers for those coming into the town to buy and sell goods.
Around a whitewashed courtyard two arcaded storeys provide room for unloading
and quartering of the animals, with sleeping accommodation for their masters above.
This funduq has not yet been tarted up for the tourists. A bed frame, painted silver,
sits in the middle of the yard, mangy cats slope around bales of straw, a chicken, one
leg tied by a string, is at the end of its tether, pecking at the ground. Robed men from
out of town recline on plastic chairs, arms behind their heads, doing nothing much.
The place smells, not unappealingly, of skins and leather and horse dung.

We are not allowed to film anything in Chefchaouen until we have a police escort,
so we kill time in the Plaza eating minced lamb and sipping non-alcoholic drinks. The
mint tea is good but dangerous, as it immediately attracts a crowd of bees. These are
apparently a serious nuisance, especially in the warmer months, when special covers
are provided for the tea, but the honey they make up here is much sought after.
General Franco had his private supply of it airlifted to Spain.

A man in wrap-around dark glasses, straight-line moustache and a black suit
approaches. The sort of man who could only be one of two things, a policeman or a
pimp. He turns out to be our official escort. Throwing himself into the job with gusto,
he shoos away anyone within a hundred-yard radius of the camera, creating the
impression that the town has been hurriedly evacuated.

Despite protestations that my hamstring is getting better, Roger is keen for me to
attend the public baths tomorrow and have it massaged. I have to buy something to
wear. My guidebook advises shorts for men, knickers for women. Walk into the souk,
down whitewashed alleyways, past buildings painted an almost fluorescent,
swimming-pool blue, an effect created by mixing lime and water with the paint. Blue,
in many striking variations, is the predominant colour of old Chefchaouen.
Apparently it’s good for keeping evil spirits at bay.

Find a shop with a comprehensive display of shorts. The shopkeeper 1s obliging,
and [ pass a complimentary remark on the popularity of the place.

‘Many people here. Many people in your town.

He smiles thinly.

“Too many, he says.

Before turning in, I walk into the Plaza. By night, the great space is very different;
more mysterious, but more personal. Irregular stabs of light pierce half-closed doors
and shuttered windows. There is subdued chatter, some music, faces at upper
windows, figures silhouetted on back-lit balconies. If this had been a town in Britain
the noise would surely have been growing by now; there would be laughter, fights,
shouting and raucousness. Then a familiar smell drifts across from the half-lit
balconies, spicing the cold night air with a sweet aroma and bringing on a flush of
nostalgia.

Now I understand why it’s so quiet. Everyone’s stoned.
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CHEFCHAOUEN 10 FEZ

Wake feeling distinctly queasy in the digestion department. Bowel control will be
essential this morning as the prospect of being washed and scrubbed and massaged
before the cameras looms. Am tempted to take a tab of Immodium, but this turns
ntestines into Elgin Marbles and I'm not ready for that. I'll have to rely on mind over
matter, never one of my strong points.

It turns out I'm not the only one affected this morning. Anyone who had the
minced lamb in the main square last night is feeling similarly delicate.

The hammanm is neither health club nor massage parlour. Its function is primarily
religious; to provide ritual cleansing and purification. Before attending prayers in the
mosque, every good Muslim must wash hands, lower arms, nose, mouth, ears, feet and
ankles. If he or she has had sexual intercourse that day, a complete body wash is

ed.

The abundant amounts of hot water required for such ablutions were, and often still
are, beyond the means of most households, hence the importance of the public facility.

I’'m not surprised to hear that there appears to be difficulty in obtaining

permission to film. In fact, I feel slight relief.

But our police escort manages to talk them into it, provided we film before the

baths open for men at eleven. Women’s hours are in the afternoon.
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This raises the question of who will be there if it’s closed to the public. Our drivers
and our police escort sportingly agree to be extras, though, to my deep concern, they
assure me that I will be stretched by a professional.

The baths are located in an old building at the bottom of a steep, cobbled street.
You wouldn’t know they were there, except for a blackened hole high on the outer
wall, from which a telltale plume of steam issues from the boiler.

The door is low, studded and painted pale blue. It gives onto a cool stone-flagged
passageway, at the end of which is an open changing area, laid with coloured raffia
mats and lit by daylight from above.

My Chefchaouen shorts, though long and suitably modest, are a trifle narrow at
the waist, not helping an already delicate digestive situation. I put my clothes in a
locker and heave open a hulking metal door. A concrete counterweight on a rope
slams it shut behind me. I find myself in the first of three chambers graded by heat.
Gentle in the first, stronger in the second and in the third and final room, where the
action takes place, powerful enough to send the sweat surging. The rooms are dimly
lit, with vaulted ceilings and white tiles halfway up the walls. There are alcoves in the
first two rooms, for resting and cooling down, and in the hot room a series of
partitioned stalls where the intimate parts may be washed in some privacy.

As the heat pumps up through the floor the washing begins. You can wash yourself
or be washed. In my case, Ali my driver, round as a Buddha, takes on the task of
cleaning me up, first with extensive lathering and shampooing, then by rubbing me
with a viciously abrasive mitt, which reduces my outer skin to thin rolls of dirt.

Meanwhile, the masseur, thin and wiry, with a villainous slash of a moustache, is
at work on one of our other drivers. By rocking him backwards and forwards, with
legs and arms interlocked, he seems intent on elongating Youssef even beyond the

6 foot 5 he already is.
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Then it’s my turn on the human rack. As I slither into his clutches it occurs to me

that this could be dangerous. My Arabic is of no help. ‘Good morning’, ‘Thank you’
and ‘Tea, please’ are the only three phrases I can remember, and none of these is going
to help me here. Anything useful, like ‘pulled hamstring’, ‘food poisoning’ or ‘I
confess!, will require a dictionary, which I don’t have.

He indicates to me to lie flat and works thoroughly but compassionately, body on
body, stretching, bending and using a lot of what the late great Charles Atlas used to
call ‘dynamic tension’. His manipulations remain this side of agonising but our
intricate couplings leave me feeling pleasantly loose-limbed.

After the massage, Ali dumps several buckets of warm water over me. He aims
each one at the crown of my head and the force of the water leaves me gasping. But as
I sit and recover in a marble-tiled alcove in one of the cooler outer chambers, head
back, staring up at the peeling plaster, it occurs to me that not only have I survived
what could have been a dreadful embarrassment, but also my stomach feels much
better. I mean, much better.

Our drivers go back to being drivers, but there’s a sort of camaraderie amongst us
that didn’t exist before the hammam. I'm quite blasé, especially about the massage. It
was nothing. Just a scratch. They grin knowingly, and it’s only when we’re on the road
again that [ hear they had specially asked the masseur to go easy on me. Roger, very
amused, tells me the exact words they used translate roughly as ‘treat him like a virgin’

The mountains of Morocco were formed millions of years ago by the collision of
the land masses of Africa and Europe, which created a series of folds, running
southwest to northeast and providing a spectacular roller-coaster landscape. The road
we take to Fez crosses the first of these great ranges, the Rif. Rising over 8000 feet, the
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mountains are creased and cracked into an often inaccessible network of valleys and
peaks, providing cover for local warlords, who have always been more powerful here
than central government. Though we pass cork forest and olive groves and flocks of
goats along the way, the mountain soil is not fertile. The only crop that grows
anywhere is Cannabis indica, kif.

It is illegal to possess, deal in or move kif within Morocco, yet somehow it’s always
available, and there’s a big demand for it abroad (the chaplain at St Andrew’s in
Tangier told me that part of his responsibilities were to administer to the dozen or
more English and Americans currently in prison on smuggling charges).

All of which makes these mountains potentially dangerous and lawless places, and
we are warned not to stop under any circumstances. Any accident or breakdown will
usually have been arranged as a trap.

Occasionally I see young men loitering, but mostly the road is empty, curling
round dark and craggy outcrops, high enough at one moment to see eagles wheeling
below, then falling steeply down through pine and cedar forest to meadows and verges
thick with oleander.

As we emerge from the Rif the land ahead of us opens out into a panorama of
rolling hills and fields, a wide Moroccan prairie. From this, in turn, emerges one of
the great cities of the Arab world.

Five hours after leaving Chefchaouen, the city of Fez appears due south on the
horizon. Low, treeless and compact.

DAY SIX FEZ

To an ear disoriented by deep sleep it sounds like bagpipes warming up or a very
ancient siren being cranked into life. Then, after a moment of struggling wakefulness,
it coalesces into a rough approximation of a voice, albeit weirdly stretched and
distorted. Just as it seems to grow clear and explicable another voice chimes in, at
a different pitch and much further away, then another, close by, hard, hooting and
metallic, then another and another, until waves of overlapping, over-amplified
exhortation burst from the darkened city. If I knew Arabic [ would know they

were saying, ‘God is Great. There is No God But God. Prayer is Better

than Sleep.

I check my watch. It’s 4 am.

Soobh Fegr, the dawn summons, is one of five
calls to prayer that mark the Muslim day. I have
heard it many times, but never anything as
spectacular or prolific as the prayer calls of Fez,
a rolling wall of sound rising from over fifty
mosques, cradled in a bowl of hills.

Infidel that I am, I fall to sleep rather than
prayer, and by the time [ wake sunlight is
thumping against the window and the only

sound is the trilling of birds. 5
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I step out on my fifth-floor balcony. All the trees in Fez seem to be clustered in the

hotel gardens below me. Three enormous jacarandas, wispy casuarinas, orange and
lemon trees, fat, spreading palms and amongst them a great congregation of birds,
rushing from one tree to another, perching, pecking, preening and darting away.
It occurs to me that they may well be birds from Lincolnshire or the Wirral down
here for the winter. They recently tagged an osprey that had flown from Rutland Water
to Senegal, over 3000 miles, in twenty-one days. Which is a lot quicker than we’re
going.

Like Chefchaouen, old Fez was a security-conscious city. Until 1912 and the
arrival of the French, no-one could enter without a pass, and even then they would be
expected to conduct their business and leave within forty-eight hours. The city gates
were locked at sunset and those who failed to abide by the rules would likely as not
end up, along with others who fell foul of the law, with their heads on spikes outside.
And all this well into my own father’s lifetime.

As was their wont, the French built their own separate new town and left the
medina alone. Thanks to this enlightened, if crafty, policy, it remains, according to my
Cadogan guidebook, ‘the most complete Islamic mediaeval city in the world’ It’s also
a mysterious, labyrinthine place, enclosed and secretive. [ need an interpreter. To
interpret not just the language but the city itself.

Which is how I meet Abdelfettah Saffar, known to his English wife as Fats and to
his friends as Fettah.

‘Like the cheese, he says with a well-worn smile.

He has a house in the old town, which he’s been restoring for three years, speaks
impressively good English, once lived on a houseboat on the Thames and at one time
designed a Moroccan-style bathroom for Mick Jagger’s house in Richmond.

He’s shorter than me and about twenty years younger, with a neatly trimmed
black beard, white djellaba, bare feet tucked into a pair of babouches, backless yellow
slippers, and an efficient black briefcase.

Twenty-first-century Fez may look mediaeval, but it’s a working town. Thousands
live, shop, worship and do business without ever having to leave the medina. The
streets are narrow, and though all motor traffic is forbidden, you're quite likely to be

run down by a mule or squashed against the wall by an overladen donkey. In the Arab




fashion, domestic life is discreet and hidden away, but commerce is open, visible and

upfront. It’s also organised traditionally, into guilds of craftsmen. Each guild area
announces itself with a distinctive scent, what Fettah calls ‘a geography of smell’. The
acrid whift of pigment in Dyeing Street, cedar wood shavings in Carpenters Street,
leather in Tanners Street, the fragrance of fresh-made sweets and nuts in Nougat
Street, the seductive sizzle of grilling meat along Butchers Row.

A traffic jam in old Fez can be a treat for the nostrils. At one point on Talaa Kebira
(Main Street) I'm thrust to one side by a man with a tray of freshly baked bread on his
head, who is trying to avoid a woman carrying a basket of fresh vervain, who, like him,
is trying to avoid a mule laden with fresh oranges.

We pass along an alleyway of open-fronted stalls, which rings with the sound of
metal beating. The din is cacophonous and comforting, and through the smoke from
their fires I can see men and boys, forging, beating and shaping copper and brass into
an inexhaustible supply of low-tech utensils. There are huge bowls, some 3 or 4 feet
wide, in which meat, dried with salt and spices, will be preserved through the winter (a
throwback, says Fettah, to the siege days, when the city gates sometimes remained shut
for months). There are tall fluted instruments for distilling perfumes like rosewater,
crescent moon and star fixtures for cemeteries and mosques, and stacks of teapots.
Down the street a young boy and an old man with thick gold-rimmed glasses are
stooped over a low table, stitching together pointy-toed leather slippers like the ones
Fettah is wearing, and a little further on a man is turning table legs on a spindle, using
one foot to drive it and the other to guide a chisel tucked between his toes.

An arched gateway, sandwiched between two small shops, gives onto a courtyard
where lime is being daubed on animal hides to strip them clean. This funduqis a
monochrome world, full of ghostly surfaces so thickly coated with white lime and
plaster that it’s difficult to see where the layers of paint end and the buildings begin.
A tall black African stirs a vat of fresh lime with a wooden pole, as stocks of fleeces
sway through the archway on the backs ot donkeys.

There is not a single piece of machinery here. It is a glimpse of a pre-industrial age.

Fettah says he has something special to show me. It doesn’t look promising. We
squeeze up narrow stairs covered in threadbare red carpet into a shop packed tight

with leather goods of all kinds. We pass through ever smaller and more claustrophobic
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The low-tech
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without any great
change, for the last
1000 years.

(LerT) Hides on
their way to the
tannery.

(centre) Donkey
bearing radishes. No
motor vehicles are
allowed in.

(RIGHT) The nearest
thing to a

supermarket.




ABOVE

Panorama of old Fez,
with a stretch of
thirteenth-century
ramparts in the
foreground. Until
1912 i1t was a closed
city. Outsiders who
overstayed their
welcome often ended
up with their heads
on stakes at the gates.
The French occupied
Morocco in 1911, but
never touched the old

town, building their

—
a4,

[~

]
= T

& Vg LG o digegns mpais
. T = e

rooms, until, without warning, we're at the back of the building and light is spilling
onto a wide terrace.

With a dramatic flourish, this tight, concealed old city, is thrown wide open.
Below us, like a giant paintbox, is a honeycomb of fifty or sixty stone vats, each one
around 4 feet across, filled with pools of richly coloured liquid ranging from snow
white through grey, milky brown and pale pink to garnet red, metallic blue and saffron
yellow. It is a complete and immaculately preserved mediaeval tannery.

Water, heaved up out of the Fés river by a massive wheel, is distributed amongst
the vats, in which the tanners mix the heavy combination of water, hides and dye
using only prehensile feet and the pressure of the muscles in their legs. This is a young
man’s game. The tanners have no protection from the sun, and temperatures can rise
above 50°C/122°F in high summer. For a day’s work in these conditions Fettah reckons
they take home 100 deram. Around £6.

And it’s not only the heat they have to endure. A sharp acidic stench rises
from the kaleidoscope of colours below, a combination of the sheep’s urine and
pigeon shit used in the dyeing process. The tanners have had to get used to it.
A tour group watching them from an adjacent balcony are offered sprigs of mint

ds nosegays.




MOROCCO DAY SiX

Apart from the slow, rumbling creak of the water wheel, there is no sound other
than voices, splashes and the sound of wet hides slapping on the side of the kilns. If I
close my eyes I could be in a great open-air bathhouse.

Fettah reminds me that the Fez of 600 years ago would have had 200 such
tanneries, as well as 467 fundugs, 93 public baths and 785 mosques.

There is a minor jam along one of the passageways on our way out of the
medina, caused by a donkey shedding a load of mattresses. No-one seems
impatient to pass, nor to pass comment on the Laurel and Hardy-like attempts at
reloading. It’s the way life is in this extraordinary city. The walls of Fez have kept
the modern world at bay. What I have sensed today is little different from the
impressions of two French travellers, the Tharaud brothers, who came through here
in the 1930s.

‘In Fez there is only one age and one style, that of yesterday. It is the site of a
miracle. The suppression of the passage of time.

SAHARA

BELOW AND OVERLEAF
Paintbox effect at the
mediaeval tanneries
in Fez. Skins are
treated and dyed in
stone vats, as they
have been for
hundreds of years, by
individual human
effort, most of it
gruelling leg work.
There were once 200

tanneries like this.
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BELOW
Abdelfettah in his
workshop, carving

designs in white

plaster. ‘Islamic art
is an abstract,” he
tells me. ‘It’s all
about the use of

the line.

DAY SEVEN FEZ

Today Fettah has asked me round to his house.

The entrance gives nothing away. A discreet little doorway set into the high walls
of one of the warren of passageways in the medina. This gives onto another much
narrower passage, dimly lit and smelling of cool, damp plaster, another modest

doorway and then, a revelation. A covered courtyard, its walls decorated with intricate
arabesque patterns and glazed zellij tiles, rises 60 feet to the roof of the house. This
soaring space opens onto a blue and white-tiled terrace, almost as broad as the
courtyard is tall, with a garden beyond, full of flowers, shrubs and various fertile trees,
which are pointed out to me in detail by Narjiss, one of Fettah’s two young daughters,
with occasional promptings from her mother.

‘We’ve got lemon, we've got orange...we’ve got, er...

‘Pomegranate...

“Yes...we've got pomegranate...

‘Olives...

“Yes, we've got olives.

‘Kumquat...

‘T know! I know!’

As at the tanneries yesterday, the contrast between the close-packed streets outside
and the airy spaciousness inside is more than remarkable; it’s almost an optical |
illusion.

‘Doors within doors within doors, is how Fettah describes the phenomenon of
public and private Fez. “The more you get into it, the more you're lured into it. ‘

" -



His property has a floor space of 22,000 square feet, but it’s by no means the

largest private house in the medina. Many of them are in poor condition, and it is
only over the last three years that there has been much interest in restoring them.
In London, such a mansion would be worth many millions. It cost Fettah £60,000.

Abdelfettah is proud of his city. As the craftsman son of a craftsman father, he
believes passionately in the preservation of the medina and the traditional styles and
skills of the craftsmen within it. He does not see his enthusiasm as narrow or
nationalist. Since he and his wife returned here after seven years in England they have
welcomed people from twenty-eight different countries to a house which they see as a
meeting place for musicians, writers, film-makers and, of course, artists from all over
the world.

Off to one side of the property, through small rooms where lunch is being

LEFT
Worshippers wash
before prayer at the
Kairouyine Mosque
in Fez. Founded in
859, it is one of

the largest and
finest mosques in
North Africa,
acconumodating
20,000 people.
Alongside it is one
of the oldest
universities in the
world (founded in
850), and the
incomparably rich

Kairouyine Library.
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On Abdelfettah’s
terrace. His English
wife, Naomi, shows
off gifts we brought
her from England.
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prepared by smiling relatives, is another spacious courtyard with workshops set

around it. Among them is Fettah’s studio, where he works on elaborate and complex
plaster-work decorations.

I ask him why Islamic art has to be abstract. Is representation of nature and the
human body really forbidden?

Fettah thinks there is no express ban in Islam but that creating the likeness of
man and nature is, as he puts it, stepping into God’s field.

‘Islamic art, he says, ‘is the story of the line...the Muslim artist just exploits it to
the maximum.’

His own work is painstakingly and meticulously carved by hand. He starts with a
blank space and fills it up as the ideas come to him.

‘I'm interested in the accident, he says. ‘I find English people plan too much. The
accidental is not there.

He should know, for he married an English girl, Naomi. Slim, angular and a head
taller than her husband, she’s articulate and down-to-earth, as befits a Suffolk farmer’s
daughter. Besides Narjiss they have another daughter, called Emily, and a cat called
Compost, who lies in the garden bed where he’s not meant to. I ask her why they
decided, after seven years together in England, to come and live in Fez.

‘Fettah’s a Moroccan man, she says, as if explaining something she’s had to explain
to herself often enough. ‘He didn’t take on some of the roles that Englishmen take.
When he realised what child-rearing was, he’s going, “Where’s your mum? Where are
your sisters? Where are your friends?” I was going, “No, no, you've got to do it, you've
got to do it.”’

Figures flit by in doorways behind her.

‘Life here’s very much a community thing. You're never on your own, you're
always surrounded by family and friends. And they all help and there’s a real
teamwork going on. So, in that respect, life’s easier.

Fettah is one of seventeen brothers and sisters. His father had three wives, and for
a while, siblings were arriving at the rate of two a year.

Naomi smiles and loops a rogue strand of hair back over her ear.

“The two younger wives are still alive. They live together in one house and they’re
both called Fatima and they get on fine’




MOROCCO D EIGHT

This must account for all the smiling ladies in the kitchen, preparing food, playing
with the children, helping here and there. It must account for why Fettah can find time
for work, teaching, restoring the house and running music festivals, and why
sometimes Naomi misses privacy and space of her own.

‘Fez is quite a traditional city and people are fairly conservative. If you go out in
the street you have to have a reason for going out, for shopping and visiting...you don’t
just sort of amble. Women are at home, cooking, cleaning, looking after children,
that’s their role.

This is said with a touch of regret but no malice. Anyway, Naomi thinks that
attitudes have changed in the three years she’s lived in Morocco. People are less
frightened of expressing themselves, of talking about politics.

‘Holding hands and kissing in doorways. That’s all changed since I've been here’

This day of peace and quiet, walking around Fettah and Naomi’s garden, eating a
vast couscous around the table on the terrace,
hearing of their plans for the house and their
affection for these unique surroundings, has
lulled me into a dangerous sense of contentment.
[ haven’t thought of the Sahara all day.

It’s all about to change. This time tomorrow,
inshallah, we’ll be in the city of Marrakesh,
beyond which sand and mountains merge into
the edge of the void.

Ring Jonathan Dawson in Tangier to thank
him for his hospitality, only to hear that Birdie has
broken his beak. Apparently he pecked at some
phantom delicacy on the terrace and bit hard on a
floor tile. His beak has gone black at one end and
may have to be removed.

IT FEZ T0 MARRAKESH

Fez and Marrakesh, the two most important cities of old Morocco, lie in the centre of
the country, built to guard ancient trade routes through the Atlas Mountains. Modern
Morocco has moved to the coast, around the capital Rabat, and Casablanca, the
country’s biggest city, with a population twice that of the old towns — Tangier, Fez and
Marrakesh — put together.

This is why we find ourselves accelerating south by heading west, using the fast
motorway system around Meknes, Rabat and Casablanca as the quickest way to get
to Marrakesh.

South of Casablanca the main road slims down to a poorly surfaced single
carriageway, choked with trucks and buses. Quite suddenly, some 80 miles north of
Marrakesh, the landscape undergoes a transformation. Maybe [ was asleep and just
woke up, but as we pull up out of a dip beneath a railway bridge I notice Morocco has

changed colour. The greens and golds of the fertile northern plain have been reduced
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Fettah and Naomi’s
daughters, Emily
and Narjiss, play
with their cat,
Compost, who,
naturally, prefers
Iying in a garden

bed.
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Man strikes oil in
the main square.
Other attractions
include acrobats,
transvestites,
snake charmers

and dentists.

to a line of pale yellow wattle trees running beside the road. Beyond them, the land is
brick-red and bare.

The walls of Marrakesh reflect this red land with a beguiling rosy glow which
deepens as the afternoon light fades. Running unbroken for over 6 miles, their towers
and battlements throw a spectacular cloak around the city. But if Fez was enclosed,
almost hidden away behind its walls, Marrakesh is bursting out of them. The new
town pushes right up close. It’s colourful and expansive, with broad avenues and a Las
Vegas-like dazzle and swagger. Slab-like resort hotels, with names like Sahara Inn,
jostle alongside a brand new opera house. This is an old city desperate to
accommodate the modern world.

I’m disappointed. I'd expected something exotic and unpredictable. After all
Marrakesh has the most romantic connotations of any city in this romantic country.
Perhaps it’s because the snow-capped range of mountains that frames the city in every
tourist brochure is virtually invisible in the haze. Perhaps it’s because almost everyone
I’ve seen so far is white and European like me, or perhaps it’s because I feel, on these
tidy tree-lined streets, that I could be anywhere.

Then someone suggests the Djemaa el-Fna.

To get to it | have to leave the wide streets and bland resort hotels of the New

Town and pass inside the peach-red city walls through the twin arched gates of Bab er
Rob and Bab Agnaou.




Once inside the gates the atmosphere is transformed. Tourist buses prowl, but

they have to move at the pace of a largely African throng. The tallest building is not
an international hotel but the elegant and decorative minaret of the Koutoubia
mosque, rising to a majestic height of 230 feet, from which it has witnessed goings on
in the Djemaa el-Fna for over 800 years. There is an entirely unsubstantiated story that
because the minaret directly overlooked a harem only blind muezzins were allowed
up it.

The Djemaa el-Fna is not a beautiful space. It’s a distended rectangle, surrounded
by an undistinguished clutter of buildings and lines of parked taxis. Its name
translates as ‘Assembly of the Dead’, which is believed to refer to the practice of
executing criminals here.

It’s bewildering. There’s so much noise that they could still be executing criminals,
for all I know. There seems no focal point to the commotion — no psychic centre. At
one end, where gates lead into the souk, tourists take tea on café balconies and
overlook the action from a safe distance. The locals favour the food stalls, which are
drawn up in a circle at the centre of the Djemaa, like Western wagons waiting for an
Indian attack. They are well lit, and the people serving the food have clean white coats
and matching hats. This concession to First-World hygiene is deceptive. The rest of
the Djemaa el-Fna is a realm way beyond protective clothing.

A troupe of snake charmers with wild hair and staring eyes tries to provoke old

and tired cobras into displays of aggression, playing pipes at them with ferocious

ABOVE

Early evening in the
Djemaa el-Fna.
Street theatre and
fast food attract the
crowds, but
compared with what
happens after dark,

this is sedate.
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intensity. A squad of lethargic transvestites dances lazily, clicking finger cymbals
without much conviction. Not that they need to do much more than that. Judging by
the size of the crowds around them, the very fact of a man dressed as a woman is
deeply fascinating to Moroccans. There are fortune-tellers, fire-eaters and boxers
prepared to take on all-comers. Performing monkeys, chained and skinny, will be
thrust on you for photographs. Berber acrobats hurl each other around while their
colleagues work the crowd with equal agility. There are self-taught dentists, astrologers
and men who let scorpions loose across their faces.

Women do not seem to take much part in these entertainments, but they form the
majority of the beggars, moving silently through the crowd, sleeping children on their
shoulders, palms outstretched.

The Djemaa el-Fna 1s part fairground, part theatre, part zoo, underscored with a
frisson of mysticism and primitive ritual.

Despite my appetite for all things strange and wonderful, I feel more and more
of an outsider as the evening wears on and the hysteria mounts, stoked by the
constant thudding of drums, squealing of pipes and blasts from brass horns.
Repetitive, remorseless rhythms shred away the layers of consciousness until you
either give in or, as I did, flee the whole madness and retreat to the wonderful world
of bland resort hotels.

DAY TEN MARRAKESH

The grandest hotel in Marrakesh, and one of the most famous in the world, is the
Mamounia, named after the exotic gardens around it, which were laid out by Pasha
Mamoun, a governor of Fez, in the eighteenth century. It was once the official
residence of the crown prince, until the French turned it into a hotel of great style,
sophistication and expense.

The shopping arcades of the Mamounia do not deal in take-home gifts, unless
there’s someone you know who might want a 6-foot silver lion sinking its claws into a
5-foot silver antelope, and the shopkeepers are not the sort who will fish out a box of
matches and an evening paper from under the counter for you. In fact, they would not
dream of calling themselves shopkeepers. They are dealers in and connoisseurs of fine
things. Determined not to be intimidated, I enter one of these emporia hoping to find
something useful, like a leopard-skin satellite dish or a lapis lazuli shoe-horn, and end
up making the acquaintance of an exquisitely jewelled Spaniard called Adolpho de

‘elasco. He is not even a dealer, he is a designer.

‘A big designer, he corrects me. ‘I launch the oriental look in the whole world, he
claims, before adding, endearingly, ‘I'm not modest. When [ do something that I like,
I like people to appreciate it

He sees no contradiction between the jet-set playground Marrakesh has now
become and the spartan fortress founded nine centuries ago by Abu Bakr and his holy
warrlors, fresh out of the southern desert.

Marrakesh, he says, has always benefited from a trade in fine things from across

the Sahara. ‘An enormously rich trade — glass, jewellery, precious stones, spices, silks.’




MOROCCO DAY TEN

[ ask him if he has spent much time in the desert himself. He rolls his eyes
theatrically.

‘Yes. He pauses. ‘And it’s terrifying.’

Beneath a shock of carefully coiffured hair Adolpho’s lean, leathery face takes on
the aspect of an early Christian martyr, racked by some distant anguish.

‘It’s something that takes you, as it were, into another dimension.

Cheered by this, I bid Adolpho goodbye, only to receive an expansive invitation to
come to his home for a drink at the end of the day. He gives me an address.

‘Next to Yves Saint Laurent.

And he’s not referring to the shop.

[ visit the souk, the old market in the medina, for a dose of reality, but even here
the modern world seems to have won the day. I'm drawn with dreadful inevitability
into a carpet emporium, an attractive vaulted interior off a muddy back street. The
salesman has lived in London for many years.

‘Marloes Court.

Then, as if I don’t believe him, he adds, in quick succession, ‘Andy Williams was
my best friend. Do you know the Sombrero Night Club?’

His name is Michael.

‘Same as yours, he adds, warmly if unnecessarily.

I hover over an undoubtedly tempting Berber rug, bearing a Star of David motif,
a reminder that it was not just Moors but the Jews as well who were thrown out of
Spain by the Catholic Monarchs.

‘I'm going south, across the desert. I can’t take things like that with me.

He shrugs, as if to say how could anyone who knows the Sombrero Club be going
south across the desert.

There are some bewitching sights. Lengths of freshly dyed cotton are hung to dry
across one alley, forming a swirling indigo canopy above us, and in the yard that leads
off it I catch a glimpse of the men who dye the cloth, bent to their task, arms and
torsos stained deep blue.

By the time I leave the souk the sun’s going down, and so are my energies. Then 1
remember that [ have to find Yves Saint Laurent.

Yves, as I like to call him, lives in and owns the Majorelle Garden, a botanical
garden in the New Town, and Adolpho de Velasco lives in a house surrounded by tall
trees just over the wall from the great man. Adolpho is more than a neighbour; he is
one of Yves’ forty ‘favourites’, which, amongst other things, means being privileged to
receive one of his specially painted Christmas cards. Adolpho has a set of them, all
framed, of which he is very proud. He’s proud too of how he has expanded his cottage
by converting a loggia into a conservatory, with an open fire crackling at one end and
the stout trunk of a false pepper tree rearing up and through the roof as if an
elephant’s foot had just come through the building.

Immaculate in a gold-trimmed djellaba and stroking a very large citrine medallion
around his neck, Adolpho smokes imperiously, talks flamboyantly and orders his
servant to replenish my glass of pink champagne with such frequency that almost

every sentence of my interview ends with the words ‘don’t mind if I do’

SAHARA
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Keeping moving in
the souk at
Marrakesh. Not an
easy thing to do, as
tea and carpets are
always on offer to
slow you down.
Allow at least a week

to see everything.
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Adolpho is a hot-blooded, passionate Mediterranean of the sort our fathers
warned us about. He does not like things, he loves things. Himself, Morocco, his
neighbour, emeralds, whatever. In fact, the only thing he doesn’t love appears to
be tourists from Birmingham, one of whom had complained of having her
bottom pinched while walking in the souk. Adolpho
was indignant.

“What she look like?” I ask my friend. “Well, she
was like this, she was like that.”

‘I say, “Bill, was she ugly?” “Yes,” he say. “Yes. Very.”
I say how lucky girl she was. Never in England, in
Birmingham, will ever, ever, her bottom be pinched.
His eyes swell with pride for his adopted land.
‘Lucky country. Lucky country.
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DAY ELEVEN MARRAKESH

I meet Amina Agueznay at a scrubby patch of wasteground outside the city walls,
where taxis, donkeys and minibuses have worn the grass bare as they come and go
touting for business. Names of destinations are shouted out and horns blasted to
announce the imminent departure of buses, which everyone knows will not leave
according to any timetable but only when they’re full to bursting.

Amina is very much a modern Moroccan, a jewellery designer in her mid-thirties,
unmarried and independent. She’s short, bespectacled, articulate and possessed of an
attractive self-confidence. She has lived and worked in New York and her English
accent is more Mafia than Moroccan.

When we met yesterday I put it to her that the Atlas Mountains, the world-
renowned backdrop to Marrakesh, are a computer-generated image to fool the
tourists, for strain my eyes as [ have these past forty-eight hours, I have seen nothing
more than a dim grey blur in the hazy skies to the south.

According to Amina, the mountains not only exist, but they’re less than two hours
away, and she will show me villages more breathtakingly beautiful than anything else
’'ve seen in Morocco.

She picks her way coolly through this frenzied transport market until she finds a
grand taxi, an old Mercedes of the sort | remember in Munich in the 1970s, which she
judges to be safe and sound. As we make to get in, an old man deftly intercepts us and
stretches out a hand for some money. Amina gives him a coin. Very important, she
says. Moroccans are very superstitious, especially about journeys, and a coin to a
beggar will help ward off the evil eye.

We head south, passing low, flat-roofed houses with rough-textured, dried-mud

walls. Storks circle above them, carrying food to nests high on chimneys or tall trees.
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The grand portals of
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Hotel.

seLow Haggling for
a pair of backless
shippers they call
‘babouches’ The
sign of quality is the
number of stitches
round each one. The
yellow pair had 350
on each slipper. Not
my colour, but |
bought them all

the same.



Public transport in
the High Atlas.
BELOW

Tlre local truck is
the only way to
reach the highest
Berber villages.
BELOW RIGHT

The air gets cooler
and fresher as we
leave Imbil far

below.

Our taxi driver has perfected a technique of roaring up to the vehicle in front, hugging
its slipstream, but not overtaking until he can clearly see an oncoming vehicle.

Around 30 miles from Marrakesh we stop, to my relief, at a large village called
Asni. Outside the cafés, tagines simmer on charcoal braziers, salesmen offer us an
assortment of knives, rings, fossils and crystalline rocks, and Berber women, wearing
long green cloaks and white headscarves with lacy fringes, pass by with loads of
undergrowth on their backs.

I learn from Amina that the Berbers (the word comes from the Greek for
barbarians) were the original inhabitants of Morocco. Some say they came from the
Caucasus Mountains but no-one disagrees that they moved into Morocco long before
the Arabs. Ibn Khaldun, the great fourteenth-century chronicler of Arab history wrote
of the Berbers: ‘the men who belong to these family of peoples have inhabited the
Maghreb since the beginning’. The Arab word Maghreb means ‘the lands of the west’
or ‘the lands of the setting sun’

Despite the fact that Berber speakers make up 40 per cent of all Moroccans, they
have been traditionally repressed by their Arab conquerors and largely confined to
rural mountain areas like the High Atlas. Amina says that things are different now.
There are Berbers in the cities. They’re hard-working, ambitious and creative. She
seems uncomfortable with direct questions about Arab-Berber relations. Maybe it’s
because Morocco is anxious to avoid any equivalent of the recent violent protests by
Algeria’s Berbers over the suppression of their culture. Maybe it’s because Amina, it
transpires, is a Berber herself, from the south on her mother’s side and from the Rif
Mountains on her father’s side.

Beyond Asni the road rises so steeply that we have to exchange our Mercedes for a
pick-up truck, squeezed in the back with a group of villagers.

The road coils along a gorge beside a riverbed, bone-dry today but bearing the
scars of fierce torrents of the past. In two places the concrete highway has collapsed

and been washed away, and they have been waiting since 1975 to have it repaired. We
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pass a precipitous village called Imbil, which sells postcards and has a government

centre for hikers. From here a dirt track climbs steeply through a landscape of dry
stone-walled terraces, which support sturdy vegetable plots and cherry orchards. The
air cools and bubbling streams race down the mountain.

The dusty white hairpin bends are becoming so tight that the hard-worked pick-
up, unable to make them in one, negotiates a series of death-defying three-point turns,
leaving us at times backed up to the very edge of a precipice, with only a handbrake
between us and a 1000-foot drop.

At last we pull up onto a flat saddle of land offering temporary relief and a
breathtaking view down the valley. To the south, a dizzy succession of interlocking
spurs, and to the north, a spread of horizontal terraces and rooftops. This is the village
of Aremd, 8000 feet high, overlooked by jagged raking ridges and wedged in a fold of
the mountains, with this narrow, gravelled track as its only lifeline.

The silence of the mountains amplifies any sound that breaks it. The cracking of a
twig for a fire, a dog’s bark, a child’s shout identify the village long before we reach it.
A picnic is laid for us on carpets and cushions set on a terrace shaded by walnut trees.
After washing our hands in water from a silver salver, a meal of couscous and tagine,
the name of the food and also the conical earthenware pot it comes in, is served, with
Amina and myself as guests of honour. This brings its own problems. There are no
knives, forks or spoons and I have to learn to eat Berber-style, using my right hand
only — the left being traditionally reserved for ablutions. This is not without its own
very strict etiquette. One does not stick ones hand in and pick out what one wants.
Oh dear me, no. One uses one’s thumb and two fingers, the thumb squeezing the food
into a ball solid enough to dip carefully into the sauces and return to one’s mouth. All
this from ground level.

I find it hard enough even to reach the rice without swaying most ungracefully off
balance, and the rolling of it into a ball using only three digits is a damn sight harder
than it sounds. Especially as the rice is hot.

Mercifully, a small band starts up, creating a diversion and enabling me to use an extra
digit to grab some of the wonderfully tender chunks of lamb soaked in the juice of olives.

Oranges, mint tea and a rosewater finger bowl are brought round and our

déjeuner sur I'herbe continues with the performance of a courtship dance. Men and
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visible against the
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women form up in two lines facing each other. The men, all in white djellabas, chant,
yodel and beat out a rhythm with hand-held drums, whilst the women clap their
hands and respond with their own chant. One from each side dances in the middle.

The man struts and shakes his shoulders in passable imitation of an animal ruffling
its feathers and scratching the ground. The dancers never touch each other, yet it’s
performed with a flash of the eyes and a boldness of movement that makes it highly
charged. Something chaste and wild at the same time.

DAY TWELVE MARRAKESH 1O OUARZAZATE

Marrakesh bus station, romantically known as the Gare de Voyageurs, is not the sort of
place to arrive at the last minute. !

The details on the departures board are predominantly in Arabic, and in the busy
central hall mine is one of the few heads moving from left to right as I try to decipher
the scant French translation.

The depot is modern, concrete and functional, and beside the ‘Horaires de Départ’
a large portrait of the old king, Hassan 11, looks down on the confusion from a
veneered wooden frame. The king is the supreme civil and religious leader of his
country, and remembering Amina’s words yesterday about the superstition attached
to any journey, I suppose it is reassuring to have the Commander of the Faithful
gazing down on you as you look for the right destination, even if he has been dead for
two years.

I must have forgotten to add ‘Inshallal’ (God willing) when I bought my ticket, for
once through the gate, I narrowly avoid being mown down by two departing coaches
before I locate the Express Nahda service for Ouarzazate, Zagora and the south.

The last few seats fill up in an atmosphere of increasing anxiety amongst the
squad of young men who appear to run the bus company. Lists are checked, cross- |

checked and checked again, with deepening frowns.
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Eventually, with a valedictory fart of thick black smoke, our elderly Daf pulls out
of the yard and begins a slow crawl round the outskirts of Marrakesh in heavy
morning traffic.

At one stop [ watch a man in a djellaba and straw hat scraping up donkey
droppings from the middle of the road with two boards. I can’t work out if he’s from
the council or just an opportunist. When [ was growing up in Sheffield the police
horses used to pass our house on some sort of exercise, and if any dung was left
behind I had to watch in profound embarrassment as my father and our next door
neighbour, both keen rose-growers, raced out with shovels and fought over it.

When we're finally clear of the city the driver shoves a dusty cassette into a slot
on the dashboard and the bus fills with the sound of chanting. It’s a tape of
the Koran, played to invoke Allah’s protection on our journey and recited, I'm
told, by an Egyptian who is considered such a star that he intones the Holy Book at
Mecca itself.

The driver seems a placid, reliable sort, rarely using his horn in anger and
seemingly undistracted by a plastic vine which trails up one side of the windscreen,
dangling its faded black grapes over a photograph of a woman, veiled in white, hands
raised in devotional gesture, which is stuck on the windscreen above his head.

The mountains begin to close in, and, as the driver hauls the coach round a
dizzying succession of hairpins, the prevailing colour of the countryside changes
from rufous maroon to brown and grey. Convoys of four-wheel drive vehicles,
carrying their affluent tourist cargoes towards the Desert Experience, hover
impatiently behind us.

Some four hours after leaving Marrakesh the coach pulls in to the small, noisy
town of Tademt, the last truck stop before the Tichka pass. The smoky aroma of fresh-
grilled kebabs is irresistible, though obtaining one isn’t quite so simple. Helpful locals
point me to a roadside butcher, from whom I buy the meat, before taking it over to

the fire, where I pay again to have it cooked. As [ tuck into it, a truck, on its way down
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from the pass, air brakes hissing, comes to rest opposite me. It carries a load of cattle
and one little old man, gripping the sides and peering impassively from a long line of
bovine backsides.

After Tademt it isn’t long before we run clear of the last agricultural terraces and
climb slowly and steadily upwards between bare, fractured rock until we reach a
plateau covered in short spongy grass and pools of standing water, where a few sheep
graze. This is harsh inhospitable land, watershed country, whose melting snows
feed rivers that will run either north to the plains of Marrakesh or south to die out in
the desert.

We’'re at the pass (tizi in Arabic) moments later. A bristle of communications
masts and a sign, around which some European boys are draped for a photograph,
announce that we are at the top of the Tizi n'Tichka, at 7500 feet, the highest pass over
the Atlas Mountains.

An hour or so later, I leave the coach near the town of Ait Benhaddou. We're still
on the flanks of the Atlas Mountains, but for the first time on the edge of real desert.
The landscape reminds me of Arizona, flat-topped mesas turning red, gold and purple
as the sunlight moves over them. Yet this small town we’ve come to, some
15 miles off the main road, is one of the most familiar on the planet. Anyone who has
seen Gladiator will have seen it. Anyone who has seen Lawrence of Arabia or
Romancing the Stone or The Four Feathers will have seen it.

Almost the only time I went to the cinema with both my parents was to see
biblical epics. The last one [ remember us enjoying was called Sodom and Gomorrah,
which, with lines like ‘Beware the Sodomite patrols’, was perfect for a young
adolescent about to go away to an all-male boarding school. Only today do I find
out that the Sodom that so impressed me in Sheffield forty-five years ago is the
village I'm in today.

Like so many settlements on the old trade routes south, Ait Benhaddou was
fortified by the warlords who controlled the High Atlas, the most famous of whom
was T ’hami El Glaoui, who ran southern Morocco as his own fiefdom right up until
independence from the French in 1956. A multitude of picturesque towers rises from
a rocky bluff overlooking a wide dry riverbed, at the top of which are the prominent
ruins of an agadir, a fortified granary, its bastions now so eroded by the rain they look
like melted candles.

This was a wealthy town, renowned for the beauty of its women as well as the
splendour of its buildings, and when the clear sunlight catches the elegant tapered
towers with the richly decorated patterns on their upper walls and archways I can
understand why the tourists, and the film-makers, keep coming back.

[ enter past the recently demolished arena from Gladiator and up into the streets,
tapping walls every now and then to make sure they’re real. The hardened clay
pathways are narrow and picturesque and eerily tidy. There are no motor vehicles and,
it seems, very few residents. The only shops are selling souvenirs and gifts for tourists.
Ait Benhaddou is a sort of Sleeping Beauty — pretty, well preserved and oddly sterile,
waiting for the next movie to bring it back to life.

It is late in the afternoon, and as we near Ouarzazate the landscape is spectacular
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in the declining sunshine. Rock faces twisted like muscles in spasm are scoured by asove
a low sunlight that picks out every nuance of colour until they glow like smouldering At Benhaddou.
coal. Imipressive and
And all at once 1 see my first mirage. It’s an ancient and glittering citadel rearing  elegant towers
up out of nowhere, part fortress, part palace. On closer inspection it proves to be the  below, thanks to
city of Jerusalem, and on even closer inspection it proves to be held up by scaffolding.  Hollywood and
Shouts of ‘Dino!” and the smell of fresh paint fill the desert air as an Italian  UNESCO, but the
construction crew go about their business putting the finishing touches to marble  negelected old
urns, copper braziers and plasterboard loggias. fortification at the
‘Jesus and Judas, reads the windscreen sticker on one of their vans. top of the hill is
At the Berber Palace Hotel in Ouarzazate this evening a young Englishman  half reduced to ruin
introduces himself. He’s an actor, playing John the Disciple in an ABC television by rain and wind.
version of the New Testament currently being shot in the Moroccan Jerusalem. A short
curly haired American, naked save for a towel around his waist, passes through the
lobby exclaiming loudly, ‘Boy, that hammam has knocked me out! Wow!’
My friend calls him over.

‘Michael, meet Jesus.
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This is a historic moment, but all ’'m worried about is that if he shakes hands his
towel will fall off.

So we just say ‘Hi!} and Jesus hurries away to change.

‘There’s a whole lot of us here, says my friend. ‘We're all disciples’

Sure enough I notice them later in the restaurant, all with identical beards. At a
table for twelve.

DAY THIRTEEN OUARZAZATE 10 TINFOU

Ouarzazate recedes into the distance. A town of substance, a regional capital, a centre
for the increasing trade in tourists who want the Desert Experience without having to
go too far into the desert. It has an airport and some big hotels and a military garrison
but not much else to hold us up.

The mountains are not quite done with us yet. We may have crossed the High and
Middle Atlas but there’s still the Anti-Atlas ahead of us. As the road climbs towards
yet another pass the Land Rover coughs and splutters and we pull in to the side. Our
driver opens the bonnet and releases a hissing cloud of steam. Like a priest wielding
a censer, he scatters a couple of bottles of Sidi Mansour mineral water over the
radiator and we set off again. A few miles later the knocking from the engine becomes
so insistent that [ wonder if there might not be someone trapped inside. Our driver
tries manfully to ignore it, but you might as well ignore a broken leg, and reluctantly
he brings us to another, and [ suspect more permanent, halt.

As we're staring into the engine, two very sleek Toyotas, coming fast out of the
desert, bowl down the hill towards us. Seeing our plight, the occupants stop, offer
greetings in the Arab fashion, right hand lightly touching the heart, and a manin a
cotton robe, face shrouded in a blue veil, comes across to us. His skin is dark and tight
across his cheekbones. He appraises us with a fierce unblinking eye before reaching into
his robes.

‘I am a nomad. Here is my card’

It’s a kind offer, and reminds me of the Monty Python sketch of a cliff-side full of
hermits, chatting, gossiping and offering to do each other’s shopping.

Squeezed into one vehicle, we toil without further incident up to the pass, the
unforgettably named named Tizi n’Tinififft, 5500 feet above sea level. To the north,
east and west the crests of a half-dozen mountain ranges extend to the horizon. A
gorge splits the earth and we follow the curving walls and rock-stacks of the canyon
down toward the incongruous green ribbon of palm trees and cultivated land that
marks the course of the River Draa.

The Draa was once one of the great rivers of North Africa, mentioned by Ptolemy
as running from the Atlas Mountains to the Atlantic Ocean. As the desert has spread
the river has shrivelled and, in this last hot decade, has disappeared into the sand
without even reaching the sea.

Here, beyond the town of Agdz, the Draa is fresh off the slopes and shows how
barren desert can be transformed if there’s water around. A carpet of palm trees

extends for up to a mile across the valley floor, providing a livelihood for a string of
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towns and villages along its route. It is, in effect, one long oasis, with glimpses of silver-
green water amongst the trees, and brightly coloured clothes drying on bushes,
through which flocks of black goats pick their way. The valley provides the best dates
in the world, so they say, and we stop to buy some from a boy of nine or ten who
stands by the side of the road holding a basket in outstretched hand.

Within seconds a crowd of competitors, none older than fourteen or fifteen,
engulfs me.

It seems fun, but the force with which they fight to get near me, the intense
clamour for a sale and the almost studied indifference of my driver to these skinny
jostling boys give me the feeling that this is as much about survival as free enterprise.
Perhaps all is not as well as it looks in the picturesque villages of the Draa valley.

It’s early afternoon when we drive into Zagora through a horseshoe-arched
gateway and down Avenue Mohamed V, which, with its arcades and long line of
shaded shop-fronts, has the atmosphere of a Wild West frontier town. Children
walking back from school hold exercise books up to their faces to keep the sun off.

There is a scuffed, crudely painted, concrete road sign here, a child’s-eye view of
desert sands, camels and gleaming-eyed Touareg grouped around a grubby arrow and
the words “Tombouctou 52 Jours. It’s a reminder that Zagora is the largest town we shall
see for another 1000 miles and that its tourist hotels and hard-topped roads may seem
like rare luxuries in the days ahead.

After Zagora the palm groves thin out and the casbahs become fewer and farther
between. The Draa reduces to a trickle, then ceases to flow altogether. A fierce gusty
wind springs up from nowhere, gathering the sand and dust into clouds that cover the
sun and plunge this dazzling landscape into anonymous greyness.

Progress slows and we rest up for the night at Tinfou, 20 miles south of Zagora
and a few miles short of the end of the road at Mhamid.

The Auberge du Repos de Sables has great character, if limited comforts. The
building is a small casbah, complete with four clay-brick towers at its corners, at the
top of one of which is my room. The auberge is family owned and run in very laid-
back style by the El Faraj family, painters and potters whose work covers the walls. The
rooms are small, whitewashed and simply furnished with bamboo and beam ceilings.

I open out my Michelin map, ‘Africa North and West, until it covers most of the
bed. I look at the route we’ve taken so far — blue sea, then red and white roads that
have carried us across the green and brown of mountain and valley. From here on
there is only one colour: golden yellow, stretching 1000 miles, south, east and west.
The size of many Moroccos.

Except for the single word Sahara in bold black type, there is hardly any print
across this emptiness apart from a number of faint blue inscriptions: ‘Mecjaouda, Peu
d’Eau a 4m1, “Hassi Tartrat, Potable’,* Oglat Mohammed, Eau Bonne'. 1 realise that not
only is this the first map I've used which has sources of water specifically marked, but
that their names are often hundreds of miles apart.

In the night a fierce wind bursts open the shutters behind my bed and I'm aware

how much cooler I feel. By morning I'm reaching for a sweater.
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DAY FOURTEEN TINFOU 10 TINDOUF

Wake at six as a muezzin’s cry rends the stillness. Fortunately, I can control this one,
as the voice comes from a pink alarm clock bought in the bazaar at Marrakesh. Click
it off and lie there idly speculating whether any Muslims have ever been woken by the
sound of the Bishop of Bath and Wells.

Examine the day. It looks perfect. Clear skies, translucent desert light. I climb
down the ladder from my turreted refuge and take in the beauty of the morning. Just
outside the main gate, three camels sway their heads towards me before resuming their
chewing. I watch a couple of sparrows perching on swaying palm fronds and can’t
help noticing how chubby they are for birds on the edge of a desert. The road is empty,
save for a slowly advancing figure on a moped.

The only shadow in this sub-Saharan Eden is a dry cough that I picked up yesterday.

A persistent, gritty, welcome-to-the-desert cough.

By the time we're packed and ready to go the wind has started to rise. The last
Moroccan road quickly runs out and we’re off piste, swerving and twisting as the
drivers search out the hard surfaces. A screaming wind is scything sand off the dunes
and hurling it across our windscreen. As we enter the Sahara, it’s as if we’re entering
a storm at sea.

Beyond Mhamid the desert stretches away into Algeria, the second largest country
in Africa. It is not best friends with neighbouring Morocco, and one of the reasons lies
beside the solitary tarmac road that runs across this flat and rubble-strewn landscape.
Above a walled compound on the outskirts of Tindouf, a flag slaps and cracks in the
wind. The flag — a chevron, three horizontal bands and the moon and star of Islam —
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belongs to none of the countries whose frontiers meet in this desolate spot. Not
Algeria, Morocco nor Mauritania. It is the flag of the Saharawi Arab Democratic
Republic, and you will scour the atlas in vain for its name, for officially it doesn’t exist.

Inside the compound there is an almost cloistered hush. The wind has dropped
and the stillness of the surrounding desert deadens noise like a fresh snowfall. In the
middle of a quadrangle of sand and stones people are meeting and talking softly in
the shade offered by an open-sided thatch-roofed shelter. Around the walls of the
compound runs a single-storey block of rooms providing accommodation and other
facilities. The writing on the walls provides a clue to the mystery of the Saharawis.
“Tienda’ above the shop, ‘Comedores’ above the refectory. Another clue is in the faces
of those talking. Over half are clearly not African. They’re light-skinned, with chunky
moustaches and round, earnest faces.

There’s a WC prominently indicated, one of a row of privies in an ablution block.
As I push open the door I'm hit by a sharp whiff of uric acid rising from the damp
sides of a hole in the mud floor. We who are used to having our body waste disposed
of instantly forget that in the desert flushing lavatories appear only in mirages.

Our host for the next few days is a short, wiry man of middling age, eyes creased
and narrowed. With his hands sunk deep in the pockets of a thick quilted jacket and
his body angled forward as if braced for the next sandstorm, everything about him
suggests stoic defiance.

His name is Bachir Mehdi Bhaya and Algeria is not his home. He was born and

brought up in the contentious territory of Western Sahara, a land of long coastline
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and hostile desert, larger than the United Kingdom, which once comprised the

Spanish colonies of Rio de Oro and Saguia el Hamra. When the Spanish abruptly left
in 1975 taking everything including the bodies in their cemeteries, they offered what
was left to Morocco and Mauritania.

The Polisario Front (Frente Popular para la Liberacién de Saguia el Hamra y de
Rio de Oro), acting on behalf of the half million inhabitants, known as Saharawis,
who wanted to be neither Mauritanian nor Moroccan, began a guerrilla offensive.
They were encouraged by the judgement of an International Court of Justice, which
upheld the right of the locals to self-determination and scored early guerrilla successes
against the Mauritanians, who have now abandoned claims to Western Sahara. The
Moroccans are less amenable. Thev regard Western Sahara as having pre-colonial ties
with the rest of Morocco. Its acquisition would almost double the size of their country,
and the exploitation of valuable phosphate deposits would be a huge boost to their
economv. To this end they encouraged 350,000 settlers to move in to Western Sahara
during the 1970s.

Rather than accept this ‘invasion’ almost half the Saharawis fled to Algeria, who

offered them land on this bleak military exercise area to set up temporary camps.
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But, as the saying goes, ‘there is nothing more permanent than the temporary’,
and, twenty-five years later, this compound near Tindouf remains the first port of call
for anyone wanting to do business with the Saharawis. This includes many NGOs
from all over Europe, but predominantly Spain, which explains the sallow men with
moon faces and chunky moustaches, drawn here by the old colonial connection.

They are anxious to offer what help they can until the United Nations, which has
monitored a ceasefire between the Moroccans and the Polisario for ten years, can
come up with some permanent solution to the problem.

Bachir, who has lived as a refugee for nearly half his life, is the personification of
the embattled exile. He will not compromise. He and his people will not rest until
things are done the way they want them done. I recognise the syndrome. It’s like being
a Yorkshireman. As it turns out he has spent time in Leeds and learnt his English there,
so he takes this as a compliment.

‘I like them, he says, grinning.

‘We're very stubborn, I remind him.

He nods approvingly.

‘I like stubborn people. I'm one of them. Even if I'm wrong, I'm right/

He won'’t hear of us staying here with the other foreign visitors.

“You will all stay at my house, he insists.

And I know there’s no point in arguing.

SAHARA
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AY FIFTEEN  SMARA REFUGEE CAMP

The extraordinary thing about Bachir’s house is that we all fit in. How many of us
would be able to accommodate seven extra people and forty-five pieces of luggage and
equipment when you’ve already got a wife, four children and a constant influx of
relatives? It’s not as if his home is that much larger than any of the others in Smara.
Exile means equality. Within its low, mud-brick walls are the standard small
courtyard, kitchen, single squat toilet, two rooms and a tent.

The tents are of traditional design, with tall peaks and wide rectangular bases.
According to Bachir, they are not only practical but also symbolic, a reminder to the
Saharawis of their nomadic inheritance, and a reminder too that this cheerless
landscape is only a temporary resting place on the journey back to their homeland.

The sun’s up around eight. Two of us have slept in the tent and the other five,
including myself, are squeezed into a room at the opposite end of the courtyard with
the equipment strewn around us like the spoils of a pirate raid. Three of Bachir’s
children, including the two five-year-old twins, stand at the door, eyes wide, watching
us folding up sleeping bags, cleaning teeth, combing hair, taking this, that and the
other pill, and washing ourselves as best we can in small bowls of water, filled from

the communal can.
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Smara, a dozen miles into the desert from Tindouf, is, like the three other refugee
camps, named after a town in Western Sahara. Though the camp has roughly the same
population as the city of Winchester, it has neither mains water nor electricity. The
communal water can for drinking, cooking, washing and sanitation is filled from
metal cisterns half a mile away, which are in turn filled by old Volvo tankers, supplied
by the UN, which shuttle between the camp and its nearest water source, an artesian
well 16 miles away.

No-one in their right mind would choose to live in this sun-bleached, rubble-
strewn wilderness, which makes the self-belief of the Saharawis seem all the more
impressive. Despite the fact that they have few influential friends, 170,000 of them are
content to remain in someone else’s desert waiting for a breakthrough.

Bachir is proud of this solidarity, but aware too that it will not last for ever. He
clutches at any straws to raise morale. The recent decision of the Spanish government
to honour the pensions of those Saharawis who served in the Spanish army is seen as
a major benefit, putting a little money into the pockets of those who have too often
relied on UN hand-outs, and creating a small but growing private market in the camp.

We walk down the main street, where the shops are little more than makeshift
stalls, fashioned from branches hung with whatever coverings can be found. This
results in some bizarre combinations: a shack entirely covered by an ancient German
wall map of South East Asia, another dominated by a poster of a Cuban beach resort.
Out front are small amounts of oranges and onions, car tyres, clothes, a few plastic

buckets. A butcher’s shop has a dismembered camel carcass on the floor and, outside,

on the ground in front of the shop, is its head, complete and looking strangely serene.

This evening, as a fat full moon rises over the camp, Bachir’s wife Krikiba
produces a meal for all of us and her family, cooked, as far as I can see, on one primus
stove on the mud floor of a tiny kitchen.

We slip our shoes off and enter the tent. A white strip light, powered by electricity
from a solar panel, casts a harsh glare. There are no chairs, and, unable to lounge and
eat with nomadic nimbleness, we contort ourselves awkwardly on the mats, carpets

and cushions, providing a continuing source of entertainment for family, relatives and
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neighbours as we tuck into camel casserole and rice. This is the first time I’ve

knowingly eaten camel. The meat has a slightly sweet flavour, more like mutton than
beef, and I can’t stop myself wondering if any of this was ever attached to the head I
saw in the market, with its inscrutable Mona Lisa smile.

DAY SIXTEEN SMARA CAMP

The children are getting bolder now, especially Sidi, the more hyperactive of the five-
year-old twins. In between fetching water and preparing breakfast, Bachir tries to call
him to order, but the lure of thirty pieces of film equipment is too much and he
spends most of his time in our room shrieking with excitement at each new discovery.

Though I hear the muezzin’s call in the morning, religion does not seem a big
issue here. Education and political discipline are more important. Bachir and Krikiba’s
children are educated at the primary school nearby, after which they will go to one of
the two big boarding schools that serve the camps. The literacy rate amongst the
Saharawis is now 90 per cent, far higher than in Morocco or Algeria. The Hispanic
connection is strong and many of the teachers are from Cuba. Some of the brighter
pupils go over there to complete their education.

Bachir introduces me to a young woman called Metou. She is in her early twenties,
was born in the camps and has never seen her homeland. She’s bright, well educated,
lively and attractive, a modern girl. She wears a light, but all-encompassing, purple
sari called a melepha, which doesn’t attempt to hide the imitation leather jacket, jeans
and Doc Marten boots beneath. Metou is a cosmopolitan Saharawi. She has travelled
in Europe, speaks fluent Spanish, French and English and spent time at university in
Wales. Beneath the blazing Saharan sun we discuss the knotty problem of getting from
Machynlleth to Aberystwyth by public transport.

She takes me to a workshop in a collection of mud buildings called the 27
February Village, which cumbersome title commemorates the day on which the
landless Saharawi Democratic Republic was founded, in 1976.

Thirty women are weaving brightly patterned rugs and carpets on the simplest of
hand-looms. The carpets are made of thick, coarse sheep’s wool, in bright, strong colours
and improvised designs, and I'd buy a couple if we weren’t on our way to Timbuktu.

The women run the camps, says Metou. They cook, build, administrate and raise

the children. The voung men leave at eighteen for military training.




I ask her if keeping a conscripted army isn’t just a romantic gesture, bearing in

mind there has been no fighting for years. Her response is quick and unapologetic.

‘My people are tired of being ignored. If force has to be used to gain our birthright
of independence, then that’s the way it must be.

Smara camp is so well run that it really doesn’t resemble a camp at all. As I look
out from a low hill, which is now the cemetery, the pale brown mud houses blending
in with the desert around them could have been there for ever. The considerable size
of the cemetery, a scattering of rocks and boulders just outside the town, suggests that
life expectancy is low. Bachir shakes his head vigorously.

‘It is seventy, eighty years.

Sanitation is basic, he concedes, but the air is dry and there have been no
epidemics here.

He smiles at my nannyish concern. ‘People don’t die in the desert, you know.

In that case, the size of the cemetery merely emphasises how long the Saharawis
have been away from home.

That night in the camp we tuck into camel kebab and pasta cooked with carrots
and turnips, served, as ever, with tea. Tea is central to the nomadic life. In a land where
alcohol is forbidden and most bottled drinks are beyond people’s means, it offers
welcome, gives comfort, stimulates conversation and provides a focus for social
intercourse. Being a rare indulgence in a land of extreme scarcity, its preparation is
taken very seriously. The water we splash on our faces in the morning is not good
enough for the tea.

“Too salty, says Bachir. “The best water for tea comes from 50 miles away.

Water this prized should not be heated on a gas ring, but on a brazier with
charcoal from acacia wood, which heats the water more slowly and provides better
flavour. Once heated, the tea is poured from one vessel to another before being tipped
into small glass tumblers from ever-increasing height. Then it’s tipped from tumbler
to tumbler, until the required alchemy is deemed to have taken place, whereupon it is
poured with one last grand flourish that leaves a foaming head on each individual
glass. These are offered around on a tray and drunk swiftly. Then the glasses are
washed and a second serving is prepared, tasting delicately different as the sharpness
of leaf and sweetness of sugar continue to blend. The process is repeated a third time
and that’s it. I'm told that if you're offered a fourth glass it’s a polite way of saying

you've overstayed your welcome.
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Tonight Bachir’s brother-in-law and two other men are sat around the brazier taking
tea with us. Their eyes sparkle and their faces crease easily into laughter. It seems a good
time to ask Bachir about the future for the Polisario.

He plays down the military solution.

‘We still have many friends, he argues, reminding me that only a
year ago the UN Secretary General, Kofi Annan, and US Secretary of
State, James Baker, had been staying in this same camp. The
Moroccans might be supported by other Arab monarchies, like Saudi
Arabia and Jordan, but the Polisario have powerful European allies,
especially the Spanish, their old colonial masters, who now seem to be
falling over themselves to help. Assuaging guilt? Annoying the French?
Whatever the reason, Bachir is a grateful man.

‘Five...six thousand Saharawi children go to stay with Spanish
families every summer, and the families come back to see us.’ His eyes
shine in the lamplight. “Two thousand came last year to the camps —
doctors, nurses, teachers.

He pauses as if aware I’'m not convinced.

‘We are small, but sometimes the small guys win. Look at
Kuwait...

But he and 1 both know that the Saharawis are, in world terms,
much smaller small guys than the oil-rich monarchies of the Gulf.

DAY SEVENTEEN SMARA CAMP

My request for a bin for the rubbish rapidly accumulating in our cramped quarters is
met with a blank stare. Rubbish is a Western concept. What I wanted to throw away —
paper, a spent packet of film, a mineral-water bottle — certainly wasn’t rubbish to
them, and as Krikiba and the children riffled through my pile of rejects, I felt
embarrassingly over-stocked. What we see as basic necessities they see as complicated
over-indulgences. Take toothpaste, for instance. Sidi and Khalia, the terrible twins, are
fascinated by our teeth-cleaning rituals. Not just that we prefer to foam at the mouth
rather than use acacia sticks like everyone else, but that once we've foamed we seem
to have such trouble getting rid of it. At first light the streets of Smara are dotted with
frothing Westerners looking for somewhere to spit out and little heads peering out of
doorways to observe this quaint ritual.

Nor is toothpaste the only problem. There’s a toilet paper crisis looming. All of us,
family and crew, evacuate into the same hole in the ground. It’s situated in a mud
enclosure in the corner of the yard and is about the size and shape of a small slice of
Hovis. There is a plastic jug of water beside it, which is considered sufficient for
washing and cleaning. Those of us brought up to regard toilet paper as one of the
essentials of civilised society are rapidly bunging up this delicate system and waste
levels are rising alarmingly. There are reports that Krikiba has been seen coming out of
the hut with a rubber glove on up to her elbow. 'm sure it’s as well for everybody that

we are 11]()\'illg, on tomorrow.
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DAY EIGHTEEN SMARA CAMP 10 TFARITI

The wind is rising. As it gusts it hisses against the tent and there’s a grittier than usual
texture to the freshly baked bread this morning. We’ve eaten most of the camel by
now, but it appears at breakfast today in one last manifestation. Along with the usual
offering of tea, coffee, bread and oranges is a dish of beans and diced camel liver. Out
of a confusion of politeness, greed and a misplaced desire to experience all life has to
offer, I pop a couple of cubes into my mouth. [ know immediately that this is a
mistake. The liver has a high, slightly gamey piquancy. But it’s too late. One
has already gone before I can retrieve it. | put up my hand to palm the other, only
to meet Krikiba’s eye. She beams at me expectantly. What can I do but grin and
swallow.

In bright sun, sharp shadow and a cold wind the drivers Bachir has organised to
take us several hundred miles down the West Saharan borderlands to the Mauritanian
frontier are loading up. Our overnight bags are being squeezed into any available space
left around the 200-litre fuel drums, which weigh down two small pick-up trucks.
Ourselves and the rest of the baggage, as well as a cook, food and cooking materials,
are divided between three four-wheel drive vehicles, which stand as tall as the house
we're about to leave.

The children are going to miss us. We've been like a travelling funfair for them,
and the extended family presses things upon us at the last moment, including a
cassette of Saharawi music and a near-impregnable can of Spanish ham, which none
of them is allowed to eat. As a parting gesture, eighteen-year-old Hadi, Bachir’s pretty,
coy niece, introduces me to her boyfriend. He’s a young soldier and doesn’t smile. The
long-suffering Krikiba is persuaded into a hug and even, for Vanessa, a kiss.

Finally, away we go, up the hill from the house, sliding and swerving on the fine
sand until we have a grip on the stony rubble at the top.

My last images of Smara camp are the small plots on the edge of town, fenced with
anything from rice sacks to beaten-out oil cans, where people keep their livestock —
goats, sheep, even camels. Two young girls are dragging a length of chicken wire across
the sand to build another enclosure. That life goes on like this in these most straitened
of circumstances is extraordinary. Smara is becoming less like a camp and more like
a proper town every day. For everyone under twenty-five this is their only home. And
that’s not good news for the Polisario.

All morning we rumble across the hamimada, stony, gravel-strewn desert, which
appears featureless and forbidding, but is constantly changing. At one moment we’ll
be on the flat, at another cutting down a ravine or passing a small hill, both of which
seem to come from out of nowhere. A scattering of acacia trees suddenly evaporates,
leaving no cover at all. At moments like this, when there is no single piece of shade
as far as the eye can see, the desert becomes quite frightening, and our vehicles seem
small and pathetically vulnerable. It’s like being on a rowing boat in the middle of
the ocean.

Fifty-five miles later we stop at a Polisario checkpoint. A rough barrier made from

lengths of piping, a few outbuildings, goats sheltering beneath the skeleton of a jacked-
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up, wheel-less lorry. A couple of Toyota pick-up trucks stand side by side with a couple

of anti-aircraft guns in the back. The Saharawi army, Bachir points out.

The only exception to the general air of lethargy is the presence of a single
swallow, darting and swooping above us.

[ assume this is the border between Algeria and Western Sahara, but no-one seems
quite sure. Bachir, squinting into the wind and dust, says we must move on, we've
many hours driving still ahead. Najim, who’s driving me and Basil, has wandered off
and ambles back as the engines are being re-started, bringing wild dates for everybody,
straight off the tree.

There is no surfaced road of any kind, but we follow the piste, as they call it, and
every now and then pass a black tyre half sunk into the sand. The sight of these
markers, sometimes at 5- or 10-mile intervals, becomes immensely reassuring.

At least someone has been here before us.

For a while, the terrain turns viciously stony, as if all the sand cover had been
sifted through, leaving only this underlay of sharp grey points, jabbing at our tyres
and sabotaging our progress. Ironically, it’s on a much less hostile surface of soft white
shells that we have our first puncture. Bachir kneels, scrabbles in the dust and picks
out a handful of stones. He straightens up.

‘Look, you see. Shells, little fish. This was all sea bed once’’

The desert as ocean again.

A half-hour later we’re hurtling across a hard-baked gritty plain, flat as an ironing
board, with nary a bush or a boulder breaking the surface as far as the eye can see. The
drivers can at last put their feet down, and we fly across the desert, each vehicle swathed
in its own dust, a string of small clouds chasing each other.

It’s well into the afternoon before we find anywhere suitable to stop for lunch. A
scattering of smoothly rounded boulders offers shade and there are a few dry and
whitened trees for fire wood. As the drivers gather wood, the cook, a middle-aged man
with a broad, guileless face, thick moustache and greying hair, walks a little way off
and falls to his knees in prayer. He picks up a handful of dust and rubs it up and down
his forearms and on his brow, mimicking, I suppose, the act of purification in a

waterless world.




The meal is, surprise, surprise, camel stew, cooked in a pot over the fire, and

accompanied by good sticky rice and washed down with Coca-Cola, our main treat in
this world without alcohol and wistfully referred to as Coke du Rhone. Now we are
indisputably in Western Sahara, Bachir is a changed man. He looks around at the
rocks and the desiccated trees with proprietorial satisfaction.

‘Ours is the best desert!’

[ laugh. But he doesn’t.

‘It is known to be the greenest, Michael

Greenest? I look around at the tawny undergrowth. This is chauvinism
gone mad.

‘All the great desert poets come from this part of Western Sahara.

A woman laden down with possessions appears amongst the rocks, going apparently
from nowhere to nowhere. When she comes closer the drivers shout a greeting. She nods
amiably, comes over for a chat and carries on. It’s certainly a friendly desert.

Hours later, the vehicles have stopped again. The sun has set and the horizon is a
sand-stained yellowish rim. Our drivers have got out and are kneeling in a line in this
desolate place, bowing to Mecca. Bachir, hands sunk deep in coat pockets, looks out
ahead. He doesn’t join them.

‘1 am not devout, he says matter-of-factly.

An hour later, more mundane thoughts. Where are we going to eat and where are
we going to sleep? We've been on the road twelve hours and Bachir has stopped the
vehicles and is consulting with his driver. No-one appears to have a map, but there’s
much pointing into the darkness.

Then we're all urged to get in again. They’ve missed a turning.

Half an hour further on and out of the pitch blackness appears the outline of a
long, low, grimly unwelcoming building on the crest of a hill. Built by the Spanish
military, this decommissioned barracks is to be our home for the night. We're billeted
in two rooms with seriously dodgy wiring. Turning the light off involves physically
pulling apart two wires to deactivate the current. No-one dares turn it on again.

The cook is the only one who seems unconditionally happy to be here. With a real

kitchen to work in, he sets to work on a vegetable stew, with just a little camel in it.
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WESTERN SAHARA

DAY NINETEEN TFARITI

Revenge of the camel. Plucked from deepest sleep, [ just have time to stumble up from
my mattress, grab torch and toilet paper, pull open the jarring metal door of our
dormitory and race to the nearest lavatory. A strong wind has got up and I’'m aware
of how Gothic a scene this must be — white T-shirted figure with disordered shock of
hair, sprinting along concrete passageways open to the sky, as the wind howls after
him, setting doors and windows banging.

I know things are bad as I have to do this twice more, on each occasion reaching
the hole in the ground only just in time and holding my breath against the stench
emanating from it.

Five o’clock. Woken by the chimes of a grandfather clock. For a moment I believe
myself to be safe and well in some ivy-covered country-house hotel, and then I
remember that the sound is coming from John Pritchard’s alarm clock and I'm
actually recovering from diarrhoea in a barracks in Western Sahara.

Roger and Bachir try to cajole the reluctant, slumbering drivers into a six o’clock
start, but they won’t move until they’ve lit a fire and brewed some tea. It’s nearer seven
when we bounce and sway off down the hill, heading north and east for a privileged
glimpse of the front line between Moroccans and Saharawis, one of the world’s best-
kept secrets.

In 1982, in an attempt to consolidate their military superiority over the Polisario,
the Moroccan government began work on a system of fortifications stretching for over
1000 miles along the edge of occupied Western Sahara.

This mighty Moroccan wall, longer than the Great Wall Of China, reportedly costs
$2 million a day to maintain. As we brake, turn, twist and sway for mile after mile across
a carpet of fractured stone slabs I should be feeling intrepid and privileged, but to
someone suffering from camel poisoning the ride is slow torture. By gulping mouthfuls
of air and staring fixedly at the horizon, I manage to hold out for three hours before
the desire to shed last night’s stew becomes uncontrollable and I have to ask Najim to
pull up.

[ retch violently, spewing potatoes and carrots on the desert floor (probably the
most moisture to have fallen in that spot for years). When it’s over I feel a soothing
hand on my brow. It’s Khalihena, tall, grave, the oldest and quietest of the drivers, who
gazes down at me with wise concern through a pair of thick tortoiseshell-rimmed
glasses. He holds out a bottle of water and motions me to wash my face.

[ feel too ill to be embarrassed, and ridiculously touched that he should be the one
to take care of me like this.

Though the Moroccans and the Polisario have observed a ceasefire for the last
eleven years, they have not become friends, and as both sides have troops in positions
near to the wall, we have to approach with the utmost caution, accompanied now by
two armed pick-up trucks. Then it’s a scramble up a slope dazzlingly rich in fossilised
fish, plants and other evidence of the old once-fertile Sahara. From a ridge at the top
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we look down over a mile-wide no-man’s-land that separates the two sides. There’s no
question of going any further, as the Moroccans have mined the border.

[ realise that this wall, an abomination to the Polisario, keeping them, as it does,
from their own land, also defines them and inspires them and, in their eyes, legitimises
their struggle. There can be no question of a contest between equals. The Polisario
army numbers around 20,000 men, but despite the ceasefire it’s kept in readiness. To
see them at work we are driven from the wall to the HQ of the Second Army District,
in a cleverly camouflaged position protected by monumental rocks, strangely
weathered and smoothed, like a hillside of Henry Moores.

In the lee of these boulders are mud-brick huts, with corrugated metal roofs, and
the occasional Russian-built tank pulled in close for safety. On a parade ground,
marked by small stones laid out in neat rows and painted white, the flag of the
Saharawi Arab Democratic Republic flutters above three more tanks and four pick-

ups fitted with anti-aircraft guns. A massive curved rock, resembling the head of a

whale, juts out on a rise overlooking the parade ground, and beneath it a narrow
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entrance leads into the belly of the whale, a deep cave lined with carpets and cushions

which is the nerve centre of this particular army post.

I'm still in the grip of whatever microbe is ravaging my system, so [ retreat to the
coolest corner of the cave and sit out a lunch of salad, goat and oranges, thinking of
the only two things that appeal in these circumstances, sleep and death.

Unfortunately, neither is an option, as the commander of the Second Army
District has made himself available for interview. He’s a man of dignified composure
and stern, hawk-like eye, who gives nothing much away. How does he keep up morale
when there has been no war to fight for thirteen years? No problem, he claims. They
are all committed to the struggle for free expression for the Saharawi people. And they
have sophisticated weaponry. When I press him for more details this seems to mean
the ageing tanks from Eastern Europe and the fortified Toyota pick-ups drawn up
below.

Later, he and I walk out to inspect the troops. They are a ragged band, small in
number, an assortment of ages wearing an assortment of uniforms. One has green
espadrilles instead of army boots. Unless the Polisario is hiding some crack force from
us, their military potential, even for guerrilla fighting, seems negligible.

The heat rises and my system continues to reject whatever is in there that it
doesn’t like. Once outside the cave, there is no escape or comfort. The skies are
cloudless. The heat and the constant dusty wind scour my skin and turn my throat to
sandpaper. There is no toilet but the desert, and as I crouch behind boulders feeling
utterly miserable I am filled with desperate admiration for the soldiers who have
endured conditions like these for years and a formless anger at those who make it
necessary for them to do it.

It’s a two-hour drive back to the barracks in Tfariti. I have to ask them to stop
once again but this time I'm bent double with nothing to show for it. Everyone else
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turns their back, but Khalihena comes over to me once again, pours me some water,  seLow

motions to his mouth and repeats in his soft French, “Mange, mange'. Inspecting Polisario
When I get back to the barracks, I take his advice, and thanks to a combination of  troops near the wall.
) P
Pepto Bismol, acupressure recommended by Basil and fresh bread and cheese, I steady  Their problem is partly

the system and fall into a long deep sleep. lack of equipment,

partly motivation after
DAY TWENTY TFARITI tO ME]JIK an eleven-year
T T e ceasefire. The flag of
Though in my memory the fort on the hill will always be a sick room, I leave Tfariti  the Saharawi Arab
with the optimism that always attends a departure and the prospect of a new  Democratic Republic

destination. flies at the right.
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Bachir aims to travel another 200 miles to the southwest, setting up camp for the
night before moving on tomorrow to the rendezvous with our Mauritanian team at a
place called Mejik.

Through the cracked glass of our windscreen we can see the relatively green
landscape around Tfariti revert rapidly to stony desert. Despite the lack of cover, there
always seems to be something out there, a solitary tree, a trotting herd of wild
donkeys, even a skeletally thin dog that sniffs at us as we go by. And always the wind,
sweeping across, sifting the sand, smoothing the rocks, leaching the rough ground
and exposing the fossilised remains of a previous, very different Sahara, which, as
recently as 10,000 years ago, was a grassland full of wild animals.

We stop for lunch in the shade and cover of a fallen acacia tree. Bachir rubs some
resin off the bark and tells me to taste it. A sharp, cleansing, minty freshness.

‘Arabic gum. Very good for all kinds of intoxication.

I know the name well. Over the centuries, fortunes have been made from gum
arabic, and it’s still high on any list of West African exports. A preservative for food,
it’s also used for pharmaceuticals and making inks. It’s rather satisfying to find
something so precious in the wood the chef is gathering to make our fire.

The fire is started by rubbing twigs together, then larger branches are laid on.
Mohammed Salim, one of the drivers, face old and weathered, cheekbones
cantilevered out, skin pulled tight as a drum, is sifting through the sand for camel
droppings. So good is the camel at absorbing and re-using what it eats that these come
out as small, regular-sized, dark brown pellets, referred to by the experts as nuggets.
Quickly hardened by the sun, they make ideal pieces for a board game. Mohammed
marks out a grid of squares in the sand and lays the pellets out like draughts. Najim,
who he’s challenged to a game, breaks twigs to use as his men. So the game of
dhaemon, a sort of desert draughts, begins. As it warms up, Mohammed Salim
becomes more and more excited, emitting a string of cries, shrieks, theatrical screams,
imprecations and histrionic submissions to Allah, occasionally catching our eye and
cracking a conspiratorial smile. Najim plays the straight man, not that he has much
option, and wins the game.

Lunch is far behind us when, amongst swirling dust, tussocky grass and severely
decreasing visibility, Bachir brings his lead vehicle to a halt and consults, rather
anxiously, with Haboub, the most dashing of the drivers. There’s much kneeling and
peering off into the soupy dust clouds. Are we lost? Bachir’s reply, intended to be
reassuring, rapidly becomes one of our favourite sayings, to be used often in times of
deep crisis. ’

‘No we are not lost. We just cannot find the place.

He suggests that we drive on after dark and try to reach Mejik. No-one complains,
but there is an unspoken anxiety amongst us. Given the combination of dust clouds,
pitch darkness and lack of any identifiable road or track, how good is our chance of
finding Mejik?

Haboub shrugs, flashes a big white-toothed grin, flicks open a leather pouch and
fills his pipe.

We reach Mejik a little before nine. Though there is a well-lit UN compound




nearby, we are booked once again into a barracks, set in a crumbling concrete-walled

enclosure. Someone has at least made a stab at brightening up the place. The narrow,
unroofed strip of passageway outside our rooms has been laid with crazy paving, and
along it runs a dried-up garden bed decorated with Russian shell-cases. The
accommodation, consisting of two large unfurnished dormitories, a lavatory and
washroom, is much the same as at Tfariti, except that, instead of a plastic jug, this
lavatory has a luxury attachment, a flush.

[ pull it. Nothing happens.

DAY TWENTY-ONE

MEJIK TO ZOUERAT

Slept soundly and am now packing to make ready for the crossing into Mauritania.

The border is only 15 miles away. Bachir says that we will be the first foreigners
ever to cross it at this point, after negotiations made possible because of the currently
cordial relations between Mauritania and the Polisario.

Over a last meal of bread and coffee he expands on this.

‘We have nothing in common with the Moroccans. We have everything in
common with the Mauritanians — culture, language, songs, dance’

The UN mission here, frustrated by both sides in its attempt to organise a
referendum on the future of Western Sahara, has run up costs of $250 million and
may well lose patience. Doesn’t he think there will come a time when they will have to
reach a compromise?

Bachir doesn’t hesitate.

‘There can be no compromise. We will be like a camel’s thorn to the Moroccans.

He is smiling, a little grimly perhaps, but not without some relish.

‘The more a camel tries to get a thorn out of its foot, the deeper it goes in, and the
harder it is to get rid of it]

At eleven, a line of vehicles emerges from the swirling sand to the south and soon
we're shaking hands with a new set of escorts. Compared with the Saharawis, the
Mauritanians, marked out by their billowing pale blue robes, which they call boubous,
carry with them a worldliness, a touch of confidence and panache, which comes, |
suppose, from having a country of your own.

Cassa is dark, attractive, in his thirties, I should imagine, and seems to be in charge

of the operation, alongside an Englishman, Bob Watt. Abdallahi, pale-skinned, more
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Arab than Berber, is our official helper from the Mauritanian Ministry of
Communications. Rumour has it that he’s the Minister himself.

Mohammed Salim, so ebullient at desert draughts yesterday, is subdued.
He has some problem with his eye and we’ve left him medicine from our
filming kit. Nevertheless, he hugs me with surprising force as we begin our
long farewells.

The fort at Mejik and the waving Saharawis are quickly obscured by a violent
sandstorm. I still have my dry desert cough, which the sand hissing against the
windows and squeezing in through the floor isn’t doing anything to improve. Visibility
drops to a hundred yards. It feels as if we are in limbo, and the lack of any point of
reference increases the unreality of anything we glimpse outside. Did we really pass a
new-born camel, still wet from its mother, lying on the sand? Or a UN border patrol in
four immaculate white Land Cruisers, their aerials swinging and bending in the wind
like fishing rods?

Then, three short, sharp shocks in rapid succession — a line of concrete houses,
a railway line and a hard-top road. Never mind water in the desert; after days of
being thumped and jolted and flung about, it’s tarmac in the desert that sends the
spirits soaring.

The controversial Mauritanian border is not marked, and there is nothing to
indicate a change of country until we reach a checkpoint, a metal rondavel, clanging
violently in the wind. Two tall, loose-limbed guards peruse our passports, with more
bewilderment than suspicion, and then we are free to enter the town, nay veritable
metropolis, of Zouérat, where there are bicycles and motorbikes and cars and garages
and shops and sports grounds and, at last, a hotel, the Oasian. The Polisario camps
were much cleaner than Zouérat, and young boys there did not flock round, hands out
for money or presents, as they do here.

But, for now, the promise of cold beer and a hot shower makes up
for everything.

There is no hot water, owing to a problem with the boiler, but the beer is awfully
good and I'm able to get through to Helen on the satellite phone and tell her I was
dying but survived. She tells me that last night she dreamt I was in bed beside her, sent
back home by the BBC for being physically not up to it. I'm quite touched by the fact

that we should be having the same anxiety dreams.
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MAURITANIA

DAY TWENTY-TWO ZOUERAT

One significant change since we crossed the border is the appearance of baguettes and
croissants at the breakfast table. For the first sixty years of the twentieth century, first
as a protectorate and later as a colony, Mauritania, land of the Moors, was a neglected
part of the French empire in Africa. La Mauritanie, as big as France and Spain put
together, with a population barely that of Paris, became a place of exile, a dustbin for
troublemakers, sidelined from the real French interests in Senegal and Morocco. But
the French brought their boulangeries and the Mauritanians kept them when they
became an independent Islamic republic in 1960.

It’s interesting to see what survives of the colonial presence in these countries. In
Western Sahara the Spanish legacy lives on in the Polisario, in their education and
their political allegiances, and yes, I did have some chorizo with my camel one evening,
but that’s about it. Here in Zouérat, the French influence seems superficially stronger,
extending beyond baguettes to lycées and gendarmeries, pastis in the bar and French
news on the television.

After breakfast I walk outside to take a look at the town. Seeing me coming, a
gauntlet of salesmen rise effortlessly from their haunches to enjoin me to buy this or
that ornament, scarf, ring, necklace, leather pouch. I smile widely and appreciatively
and do not stop. When I reach the gate, I pause for a split second, which is long enough
for a young man to enquire solicitously about my health before showing me some
postcards. I make for the street. Before I can reach it two young boys leap oft a donkey
cart stacked with charcoal and race towards me, all big smiles and outstretched hands.

‘Donnez-moi un cadean. Donnez-moi un Bic!

~l
~l
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When I decline they scamper off and leap back onto their cart, aiming a couple of
wild blows at the donkey.

Zouérat is a frontier town, with all the mess and brutality that goes with the sniff
of money. In the cluster of jagged peaks to the south of the town is enough iron ore
to last 200 years, a resource that has transformed this corner of the desert into a multi-
million-dollar asset, supplying 40 per cent of Mauritania’s foreign earnings.

All the jobs, houses, public transport and associated support trades are in the
domain of SNIM, Société Nationale Industrielle et Miniére, the once French, now
Mauritanian-owned company that mines the ore. Without SNIM Zouérat would be
no more than a collection of tents.

Which, in the poorer parts, it already is.

The back streets of Zouérat are open rubbish tips, lined with low, shabby
buildings, but when the doors are open, business spills out everywhere, like the desert
after rain. Barbers, garages, telephone points and lots of quincailleries (ironmongers).
Cutting, fabricating and panel beating seems to be going on in every corner. I watch
a middle-aged, red-robed man, using only an axe, hammer and his own sandaled
foot for purchase, transform a BP oil drum into a 6-foot length of fencing in less than
five minutes.

The reason why ironmongery should be the growth industry here is all tied in
with desertification and the influx of nomads. Three years of drought have brought
thousands in from the desert, desperately in need of shelter. We go to meet a family
living in ‘tin city’. Their home is a tent within a compound fenced with recycled metal.
The outside of the tent still bears the manufacturer’s imprint, ‘Mining Explosive.
Product Of South Africa’ Inside, the sacks are lined with strips of patterned cloth, and
the woman who has invited me in indicates a rug. Her mother fiddles nervously with
a row of beads. I slip off my shoes and squat down. Both of the women are in black.
Others of the family, all women or children, gather around and regard me curiously.
Tea is prepared, as in Western Sahara, with much ritual. They speak in Arabic and
Cassa translates their story.

They came in from the desert five years ago and still have no mains water, relying
on the irregular visits of the water cart. Nor do they have electricity, though a

neighbour has recently let them have a lead off their supply. She proudly points out
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an uncovered cable snaking across the sand from the fence next door. They have a goat
and live mainly off rice and couscous. A younger sister makes some money clearing
sand from the railway line. One of her boys goes to school; the other doesn’t, because
he is mentally handicapped and there is no provision for him. There is, in all this,
not a trace of self-pity. They simply hope the rains will come and turn the desert
green again and enable them to return to the
life they know best. Meanwhile, home is a
tent of explosive sacks behind a fence made of
oil drums.

‘What makes you happy?’ I ask.

Even mother, nervously twisting her
beads, smiles as this is translated to them.
They don’t even have to think of the answer.

‘Whatever God gives, makes us happy’

Outside in the street, the gang of children
following us down through the rubbish in
which the goats graze doesn’t look as if much
makes them happy. In too many of their eyes
is the flat, unresponsive blankness of poverty.
In the livelier ones there is something more, a sullen resentment looking for an outlet.

An interesting incident on our way back to the hotel. Despite the present
government’s desire to keep it quiet, it’s well known that Mauritania was one of
Saddam Hussein’s staunch allies, so much so that Saddam sent his wife and children to
the town of Atar, 100 miles south of here, for safekeeping during the Gulf War. Roger
has noticed a painted sign portraying Saddam, looking dapper and suave in suit and
tie, above a tyre shop. When he asks if we can film it, not only is the answer no, but
Abdallahi, our man from the ministry, makes a personal visit to the shop and demands
that the sign be taken down instantly.

DAY TWENTY-THREE ZOUERAT 10 AZOUGUI

The iron ore that is the bedrock of the Mauritanian economy is shifted from the desert
to the coast on a single-track railway line, which is as important to the country as the iron
itself. The Polisario knew this, and their repeated attacks on the line are what eventually
forced the Mauritanians to abandon plans to occupy Western Sahara back in 1979.

It’s not surprising therefore that we have to negotiate two or three increasingly
serious roadblocks as we drive 9 miles south and east from Zouérat to the
Guelb mine.

With the storm still howling across the desert, sand-ploughs are out keeping the
road clear, and our first sight of the boxy superstructure of the mine buildings is
through a spectral cloud of rasping stinging dust.

At Guelb, the desert has been transformed into a dark satanic world of noise and
movement. Caterpillar trucks grind up and down, bringing freshly mined material to

the crushers. From there, conveyor belts carry the pulverised rock to a hopper, which
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fills railway wagons at the rate of a 100 tonnes a minute. Today, the wind is catching
the iron ore dust between hopper and wagon and sweeping most of it out across the
desert in billowing black clouds. Through this mad screaming tempest of wind and
dust, yellow and blue diesel locomotives, bells sounding dolefully, keep the wagons
moving slowly forward.

Groups of maintenance workers pass by, faces muffled against the blackened sand,
dark glasses covering their eyes, looking like mummified escapees from some
experimental hospital. Everything about them is threadbare apart from their gleaming
new shovels.

Three iron ore trains run every day, seven days a week, between the mines and
the Atlantic port of Nouadhibou. The good news for us is that one train a day also
carries passengers.

Just after midday I find myself at a platform-less halt known cryptically as ‘Arrét
TFM’. There must be a couple of hundred people gathered here as the monster of a train
shuffles slowly towards us. For what seems an eternity, 163 wagons, piled high with rock
and black dust, roll past before the two passenger coaches at the back reach the station.

When they do, and the train has shuddered to a halt, there is pandemonium.
Passengers don’t mount the train, they storm it, scrambling up the steep embankment
aiming for two narrow doors, both of which are manned by railway officials whose
sole duty seems to be to repel them. They shriek at the crowds and the crowds shriek
back. Enormous women with enormous bundles leap onto the ladders and force their
way past. A pair of arms emerges from a window and a baby is tossed up into them. A
man with a roll of carpet on his shoulder turns, Laurel and Hardy-like, one way and
then the other, thwacking people on either side. Human buttresses are formed, leading
from the embankment to the train doors.

Casting all human decency aside, I elbow my way past old women, children and
blind men and grasp the rail, shouting above the noise that [ have a Premiére Classe
ticket. The guard shakes his head and bars my way. I'm about to lose what little control
[ still have when I realise the guard is directing me to the last car on the train, a box-
like wagon with circular holes in its side that looks suspiciously like a recycling
container. This, it turns out, is Premiere Classe.

Once inside the container its appearance
begins to make sense. It’s essentially a guard’s
van, with a central raised section like a ship’s
bridge, from where company operatives can
survey the length of the train, which today is
roughly a mile. From up here I can see that
those who were not able to get aboard the
coaches have scrambled onto the goods
wagons and are settling in on top of the iron
ore. One wagon is entirely occupied by a herd
of goats.

This ship of fools moves off southwards at
a steady 25 miles per hour. Alongside us the
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tarmac road falters and merges with the sand. This line is now the only man-made

route across the desert.

It is not pretty desert. Grey dust blows over a scruffy plain of rocks and rubble,
enlivened occasionally by the detritus of a derailed train or the bleached corpse of an
abandoned pick-up truck. I lie down and try to read, but it’s not easy, as the slightest
change in speed convulses the train.

After several hours of extremely slow progress the train rumbles to a halt at a
small town called Chotim. Scarcely has it done so than Chotim station is transformed
into the scene of a major disaster. Passengers getting off the train claw at half-open
doors as passengers getting on the train hurl themselves at the same half-open doors
like soldiers entering a besieged city. Babies are thrown about, the carpet man is
cutting his own swathe through the crowds and the low hum of diesel engines mingles
with the pathetic falsetto of ore-stained goats.

This is where we get off. If we can.

From Chotim the train turns west to reach the Atlantic coast sometime tomorrow.
We pick up the vehicles and head south and east, into the interior of Mauritania, away
from the long arcing border of Western Sahara, which has held us like a magnet these
past ten days.

As if reflecting the change of direction the landscape changes too. A long
escarpment wall has risen up from nowhere and dominates the eastern horizon until
the light goes down and it blends into the general darkness. Our convoy rattles on,
twisting and turning until the track tackles the escarpment head-on. For the first time
since crossing the Atlas Mountains we are climbing, steadily, if not spectacularly,
following the thin dusty plume of the vehicle ahead.

We level out on a plateau of splintered rocks. It’s a bare, dispiriting place.

Night falls, and with it comes that vague anxiousness I've felt many times since
we left Morocco. A feeling that we could go on like this for days and nothing would
ever change.

[ wake from a bumpy back-seat slumber to find we’ve stopped. Ahead of us figures
in veils flit away from our headlights into a large, crisply flapping tent. Cassa has got

out and is striding off into a grove of trees. We disembark. Stretch legs, yawn, drink
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some water. It’s nine o’clock by my watch when Cassa
returns with furrowed brow and motions us into .
the vehicles.

Apparently, a friend of his, who was to put us all
up tonight in his ‘Typical Nomadic Tent’, has

disappeared into the desert, as nomads do, and not
come back.

So, off we go again. Back into the night.

Half an hour later, dots of light flicker in the =S
distance. They prove to belong to a small 2=
encampment outside the little town of Azougui, which
bears unlikely signs of tourist facilities. As we turn into
the compound our headlights pick out a painted board,
the name of an auberge and the reassuring words beneath
it, ‘Pres de la Ville. Loin du Son Stress.

It’s not where we were meant to be, but no-one’s
complaining.

DAY TWENTY-FOUR AZOUGUI 1O ATAR

Pass the night in a thatched hut, shared with Basil, with barely room to stand up
straight. Woken in the small hours by the sounds of a ferocious cat fight. The ensuing
trip to the loo is quite tricky. The door of the hut is tiny. I crawl out like a bee leaving
a hive, to be rewarded with a massive and magnificent night sky. In the absence of
moonlight the definition and abundance of the heavens is overwhelming, and I find
myself praising my Maker for giving me such a weak bladder.

The morning reveals a number of similar straw huts, shaped like igloos and set
around a large tent, over 30 feet square, and two whitewashed stone buildings with
gabled roofs which look incongruously like Welsh chapels. Looking beyond the camp,
I see a much less inimical landscape than the rest of the western Sahara. Palm trees

and long grass fill in the empty spaces between the acacia trees and dry-stone walls
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border the tracks that lead up to the quiet, laid-back little town. Over a breakfast of
fresh-baked bread and bananas, Cassa tells me that Azougui was once a trading post
on the edge of the desert, where gold and salt and slaves changed hands. It was from
here that a particularly aggressive dynasty of
Berber peoples known as the Almoravids set out
on a quest for more land, which led them north, to
found Marrakesh, before moving across the Strait
of Gibraltar and into Europe.

Cassa, a youngish man, elegant and rather
aristocratic, runs tours into this part of
Mauritania, and I would not dream of questioning
the validity of anything he says were it not for his
playful but confusing habit of hopping from
intense seriousness to hooting laughter in the same
breath.

On our way south and east we pass through a
’%‘:E‘ remarkable landscape, where the constant,
unblinking process of disintegration and decay
that characterises the Sahara takes rich and varied
forms, from spectacular, Rio Grande-like mesas to soft sand dunes, crumbling
escarpments and moon-like rubble-strewn plains. In the midst of this austere beauty
is the small town of Atér, neither austere nor beautiful. But today and tomorrow Atér
will be in a world spotlight. The Paris-Dakar Rally is coming to town.

The Paris-Dakar arouses mixed emotions. For the organisers, it is the most
gruelling event on the motorsport calendar, pitching man and machine against one of
the harshest environments on the planet. For opponents, like the French Green party,
it is ‘colonialism that needs to be eradicated’, costing sums ‘equal to the annual health
budget of some of the countries the race crosses.

In 1999 it was held up by bandits whilst crossing Mauritania. In 2000 threats from
Algerian fundamentalists forced the contestants into an air-lifted leapfrog over the
country, and last year the driver of a back-up vehicle lost a leg after hitting a land mine
near the Moroccan wall.

But the Paris-Dakar, now commonly known as The Dakar, as Paris is no longer its
obligatory starting point, has, since its inception in 1978, survived wars and rumours
of wars, fatalities and serious accidents, to grow and flourish, carried on by its own
obstinate momentum and man’s insatiable urge to do things the hard way.

Somewhat ironically for a town surrounded by desert, Atar suffered from
catastrophic floods in the 1980s and all buildings of character seemed to have been
washed away and replaced with nondescript concrete and breeze block. One exception
to the overall dusty brown of the narrow streets are the Total gas stations, which are a
riot of liberally applied red and white paint. Total, it turns out, are the sponsors of the
Dakar Rally.

We find accommodation, albeit modest, at the Auberge El Medina, on a corner

where four sandy streets meet. An unattended donkey trots past as we push open the
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heavy metal doors into a courtyard bordered with pink oleander and yellow
hibiscus. Mats are laid out for communal eating and two large tents stand at one end

of the yard. Privacy is not a characteristic of desert life. The idea of a - edin®
room of your own is alien to a country whose traditions are aberge avrah.\ Z)\jw\
nomadic and gregarious, but the proprietors of the Auberge {:__._355‘“ C\)) jons de VOIS
El Medina have judiciously spread their cultural options. On Tounsme.\nwxa\\on»Loca'ce

the other three sides of the courtyard are five rooms with prestation e SerV!

locks on the doors. However, each room has at least six beds e
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Walking outside after we’d settled in, I had expected to see a %%2222222276“7
town gripped by Rally fever, with banners, bunting and bars open -
all day. There are, of course, no bars in the non-alcoholic Islamic
Republic of Mauritania, and the lack of bunting and banners is explained later in the
afternoon when the Rally finally hits town.

It comes, not along the road, but down from the sky. A series of distant rumbles
heralds a steady flow of cargo planes, amongst them a Hercules and three or four
high-winged Russian Antonovs, descending to the south of the town. They bring in
the Rally, keeping it as exclusive as any travelling circus, a self-sufficient unit effectively
isolated from any reliance on, or interaction with, the local people.

Atar airport is in very good condition. The Rally organisers have seen to that. It
stands on the outskirts of town, an immaculate collection of domed and arcaded
buildings standing out from the surrounding half-built houses and empty walled
compounds like a Christmas present on a rubbish tip. A small city has sprung up on
the tarmac, huddled around a dozen planes and half a dozen helicopters, all of which,
apart from an elderly cream Dakota belonging to the Mauritanian air force, are only
here for the Rally.

One Antonov freighter is fitted out as a hospital, another as a catering store. Still

others belong to the big works teams, whose riders bivouac in matching tents pitched

in the protective shade of the wings. Striped marquees have been erected for the
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administration and the press, lap-tops cover trestle tables, mobiles are constantly in
use (though it’s impossible to get a mobile signal anywhere else in Mauritania), fridges
full of cold drinks hum away in the desert sun.

But the plane that really matters is the Hercules. Without the Hercules, Atar would
not have got its gleaming new airport and freshly laid tarmac, for inside its ample
flanks are the 22 tonnes of editing equipment, which provide the television coverage
on whose revenue the Rally’s survival depends.

Wires and cables spill like entrails from its belly, connecting up satellite dishes and
generators and even a makeshift studio, complete with potted plants, set up on the
tarmac for live interviews with the drivers, which will be pumped out to the four
corners of the world.

Way beyond the bustling, hi-tech centre of this instant city, a suburban sprawl of
less privileged competitors stretches to the far corners of the airstrip. At its shadeless
limits, where the tarmac runs out and the rubble begins, a tent, a Union Jack and an
old Range Rover, with a row of white socks drying on its bonnet, mark the
headquarters of the only British interest left in the Rally. The tent is shared by Dave
Hammond, a short and amiable motorbike rider, and his two mechanics. Dave is
what’s known as a privateer, someone who has entered the race ‘for the romance of
the event’, without the backing of any of the big teams. Not for him the Mitsubishi
millions. His fuel tank bears the name of Webb’s Garages of Cirencester.

And bears it proudly. Fifty-two bikes have already dropped out and Dave is lying
twenty-first of the 115 still left. He’s optimistic. At this stage of the rally the pressure is
on the big boys and they begin to make mistakes. Dave reckons that if he doesn’t do
anything silly he’ll pick up places at the expense of those being forced to take risks.

I ask him if he has any sense of where he is. He shakes his head and laughs.

‘T just know we're going south, because it’s getting hotter and hotter.

The Dakar Rally, it seems, is really nothing to do with seeing the world. It’s about
machines and drivers. Where you are is less important than how fast you got there and
whether you still have a vehicle that can get you out. Someone tells me of a first-time
American competitor, thrown off his bike five days ago in Morocco, who'd asked
plaintively, ‘Is there much more sand out there?’

DAY TWENTY-FIVE

AY |

ATAR

You have to be up at sparrow-fart to catch the Rally. The first riders on this time-trial
stage, a loop starting and ending in Atar, have left the airport by eight o’clock, and it’s
been a long and tricky drive to find a position along the course ahead of them. Once
again, the first sign of activity is aerial. A muttering and thudding fills the valley and
seconds later a silver helicopter streaks in over sand and stone tracks it has taken us
an hour to negotiate. It circles gracefully, picks a spot and swoops to earth, disgorging
a camera crew at the point where the piste is marked by a low but nasty run of bumps.
A few locals have gathered to watch. They crouch on their haunches, arms resting on
knees, looking more bemused than expectant. A donkey watches impassively from a

nearby clump of tamarisk trees. A few yards further on, a group of village women are
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standing up against a flimsy fence, holding a sign on which is written ‘Go, Johnny Go!’,

believed to be a reference to the presence of the veteran Gallic rocker Johnny Hallyday
in one of the cars.

More helicopters appear. Some land in a scatter of sand, others hover briefly before
sweeping away in search of the next good vantage point. Then the first of the bikes
comes into sight around the base of a sand dune, swaying and skidding past at speeds
of around 60 miles per hour, sending up a fine plume of red sand as its rider, standing,
arms and legs braced, works furiously at throttle and brake to get a grip on this
treacherous surface.

One of the bikes hits a submerged stone and careers off course, flinging its rider
to the ground. He remounts and roars by. We check the number. Somehow it had to
be. 126. Dave Hammond, Great Britain.

Before the cars come through we move on to a better vantage point overlooking
the village of Tougadh. Because it’s up in the hills, the buildings of Tougadh are
sturdier than most I've seen in the Mauritanian Sahara, a mix of rectangular houses
and circular huts, most of them resting on a skilfully cut dry-stone base and topped
with mud and thatch. The village lies across a rising slope, with the head of the valley
at one end and a thick grove of date palms at the other. There is no movement
amongst the huts. A figure lies asleep outside one of the houses, head resting in the
crook of an arm.

Then comes a distant hum, like the sound of a swarm of bees. Moments later the
sound changes from swarming bee to angry hornet and a thin line of dust can be seen
snaking through the palms. Swinging wildly on the sandy track, the lead car bursts out
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of the trees and into the village. Compared with the motorbikes, whose riders could
at least be seen grappling with their machines, it’s disappointingly anonymous. A red
box driven by two Lego men. Compelled by Rally regulations to observe a speed limit
whilst passing through a village, it croaks and barks through the gears with rather bad
grace as it climbs between the houses and over the hill. A young man from the village
clambers up, waving vigorously at us. For a moment I think this must be the first
Mauritanian to show any excitement about the race, but it turns out he wants to sell
us some of his dates.

For the next two hours the sixty-five cars left in the race snarl by, hauling the
message of McDonald’s and Microsoft, PlayStation and Gauloises through the sleepy,
unappreciative village. After the cars come the trucks and an armada of support
vehicles, until all that’s left is a Toyota Land Cruiser containing three journalists
covering the rally. They seem in no great hurry and are opening up the daily ration
kits issued to them by the organisers. David Park, from the New York Times, is
impressed.

‘What have we got today? Paté de volaille. There’s sausage, cheese, two biscuits, one
for the paté, one for the cheese. Petit Napoléon.” He shakes his head in awe and
admiration. ‘It’s so...French!’

A line of village children stand watching Park and his friends as if they’ve come
from Mars. They might as well have done. In almost every material respect they are
different from the inhabitants of Tougadh. Well-fed, prosperous, highly mobile,
technologically sophisticated, multinational. Everything this part of Africa is not. Park
hands out most of the content of his ration bag to the children. His smile is broad,
theirs are tentative. Then his Toyota fires into life, the palm thatch fence sways in the
slipstream and the last of the Rally is gone, possibly until next year, probably for ever.
A little way up the hill, a man still lies asleep with his head in the crook of an arm.

All the competitors, apart from a few stragglers, are back at the airport by mid-
afternoon. Minor injuries are nursed, positions checked. Stories and rumours spread

through the camp. One car somersaulted over a dune, but when the co-driver
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managed to struggle back to lay a helmet on the dune as a warning sign the next car

flew right over him. Alfie Cox, one of the top bikers, won the stage, despite riding the
last 200 miles without water after a fall had severed his supply. Leading the six trucks
left in the race is the Russian team, admired by one English journalist less for their
driving than their spectacular devotion to the hard stuff.

‘Anything’ll do. They finished off the windscreen washer fluid last night.

And Dave Hammond is still in the race. Despite two falls, he completed the 250-
mile course in just over four hours and has moved up to eighteenth place. He and his
mechanics are cleaning the bike meticulously.

After they’ve finished they’ll gather with other riders to watch video footage of
their day’s performance.

There’s a strong family feeling at work here. At heart, the Dakar Rally is about

fraternity — bands of brothers united by common language, enthusiasms and
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ambitions. [ admire their mad bravery, but we don’t have much in common.

Mauritania excites me much more than motorsport.

DAY TWENTY-SIX ATAR 10 CHINGUETTI

It’s still dark when I wake at the Auberge. It takes a while to work out why the room
appears to be shaking. Then the dull reverberation focusses into a familiar sound.
The planes are leaving. The circus is moving on. The Dakar Rally is taking to the
skies again.

Sure enough, as we pass out of Atar later in the morning, the airport is empty, the
tarmac cleared. Soldiers are no longer in position. The corrugated metal sheets of a
“Toilette Publique’ are being dismantled. A line of damaged bikes waits to be collected
and flown home. A goat sniffs around the leftovers of the bivouac and somewhere out
in the desert the strike force heads south. They’ll be in Dakar long before us, that’s for
sure. But we’ll have seen a lot more.

It’s a good day to be on the move. Skies bright and clear, mellow winter
temperatures peaking at around 30°C/86°F. We're climbing up between the sheer,
brick-red walls of the Adrar Massif in scenery that could have come straight out of a
John Ford Western. What's more, we're on that luxury of luxuries — a freshly
tarmacked road, paid for and constructed by the Chinese in return for fishing
concessions off Mauritania’s Atlantic coast.

Having done its basic job of taking us through the pass and onto the escarpment,
the tarmac ends abruptly. The road reverts to dirt track but soon the rubble gives way
to softer, sandier terrain, and by the time we reach the outskirts of Chinguetti we are
on the edge of a sand sea, classic date-box desert, for which the Arab word erg sounds
awfully inadequate.

The fine golden sand looks soft and seductive, but it is the most difficult and
dangerous surface and dune-driving requires great skills. Despite clever use of the
four-wheel drive, we have to make three attempts to climb one towering dune. My
heart is in my mouth each time, for we seem so close to tumbling over and crashing
down the slope.

Once at the top I'm left gasping, not so much at the perilousness of the ascent, as
by the revelation of the sand sea, stretching to the horizon. The sinuous outlines of
the dunes, formed by the wind into hundreds of thousands of peaks and crests and
troughs, is mesmerisingly beautiful. Though the sand is constantly in motion, being
smoothed and reshaped by the wind, there is an illusion of complete stillness, the
sculpted contours of the sandscape smooth as marble, not a grain out of place,
everything in perfect equilibrium.

John studies it more philosophically.

‘I suppose you could say it’s the ultimate wasteland, he observes. ‘The world’s
surface reduced to fine dust.

He’s right of course.
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NENTY-SEVEN CHINGUETTI

Looking over the battlements at Fort Saganne, our French Legion lookalike hotel, as
another hot day gets underway, I can see below me a network of lanes and low stone
and plaster houses that could have been there for months or years, it’s hard to tell.
Their walls are uneven, often broken and collapsed into piles of rubble. A woman who
has been peeing unselfconsciously in the sand goes back into her house. The front
door is of corrugated metal, hanging from one hinge. Beyond is an area of wide sandy
spaces with shops and long, low, concrete civic buildings. To one side stands the tall
shell of the electricity generating station, its walls punctured by Polisario mortars
twenty-three years ago and still unrepaired. But a half-mile or so beyond all that,
stretched across a low hill and bordered by palm trees, old Chinguetti, with its
assortment of towers and red-gold stone walls, stands out handsomely, like a
mediaeval hill town.

From the battlements of Fort Saganne, Chinguetti, seventh holiest city of Islam,
looks a place of substance and civility.

When we drive into the old town, across the bone-dry football pitch that occupies
the flat plain between old and new Chinguetti, the reality is rather different. For a start,
the taller and more spectacular of the two minarets turns out to be a water tower.

Though the old mosque has been beautifully restored, the warren of streets
around it is like a ghost town. Discarded sardine tins, batteries, padlocks, Pepsi cans
and electric cables lie half-buried in the sand. Birds dart through the ruined houses,

and occasionally a veiled figure will call out from a doorway, indicating that their
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house is not abandoned and pointing out the word ‘boutique’ scrawled beside it on the
wall and the small collection of local artefacts dimly visible inside. In other streets the
stone walls are all that remains. Behind solid carved doorways, once prosperous
houses lie open to the sky and the sand.
The desert is taking over Chinguetti.
There are surprises. I'm trudging up a side street when I hear the sound of voices
chanting. It comes from the other side of a low wall, in which a green door stands ajar.
[ peer round it and find myself in a white-walled courtyard. A dozen children, all
clutching wooden boards covered with Arabic writing, are sat in a row facing the wall,
reciting texts in high sing-song voices. Standing above them, occasionally stooping to
correct some misreading is a tall, elderly man, veiled in black and white, with hollow  seiow
cheeks and a straggly grey beard, as long and pointed as his face. He is the imam of  Writing wasa
the mosque whose minaret, shaped like a Gothic church tower, we passed earlier. This  work of art for
is his house and also the medersa, the Koranic school, where the children learn the  Islamic scholars.
holy texts, and where some of the better students will be able, one day, to recite the  The calligraphy
entire Koran from memory. They don’t seem to be learning anything else. in the books in
He shakes hands with Cassa but not with any of us, I notice, but when he answers  Chinguetti’s

our questions his fierce countenance cracks easily into a twinkling smile, revealing two  libraries is up to

prominent, immaculately white teeth. 1000 years old.
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ABOVE

With a little help
from my friends,
I'ni never short of
advice in nty
struggle against the
Grand Master

of Cliinguetti.

BELOW
Tliree of my
champion

crottes.

04

Beckoning us into the shade, he orders two of the senior boys, clearly his

favourites, to offer round a wooden bowl of zrig, a thick mixture of goat milk, water,
millet and sugar.

In a voice thin and husky from a lifetime of summoning the faithful he tells us
that the minaret is the second oldest in continuous use anywhere in the Muslim world.
Until very recently, he says, he used to climb up and make the call to prayer from
the top of the tower; now he’s not strong enough and has to rely on a microphone
down below.

Along a side street nearby, the word ‘Bibliothéque’ is scrawled in white paint on
the stone lintel of an otherwise inconspicuous doorway. Stepping inside, I find myself
in a room, no more than 15 feet square, with bamboo mats on the floor and rough-
plastered walls. An old man rises to greet me.

Behind him, stacked on shelves, are bundles of papers wrapped in leather bindings
or manila folders. They are books and documents of extraordinary beauty, many of
them 600 or 700 years old. In some cases the pages have come loose from their
bindings, but in all of them the quality of the work is exquisite. They have been in his
family for centuries and he treats the texts like old friends, moving his finger from
right to left, as the Chinese and Japanese do, across the delicate, spidery calligraphy.

There is a commentary on the Koran, with notes around the margins, and a book
of Islamic law, still clearly readable, detailing legal procedures — numbers of witnesses,

rights of the accused — all dating back to the golden days when Chinguetti

was one of the great centres of Islamic scholarship.
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‘This land, he says, head inclined towards mine but eyes fixed somewhere in the
distance, ‘was called Chinguetti before it was called Mauritania.

[ ask him if there might be a price at which he’d part with a book like this, but he
shakes his head. These are his life, and part of the life of his fathers and forefathers.
He cannot let them down by selling them.

In the main square of Old Chinguetti is a more organised collection of the city’s
treasures. The Bibliotheque Al Halott can be found off the courtyard of a fine old
house, behind ancient acacia wood doors. Beneath weathered black beams are bulky
modern filing cabinets containing 1400 manuscripts. A father-and-son team looks
after them, and so valuable are the works that they only allow visitors in one or two at
a time. Their pride and joy — ‘le plus ancien ouvrage’ — is a Koran, brought here from
Mecca in 1000 AD. They have a book on astronomy dating from the fourteenth
century, clearly showing the planets of our solar system circling the sun, proving that
Arab scholars knew something that the authorities in Europe refused to acknowledge
for a further 200 years.

Six o’clock. The best time of day. People are out in the streets again, shops are
open, children, rolling old tyres, race after each other. The big heat is off, the setting
sun turns the desert a rosy purple and the sounds of the city soften to a murmur.

Walking in the new town, I find myself first watching, then participating in a game
of dhaemon, as taught me by Mohammed Salim of the Polisario. An erect, bare-
headed man, who clearly fancies himself as the local Grand Master, is taking on all
comers and thrashing them. He barely raises his eyes from the sand as I’'m sat down
opposite him and given my quota of crottes de chameau, camel droppings. Then
something goes wrong with his strategy. Soon I have at least a dozen friends and
advisers ready to manage my every move, shouting, debating and arguing with
increasing hysteria as they scent a rare victory in the air.

Sure enough the sticks are uprooted with increasing regularity and the all-
conquering camel turds are sweeping across the sand, until, with sharp cries of

delight, the foreigner steals a victory.

LEFT
Yes! The turds
have it! England 1,

Mauritania 0.
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I seem to have had all Chinguetti on my side, for as I walk back to the hotel later
I keep getting waves of acknowledgement, broad grins and cheery shouts
of ‘Champion!’

My stock with the owners of the Hotel Fort Saganne is already pretty high.

‘Vous étes le deuxieme star ici!’ they enthuse, ‘le premier star’ being Gerard Depardieu,
who stayed and worked here whilst making what was by all accounts a very bad film
called Fort Saganne in 1984.1 only wish their facilities matched their view of my status.
Though I am in Depardieu’s room, the generator provides light and electricity only
fitfully, the bedside light is operated from a switch 20 feet away from the bed, the pillow
is made from some form of granite and the painting and decoration seem to have been
completed by someone with a serious grudge against society.

It all becomes a bit clearer when they reveal that Depardieu didn’t stay in this
room at all, but in a Winnebago parked outside. They even show me the spot.

‘It was parked over there!’

My room was the one used in the film itself.

As Fort Saganne was all about the terrible privations endured by members of the
French Foreign Legion, this explains a lot.

DAY TWENTY-EIGHT CHINGUETTI tTo NOUAKCHOTT

Around a quarter to seven the generator coughs into life, which means electricity and
hot water will be available until half past nine, when they turn it off again. Up onto
the battlements for a last reminder of the panorama of Chinguetti, this quintessential
image of the desert. It requires a vivid imagination to evoke the glory days of the
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, when Ibn Battuta came down here from Tangiers,
when there were seventy-six libraries in the town and when the constant coming and
going of camel trains between Morocco and the fabulous kingdom of Mali made
Chinguetti one of the centres of the civilised world.

Now the desert is quiet. The trade has gone elsewhere, by ship around the coast,
on overland trucks that can’t cope with the fine sand seas that enclose Chinguetti.

But, splendidly isolated as it may feel, Chinguetti is only 1200 miles from the coast
of Europe, and if not trucks and boats, then aeroplanes may yet be its saviour. There is
a growing curiosity about the desert, and as more tourists brave the Sahara south of
Morocco this particular combination of landscape and history could well bring some
money back to this historic city.

These tourist-board thoughts come to me as I wait at the small airstrip outside
Chinguetti. I'm cadging a ride to Nouakchott, the Mauritanian capital, aboard a
Cessna, from which Nigel has been filming the desert sands.

We peel off the baking tarmac and into the air, spreading panic amongst the camels
careering below us. Soon the ancient crust of the old Saharan plateau pushes through
the desert sands, exposing fault lines that reveal shiny, fractured, black rock and
reminding me more than anything of the world’s second largest desert, Antarctica.

After two hours in the air the colours begin to change. The charred blacks and
browns of the escarpment give way to a green and white landscape as we slowly
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descend towards Nouakchott. The green is from stands of trees and fields of crops, a
reminder of what irrigation can do in the fiercest of deserts, but it’s the white that
predominates, a great spreading undercloth of limestone and salt, as if the desert had
been bleached as it reached the sea.

Our plane banks and turns and as it begins its final approach to the Mauritanian
capital I can just about make out the Atlantic Ocean, away to the west.

Below us, streets and cars and palaces and office blocks and other visions of a way
of life I’d half forgotten race up towards the plane. After where we’ve been, the
thought of descending into the midst of a million people seems a great anticlimax,
and the more I look forward to the creature comforts of a big city hotel the more I feel
that I'm betraying the desert. '

DAY TWENTY-NINE NOUAKCHOTT

After one night at the Monotel Bar-El-Barka I realise that my appreciation of the
simple life is a cracked and broken vessel. Maybe it’s a question of age, but the delight
[ have taken in switching the air-con on and off, flushing and re-flushing the lavatory,
caressing the bedside light and reading the laundry list from start to finish, including
the women’s section, suggests to me that I am not cut out for deprivation.

If twelve days of desert travel can reduce me to gibbering delight at the sight of
one of the world’s shortest room-service menus, what is to become of me when we
turn east again, back to the sands?

There is water outside my room that is just for swimming in. It’s surprisingly cold
and refreshing. The only other occupants are two Mauritanian children, who seem
amazed by the whiteness of my body, which, fresh from a long English winter, is very
white indeed. They stare open-mouthed, as if seeing a ghost.

Thirteen years ago, whilst filming Around the World in 80 Days, I was stuck on
a Yugoslav freighter moving agonisingly slowly across the Bay Of Bengal. The tiny
mess room was dominated by a map of the world. To help pass the time, my
cameraman, Nigel Meakin, and I competed with each other to memorise every
African country and, for extra points, the name of its capital. Mauritania was
a tough one, but Nouakchott was a match winner. Nouakchott was the Holy Grail
of obscurity.

Which is why [ experienced more than the usual frisson of first-timer’s excitement
when I saw the name on the airport building, and why I immediately bought up all
three postcards in the hotel shop. And why I’'m rather ashamed to learn that this city
we could never remember is the biggest in the Sahara.

I take some comfort from the fact that this is a recent development. Nouakchott,
whose name, my guidebook tells me helpfully, may mean ‘Place of Wind’ or ‘Place of
Floating Seashells’, was only created in the late 1950s, and even by 1980 had less than
150,000 inhabitants. Then came fourteen years of drought and an influx of refugees,
which has pushed the population beyond the million mark.

Located at the collision point of Sahara Desert and Atlantic Ocean, the city of

Nouakchott feels a bit like a lifeboat, tossed between two seas — one sand, one salt —
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with new people scrambling on board all the time. It has had neither the time nor the
resources to create an identity or shape a character. It is just a place full of people.

There are some grandiose government buildings and a quarter where diplomats
and foreign businessmen live in well-fenced comfort, but the heart of the city, down
by the Grand Marché is a steaming, jostling mass of on-street commerce. The
buildings that line the Avenue Abdul El Nasser lack any distinction, but in a sense
that’s not the point. They are just spaces to be filled, emptied, leaned against and
sheltered beneath by the throng of buyers, sellers, hawkers, beggars and all the other
players on this congested stage: smooth young men in dark glasses, exuding
unspecified threat, blind old men being led about by young companions, venerable,
bearded figures swathed in veils, and poised young girls in deep blue robes balancing
on their heads trays of soft drinks the colour of dentist’s mouthwash. Around them a
ragged army of street sweepers, with faces wrapped like mummies, carry out the
Sisyphean task of keeping the capital clean.

The crowd is fed by a cruising stream of green and yellow minibuses, setting down
and picking up constantly. Weaving amongst them are all shades of the transport
spectrum, from donkey-drawn carts to Mercedes 200s, with missing fenders, sightless
headlamps and window-cracks like spider’s webs.

The children beg blatantly and cheerfully.

‘Donnez-moi quelque chose!’

I see no-one buying, selling or reading a newspaper.

The Atlantic shore, a mile or so from the centre of the city, offers the prospect of
space and sea breezes, somewhere to cool off away from the clamour. I make for it at
sunset, following the road across a desolate wasteland of broken shells and crusted
sand dunes (the white blanket I'd seen from the air yesterday). The road does not, in
fact, lead to a place of peace and quiet contemplation (they don’t build roads in Africa
for that sort of thing); it leads to a great heaving fish market, the Plage des Pécheurs,
Fishermen’s Beach.

Dominated at one end by the curved concrete roof of the market building and at
the other by the ghostly hulks of two wrecked freighters, this half-mile stretch of beach
seethes with human activity. Donkeys pull carts through the sand, exhorted with sharp
blows from their drivers. A man passes through the crowd with a plank on his head,
carrying a dozen loaves of fresh-baked bread. Salesmen offer football shirts and
trainers, combs, brushes, even a set of gleaming new spanners. Women in bold
patterned veils or turbans gossip together, breaking off every now and then to call to
their children. It’s a family affair, part Billingsgate, part Blackpool, part B&Q. The
majority of those here are black Africans. The Arabs, with their nomadic traditions,
don’t eat much fish, preferring the desert staples of camel, mutton or goat meat.

Long low boats with crescent-shaped hulls painted bright primary colours are
everywhere, some drawn up on the beach, others out on the viscous Atlantic swell,
bringing in their catch from the cool and fertile offshore currents. When full, the boats
come to within a few yards of the shore and a score of porters plunge into the water.
Mostly teenage boys, they compete with each other, racing with trays of swordfish,

barracuda, sea bass and red mullet balanced on their heads, up through the crowds to
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(trop) Nouakchott
beach, where the
Sahara meets the
Atlautic. A mile of
fish market with a
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freighters.

(sortom) Never a
shortage of helpers to
bring the boats in.

A boy (right) waits
with his plastic tray
to carry fish up to be
weighed. The best of
the catch never
reaches local waters;
it’s trawled by
foreigu factory ships
out beyond the

horizon.
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the market. Their sense of urgency and the accompanying din of shouts, protests,
yelps and laughter indicate the sense of elation that such an abundant food source can
bring to a small country, but one of the market traders puts it in perspective. Many of
the boats here, he says, are from neighbouring Senegal, and what does come in is only
what has been rejected by the Japanese, Korean and Chinese factory ships lurking out
beyond the horizon.

DAY THIRTY NOUAKCHOTT

Strange weather. A warm wind blows from a brooding, hazy sky. The air is heavy, as if
it might rain, which in a city that receives only 4 inches a year (London has nearer 30)
would be quite an occasion. [ feel a little disoriented by Mauritania. Having passed
through an enormous country, I find myself in this wide, flat, shapeless capital feeling
that I could be anywhere. I remember my colleague Graham Chapman on a Python
tour of Canada being asked by a local tourist guide what he thought of Regina,
Saskatchewan. Graham looked around at the flat expanse of prairie stretching away in
every direction and then enquired, with winning politeness, ‘Why didn’t they put it
over there?’

Guidebook information is scarce, only fifty pages in my Rough Guide, half that for
neighbouring and much smaller Senegal, so for on-the-spot information I seek out
the honorary British consul, Nancy Abeiderrahmane MBE, or Nancy Jones from
Essex, as she was before she married a Mauritanian in the late 1960s. [ found her at
work in a spotlessly clean compound off an unmade, sand-strewn road, from which
she runs the highly successful Tiviski dairy business. Beneath the shade of two
spreading neem trees and between an unloading tanker and a refrigerated delivery
van, I'm welcomed by a small, vivacious, middle-aged woman in a white sari,
obviously treated with respect by her workforce. The yard and the unloading bays,
where milk is brought in from farms and from hundreds of small producers, many of
them desert nomads, is constantly being hosed down. ‘Portez Le Turban SVP’ (Please
Wear a Turban), says the sign on the door of the plant, and Nancy calls someone over
to help me tie a length of black cotton into a howli, the Moorish head-wrap. It isn’t
easy. My nose keeps getting in the way. The man is dismissed and another more senior
member of Nancy’s 180-strong workforce takes over. He doesn’t fare much better. It’s
a bit like tying a bow tie, easier to do for yourself than someone else. Nancy notices |
have some hair showing, which is hygienically impermissible, and yet another man,
who for all I know could be the chairman of the board, is summonsed. He does the
trick, and, looking like a passable imitation of Lawrence of Arabia, I step, not into the
desert, but into the bottling plant. It’s the coldest place in Africa; a gleaming world of
stainless steel and streamlined automation. Milk from cows, goats and camels is
poured into cartons at the rate of 2000 an hour. The plant works seven days a week
and sells product to over 2000 shops. The water they use is recycled to irrigate a
garden on a nearby roundabout.

In the office, flanked by computers and a sign on the wall, ‘Don’t EVER Give Up),

I’'m treated to a tasting of Tiviski’s products, including conventional cow’s milk,
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sweeter than its English counterpart, and less conventional but quite delicious ranges
like date yoghurt, camel cheese and, the pride of her production, camel milk. Camel
milk, Nancy assures me, is the answer to all our prayers.

‘It has half the fat of cow’s milk, and less sugar, so good for diabetics. It has a lot of
vitamin C. It’s good for vascular problems, women take it to have a clear complexion
and they say it’s a tonic for men.” Nancy smiles, and takes a breather before adding,
unconvincingly, ‘whatever that means’

‘One protein in it is similar to human insulin, and as camels are pretty close to
humans in the evolutionary tree, so the proteins are closer to humans, and it’s less
allergenic than cow’s milk.

[ want it and I want it every day from now on. But [ can’t, because I live in Europe,
and the European regulations don’t cover camel products. The EU won’t even
acknowledge that camels have products.

‘But we’re getting there,’ says Nancy, and I believe her. She’s not the sort of person
to start out unless she intends getting there.

I ask her about Mauritania.

Life is hard for most people here — ‘Everybody makes do with very little’ - but she
points to rapid change. Forty years ago there was not one mile of tarred road in the
entire country. Now there is water and electricity supply to most homes in the city. It
is a tolerant country; women do not have to cover their faces or accept polygamy. If a
man wants a new wife he must divorce the old one first. This makes divorced women
much sought after in Mauritania. They do not have any ties and they generally will
have benefited from a divorce settlement. She feels quite comfortable as a female
entrepreneur in a country that has women in the cabinet, law, medicine and even in

the army. ‘People, she says with a touch of a smile, ‘are very nice to women.
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The southern
Saharan look. A
woran, more Negro
than Arab, chews on
an acacia stick, the
Saharan equivalent
of toothbrush and
toothpaste
combined.

ABOVE

Fabrics for sale in
Nouakchott market.
Bold colours and
patterns are one of
the great delights of

the southern Sahara.
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She nimbly sidesteps the knotty question of slavery, which was only formally
abolished here in 1981, but acknowledges that the Moorish social system is complex
and tribal, with warrior and scholar tribes.

There are two national sports. One is dhaemon, the desert draughts I played in
Chinguetti, and the other poetry.

‘In a decent gathering like a wedding party the young men are expected to
improvise four verses of poetry and others to compose a reply. Everybody can recite
lots and lots of poetry’

She sees similarities between Mauritanians and the British.

‘They love wit and they’re always ready to say something funny. And you’ll
have noticed the country runs on tea. The cooking is, likewise, not terribly
noteworthy’

DAY THIRTY-ONE NOUAKCHOTT 10 ST-LOUIS

It’s 127 miles from the capital of Mauritania to the border with Senegal. Both
countries were once part of Afrique Occidentale Frangaise, a huge slab of the French
colonial empire. As we drive out of Nouakchott this morning, we are reminded of the
new world order.

The American embassy is a fortress, bristling with razor wire, sprung with alarms
and guarded by armed men. The Presidential Palace, a drab grey mass, of considerable
size and very little beauty, was built by the Chinese.

However, the French influence lives on. As we pull up in the town of Tiguent we're
ambushed by half a dozen children, heavily armed with baguettes, who crowd around
the doors, shouting and jabbing loaves through the window until we submit and reach
in our pockets for our last few ouguiya. The bread tastes good; a richer, stickier
consistency than French baguette and with the added ingredient that marks it out as
fresh — Saharan sand.

The French language remains the lingua franca and the one in which we’re
interrogated at a series of army roadblocks.

At one of these enforced halts, a tall, thin, young soldier in camouflaged fatigues
approaches our vehicle and examines the contents carefully. His eyes flick
towards us.

‘Parti a Rosso?” he asks.

Yes, we reply cautiously. We are going to Rosso.

He looks us up and down, slowly, then appears to come to a decision. We hold
our breath.

“Vous avez une place?

He wants a lift.

As we near the Sénégal river, the bleached white shell-fields of Nouakchott give
way to terracotta dunes dotted with spiky grass scrub and acacia trees just tall enough
to provide shelter for the Fulani herders. As the sands of the Sahara blow in from the
north and east, they’re forced progressively closer to the Sénégal river. Only ten years,
earlier the issue of land ownership along the border brought Mauritania and Senegal




to the brink of war. Senegal kicked out Mauritanian traders and Mauritania allowed

equally violent reprisals against ‘southerners’. Today relations are better, but the
security presence is strong enough to make filming a delicate task.

By midday we are passing a network of irrigation ditches and the first glimpse of
grassland for two and a half weeks. The fields contain sugar cane, rice and grazing
land, grown under a scheme which I see from a billboard is financed by the
government of the Emirates, 3000 miles across the other side of the desert. An
example of pan-Islamic co-operation, which could prove a much bigger influence on
West Africa than anything French, American or Chinese.

At Rosso we reach the river and the next frontier, and take our place in a shuffling
line of vehicles, most of which look like survivors of a stock car race, weighed down
to the floor with goods, wires hanging out of empty headlamp sockets. We're a captive
audience and vendors gather at the windows. It’s very hot and hard to be patient in
the face of endless demands for cadeaux and bonbons. We are not allowed to film and
the ferry gates are shut.

Repair to the Patisserie El Belediya, which serves food on metal tables beneath
walls of peeling paint. We are the only Westerners. A television set high on the wall is
showing women being interviewed in houses reduced to rubble. It’s hard to tell if it’s
the West Bank or the suburbs of Baghdad, recently hit by air strikes ordered by
America’s new president, George W. Bush, but none of those watching shows any
hostility towards us.

After eating a skeletal chicken in casserole, I buy a carton of Nancy’s Tiviski brand
camel’s milk from the freezer behind the counter and drink it outside on a porch
where there is, at least, some breeze. Basil is doing his flowing t’ai chi routine, which a
couple of locals watch with amused curiosity.

‘Kung fu?’ asks one of them.

I nod. ‘Sort of’

After three journeys round the world with him, I'm used to Basil being mistaken
for Bruce Lee.

Three hours later we are aboard the 80-foot floating platform that will take us into
Senegal. It runs on African time, leaving only when it is full to bursting point.

The river, about a half-mile wide, curves languidly towards us through what might

almost pass for meadows, which dip down to tall reed beds. Occasionally, the slim,
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Rosso, Mauritania.
Catching up on
notes outside the
Patisserie El
Belediya whilst
waiting for the ferry
to cross the River

Sénégal.
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asove  wooden canoes they call pirogues will put out from either shore, precariously packed

Having crossed the  with foot passengers, all standing.

river, passengers On the far side are low buildings, a single palm tree, a water tower and a small
and freight wait 1o crowd watching us as keenly as we're watching them. The fact that the town on both
disembark in sides is called Rosso seems to misleadingly minimise the difference between the two
Senegal.  banks. In fact, the Sénégal river, rising over 1000 miles away in the mountains of
Guinea, is an important boundary. It separates not only Mauritania from Senegal, but
also Sahara from Sahel, the transitional land, half desert and half savannah, whose
name means ‘shore’ in Arabic. More significantly, the Sénégal river divides Arab Africa

to the north from Black Africa to the south.

The last few passengers hurry aboard, urged into a sprint by the long-awaited
rumble of the diesel engine. We move stiffly out into the stream. I want to stare into
the dark brown tide and think romantic thoughts of Saharan rivers, but it’s
impossible. I've been trapped by a cheerfully persistent ten-year-old boy called Lallala

who wants something, anything, from me.

I try to shut him up by giving him a tin of Smith and Kendon travel
i(f)},(% sweets [ have with me. It doesn’t work. He wants me to translate all the
[0(% ° words on the lid.
7 %% ‘Ken-don? What is Ken-don?’
On Senegalese soil just before four o’clock. Our minders engage in
a long negotiation over equipment and visas at the handsome customs
shed, built like a small French town hall. It bears not only the inscription

‘Directeur Général des Douanes de Republique de Sénégal, but also a motto,
‘Devenir Meilleur Pour Mieux Servir (Become Better to Serve Better). Very
un-African.

104



MAURITANIA Y-ONE

Another long wait. Buses and trucks squeeze out of the narrow car park. Currency
changers move amongst the recently arrived, offering deals on the Mauritanian
ouguiya, which, on account of the foreign aid propping up Mauritania, is stronger
than the CFA franc used by Senegal.

A tall man in a white robe wanders around calling out “‘Me bank!” and waving a
wad of notes.

To begin with, the roads this side of the border are much rougher. Tarred but
severely pot-holed, they ensure a jolting, punishing ride towards St-Louis. Then, quite
suddenly, we appear to have time-travelled to provincial France. The road surface
becomes smooth and white-lined. Every village leading into St-Louis has speed
restrictions and signs warning us to belt up, back and front. And there are cyclists
everywhere, turning out of leaty lanes and emerging from the university campus on
drop-handlebar bikes, wearing Tour de France T-shirts. I can’t remember seeing
bicycles at all in Mauritania. Basil agrees.

‘Beat-up old cars and donkey carts and nothing in between.

Shortly before six we cross a wide estuary onto a narrow island with a cathedral
and cinemas and draw up beside the clipped hedges, shady balconies and colourful
awnings of the Hotel De La Poste, where a long line of Monsieur Hulots is waiting to
sign in ahead of us. I can even use my mobile to phone home. This is more than
culture shock. It’s cultural convulsion.

o T i e -1
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St-Louis, first
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rises beside the
waters of the
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progress.
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Hotel de la Poste,
St-Louis. Checking
progress on ity
Michelin map in
room 219, the same
one in which heroic
French aviator Jean
Mermoz spent the
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SENEGAL

AY THIRTY-THREE ST-LOUIS

I've spent the last twenty-four hours in France. It was unadventurous, but it was easy,
pottering around the hotel from bar to restaurant to the Piscine Jardin with its wrought-
iron flamingos, or just sitting on my hibiscus-clad balcony watching the majestic Sénégal
river sweep beneath the majestic seven-span girder bridge built by Louis Faidherbe,
Governor of Senegal, in the 1860s. After a bit, the Frenchness became almost suffocating,
from the check tablecloths to the endless pictures and models of the colon, the caricature
of the Frenchman in Africa, complete with pipe and pith helmet.

The overriding obsession of the Hotel de la Poste is with the 1920s, when St-Louis
was the most important town in French colonial Africa and a company called
Aeropostale launched a regular mail service from Toulouse to Dakar. The pilots flew
their fragile planes alone, often through the night, without radio or radar, in all
weathers. They became national heroes, with one of them, Antoine de Saint-Exupéry,
writing bestselling books about his experiences. On 12 May 1930, a young man called
Jean Mermoz took off from St-Louis and headed out across the Atlantic Ocean to
make the first successful airmail connection with South America. The sky was no
limit. Soon they were flying as far as Buenos Aires and even over the Andes to
Santiago, Chile. Then, in December 1936, Mermoz left St-Louis in his sea-plane ‘Croix

du Sud’ to make his twenty-fourth crossing of the Atlantic. He was never seen again.
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Mermoz-mania still grips the hotel. Paintings of the planes and the epic route they
covered are spread across the walls and even on the ceiling of the restaurant. In
reception there are framed press clippings and evocative posters, and in a mural
halfway up the stairs the head and shoulders of Mermoz rise from the cold grey waters
of the Atlantic, as if gasping for one last breath.

Before flying he always stayed at the Hotel de la Poste, and always in room 219, on
the corner, with the river on one side and the Art Deco post office on the other. It’s the
room I'm in now.

Today I venture out of this tempting haven and take a longer look at St-Louis. No
sooner have | stepbed out into the street than a score of voices compete for my
attention, crutches and wheelchairs race towards me and arms beckon me towards the
pony and traps that wait listlessly by. I hire one for the morning and we set out across
Faidherbe’s bridge, which clangs and rumbles beneath a constant stream of foot, car,
bicycle and hoof traffic.

One book I'm reading describes its builder as ‘a visionary’, a man who more than
anyone embodied the ideal of a West African empire built upon the virtues of French
culture and the French way of life. Faidherbe believed unquestioningly that la mission
civilisatrice, if decisively and compassionately applied, would benefit the indigenous
people, enabling them to set aside their ancient superstitions and divisive tribal
loyalties and share in the Gallic enlightenment. They would become les évolués,
the evolved.

SAHARA

BELOW
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It was already too late. The mixing of French and African cultures had been going
on long before Faidherbe. Soldiers and traders from Bordeaux settled the town in the
mid-seventeenth century and many married the local Fula women, creating an
aristocratic class of mulattos, or métis, as the French called them. Many of these
women became powerful and successful matriarchs, known as signares, and they
wielded great influence in St-Louis.

My thin and straining horse, his coat worn black by the harness, seems happier

when we are off the bridge, on which he slithered awkwardly. As we explore the
quieter backside of the island, along by the wharves where the warehouses for
the rich trade in gum arabic were located, it becomes clear that the French |
dream of urban orderliness is not shared by the majority of the
Senegalese. The roofs of the old, red-tiled, balconied colonial buildings are
full of holes. Their once neat shutters are missing and the rutted dirt streets :
beneath are full of people, talk, small-scale enterprise, food and rubbish.
Another, shorter bridge takes us onto a long thin finger of land between
the river and the ocean. Having water around is such an unfamiliar experience |
that I hire a pirogue to take me back to the hotel. On the way, we pass an
extraordinary Dickensian scene. Stretching along the banks of the river is
a great concourse of fish smokeries. Long racks of darkening fish stretch

across a fuggy landscape of makeshift ovens, tended by fierce and grimy
women. They scream abuse and wave their arms at us when the camera turns
towards them.

Eat a late lunch at the house of Jacob Yakouba, one of the best-known
Senegalese artists. His house is surrounded by a pink-washed wall covered in
bougainvillea and there is a large tent in the garden, where friends, fellow artists,
writers and politicians can hang out. Here Jacob, like a cultural Godfather,
dispenses advice, encouragement and artistic protection to a considerably

extended family.
He’s a stocky bear of a man, a Senegalese Picasso, with a massive head

and thick calves emerging from capacious navy-blue shorts. He’s been
painting since he was seven. Despite his bull-like size, his gaze is gentle and his speech

unexpectedly soft. I watch him working in his studio on a disappointingly

108



conventional portrait of a pretty, loosely clad woman. The walls of the studio are thick

with similar paintings, all quite joyfully sexy.

‘I prefer to paint women, first because of my mother, who helped me to become
an artist. Then, because of my wife Marie-Madeleine. When I meet her it give me
strength to focus my work on women’

He admits that painting women so explicitly in a Muslim country could be a
problem, but he has an international reputation and, anyway, fanaticism doesn’t exist
so much in Senegal.

‘In St-Louis all the big families are Catholic or Muslim. We have always lived side
by side. At Christmas the Muslims celebrate with the Catholics and during Tabaski,
the sheep festival, the Catholics celebrate with the Muslims.

He completes a last, long brush-stroke, caressing the outline of neck and shoulder,
and stands back, head cocked.

‘Anyway, women are beautiful. I was born from a woman so I don’t see why there
should be any taboos.

At that moment there is a swirl of pink at the door and the aforementioned
Marie-Madeleine makes a modestly grand entrance, to see if we are ready to eat. [
realise that not only is she a formidable presence, but also her formidable figure is the
subject of many of the paintings.

We sit round the table and all dip in to a single dish containing a powerfully
delicious concoction called domoda. Fish balls, made with green onions, parsley, garlic
and spices, are served in a rich stew with sweet potatoes. When I ask how long it must
have taken someone to prepare all this Jacob beams at the womenfolk.

‘They did it all, he says generously, before adding, ‘in the Moulinex.

Much laughter.

Marie-Madeleine is probably better known in Senegal than Jacob, as she appears
regularly in a TV soap opera, in which she plays a tough woman refusing to be traded
between husbands. All of which makes for an interesting insight into marriage a
la Sénégal.

Jacob explains that Islam gives the man the right to have up to four wives, but
legally, under the Family Code, he must choose monogamy or polygamy. Once chosen

the option cannot be reversed.

ABOVE
Life in St-Louis.
(verT) Outside a shop
with a tall, dashing
salesman and short
plaster figures of the
colon, the caricature
of the French
colonialist in Africa.
(centre) Women
return from the
market, heads full.
(RIGHT) At lunch
with artist Jacob
Yakouba and his
soap-star wife,
Marie-Madeleine.
Beside her is cither
rnext week’s script or
a BBC contract.
Either way, she

doesn’t look happy.
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Marie-Madeleine remembers the day she and Jacob went to the tribunal to
get married.

‘They asked Jacob, “Do you want to be monogamous or polygamous?””’

Jacob goes on. “When I said monogamy, the judge just looked at me and
said, “Hold on. Are you crazy, man?” [ said why. He said, “You’re a man, you’ll
regret this.”

Marie-Madeleine heaves with laughter.

‘And how long have you been married?’ I ask.

‘Thirty years.

As I leave I tell them we have to be in Dakar next morning. Jacob grimaces.

Has he ever thought of moving to the capital?

He shakes his head dismissively.

‘Never!’

‘Why is that?’

‘Dakar has no soul, no life! Pas d’amniel

DAY THIRTY-FOUR DAKAR

[ peer desperately through the window of our vehicle looking for the soul of Dakar,
but all I can see is a 30-foot-high Coca-Cola bottle and a lot of sheep. Then we plunge
down beneath a flyover and onto a thickly clogged four-lane highway leading to the
centre of the city.
BELOW Six hours after leaving St-Louis, we’re picking our way slowly through suburban
All needs catered  neighbourhoods sporting parking meters, traffic lights, health clubs, even a cyber café,
foron the streers  and more sheep.
of Dakar. I’m bewildered by all this ovine activity, until I learn that we are a week away
from Tabaski, the day on which Muslims
commemorate the story they share with Jews
and Christians of Abraham being commanded
by God to sacrifice his son Isaac, only to spare
him at the last minute and allow a sheep to be
substituted. At Tabaski the head of every
Muslim household must kill a sheep and cook
it for his family. The deed must be done
personally and the sheep must be alive on
Tabaski morning, so a frozen supermarket
sheep will not do. Which must account for the
enormous number of fluffy white creatures
massed in the city of Dakar this afternoon.

Wherever a few blades of grass can be found

they’re nibbling away — on traffic islands,
motorway verges and football pitches. Jarga, a
sheep-fattening product, is advertised on billboards, and a banner spread across the

street proclaims ‘Promotion Tabaski! Gagnez des Moutons!” — ‘Win A Sheep!’
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It’s not only sheep they're selling. Every traffic jam 1s a retail opportunity in Dakar.

Salesmen come tapping at the glass, offering up a formidable array of carved heads,
sunglasses, hi-fi equipment, shirts, cutlery sets and carving knives (presumably for
doing the deed on Tabaski morning). So slow i1s our progress that at one point
salesman’s enthusiasm successfully coincides with occupant’s boredom, and Peter, our
camera assistant, purchases some irresistible electronic bargain. The goods are handed
over and Peter is sifting uncertainly through his CFAs when the lights change and we
move unexpectedly rapidly across a busy intersection. The salesman plunges into the
traffic and races suicidally after us. Just as he catches up, another bottleneck clears and
we accelerate down a main road. All of us inside are now rooting for the waving figure
behind, who, with total disregard for personal safety, leaps, vaults, twists and turns
his way through the traffic to reach us just as the lights flick to green. Like a relay
runner stretching for the baton, he grasps the money, and a great cheer goes up as we
pull away.

Evening at our hotel overlooking the sea. Yellow weaver birds are busy in the trees,
which swing and bend in a pushy westerly breeze. A couple of miles offshore is the low
rocky outline of Goree Island, dark as its history. Goree was a trading depot for the
rich produce of the African interior, gold, skins, gum arabic, but above all the several
million slaves bought from Arab and African traders and shipped to the plantations
of America by Portuguese, English, Dutch and French. Not that it was a business for
which Westerners were originally responsible, for it had been going on long before
they arrived. It’s estimated that between ten and fourteen million slaves were
transported across the desert between 650 and 1900. Goree has become the symbol of
this most cruel of all Saharan trades, and is now a World Heritage Site, with many
black Americans coming over to remember ancestors for whom Goree Island had
been their last view of Africa.

I order a Gazelle beer and open up my map. I'm at the most westerly point of the
African continent. However, there is a train that leaves this city twice a week for
Bamako, the capital of Mali. It will take us back into the interior and to within striking

distance of Timbuktu. That, I remind myself, is why we are here.

LEFT
Pre-Tabaski sheep
fattening grips
Dakar.



Dakar has a reputation as a lively, liberal, cosmopolitan town with a thriving
music scene, which is why we find ourselves, late on this first evening, in a thatched
shed down by the Fish Market. One side is open to the sea and the Atlantic slurps
gently against a jetty, causing soft breezes to waft in and aerate the sticky atmosphere
inside. Unfortunately, these cooling breezes also carry a pungent aroma of sewage and
rotting fish. This seems to make absolutely no difference to the enthusiasm with which
everyone throws themselves into dancing, foot-tapping and drinking to a six-man
band called Nakodje. The sound is a fusion of Western and West African, with
saxophone, clarinet and guitar lining up alongside Fula flute from Guinea and a
balaphon (like a xylophone) from Mali. The audience embraces white and black, men
and women in equal numbers. I find myself sitting next to a group of staid-looking
Senegalese men in suits. They show a surprising interest in our filming and are keen
to know if my programmes sell in Senegal. When | shake my head apologetically their
eyes light up with relief, and they explain that they are Muslim and if it had been on
Senegalese TV their wives would have seen them drinking beer.

The manager, a rangy black man with rubbery legs and red eyes, has taken a shine
to me and announces my presence here to a bemused audience.

Towards the end of the evening, I'm at the bar drinking a last Flag beer and talking
to Malek, the young Senegalese bass guitarist, who’s halfway through a business
management course, and Tom Vahle, an American member of the band, who has
taught himself to play the Fula flute.

‘It only has three holes in it. It’s a combination of singing and blowing at the
same time.

An arm snakes round my shoulder and the face of the club manager looms
close to mine. He’s seriously unsteady now and I'm not altogether sure what he’s
on about.

‘I'm Lebou, he says with a flourish. “We are fishermen, right. Dakar belongs to us.’

He’s also an ex-basketball player, now sixty years old. I'm impressed and ask him
how he stays in shape. He leers, wobbles, grabs my head and whispers loudly in my ear.

‘Making love. Every single night.’

This boast completely convulses him and induces a brief coughing fit. My
recollections of the ensuing conversation are hazy, to say the least, but I do remember

a nicely surreal exchange when he was expanding on his previous experience.
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‘Is this different from the other clubs you've managed?’

‘Oh...yeah/

‘Why?’

‘The other clubs were, he pauses for quite a while, searching for the right word,

‘rectangular.

DAY THIRTY-FIVE DAKAR

The national sport of Senegal is la [utte, wrestling, and there is a competition tonight
out in Pikine, one of the poorer suburbs of Dakar, which will be attended by Mor
Fadan Wade, the great hero of Senegalese fighting, and one of the president’s
bodyguards. Though we have an early start to catch the Bamako train tomorrow, this
sounds like an unmissable opportunity.

It’s a long drive across town and the paved roads have turned to sand by the time
we pull up beside a collection of low, dimly lit buildings. We're warned to watch our
belongings, but the young men who crowd around the bus offering to carry our gear
are exuberant rather than threatening, and I feel more secure out here than in the
centre of town.

A circle of white plastic chairs marks the ring where the wrestling will take place.
The sandy arena is illuminated by floodlights on tall poles and a PA system is already
in operation blasting out exhortations to the slowly gathering crowd.

I'm taken through an entrance behind the floodlights to meet the man himself. A
passageway opens onto a small courtyard, which resembles a scene from my first
illustrated Bible. Mor Fadan, a huge man with shaved head and wearing a light blue
robe, dominates the space, and around him are gathered, in various attitudes of
deference, men, women, children and, of course, sheep. A steady stream of people
come in to shake his mighty hand. Someone calls me over and the fawners and
grovellers are pushed to one side as I'm led before him.

His sheer bulk could bring out the fawner and groveller in anyone, but it’s the only
thing about him that’s intimidating. His handshake is soft as putty and his voice is
deep and measured. He answers my damn fool questions with extraordinary patience.
Yes, this is his house. Yes, he has two wives, but bashfully adds that he can’t remember

how many children, and, yes, he is the African Olympic Wrestling Champion.
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He talks of the popularity of the sport, which is second only to football in Senegal,
and it’s clear that this man who can fill stadiums is only here tonight to encourage the
young local boys. The entourage closes in again, someone finds me a Coke and 1
escape outside for a breather.

The ringside is filling up and the ring is full of leaping, strutting, chasing and
grappling children mimicking their heroes. The night-time chill reminds me of the
desert. It must have been around 35°C/95°F on the streets of Dakar this afternoon.
Now it’s cool enough to pull on a sweater.

Mor Fadan asks me to sit beside him during the fights. This is quite a moment for
a shy boy from Sheffield, entering the ring and being introduced to the local mafia as
Mor’s new bosom buddy, but there’s still no sign of any serious grappling taking place.

The contestants are parading around the ring in a rhythmic dance, all linked
together and kicking their feet out in a sort of macho hokey-kokey. Then, one after
the other, they approach the thudding drums and dance up against them, rhythm
fighting rhythm, as they strut their aggressive poses, kicking the sand like angry
elephants. The drummers, stripped to the waist and glistening like contestants
themselves, keep up a relentless, brain-scouring beat.

A couple of comperes work the crowd, screaming themselves hoarse, urging,
exhorting, praising, joking. It’s after midnight when the local politicians, bigwigs and
worthies make their appearance, all anxious to clutch, and be seen to be clutching, the
champion’s hand.

By now, the contestants, uniformly lean, wiry and young, are stripped down to
single elaborately tied loincloths, like underfed sumo wrestlers, raising the level of
excitement amongst the women in the crowd. (There is none of the public segregation
we saw in the Arab countries). Their cries and shouts of encouragement merge with
the throbbing of the drums and the relentless yelling of the comperes as the bouts, at
last, begin.

Starting with a curiously fey stance, like cats on their back legs, the wrestlers flap
at each other’s hands, before grasping each other in a shoulder lock. A flick of the legs
from this position can send an opponent off balance and onto the floor, and once a
shoulder hits the sand the bout is over. Some contests last a few seconds and others
can go on for minutes, as bodies freeze in perfect equilibrium, each one waiting for a
moment of weakness to send his opponent tumbling. It lacks the theatrical
flamboyance of Western wrestling but makes up for it in a fascinating contest of
balance, co-ordination and sheer physical strength.

By one o’clock the crowd has grown to several thousand and I'm told this will last
long into the night. Mindful of the fact that we start a thirty-six-hour train journey
tomorrow, I'm going to have to go. A discreet exit is not possible. As I get up to leave
one of the comperes spars up to me and draws me into the ring, dancing before me
and grasping me in mock combat until he releases me with an enormous beam on his
face. The crowd laughs and applauds. As we drive out of the dusty run-down suburbs
and head for the sea, I'll not easily forget my night in Pikine.
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DAY THIRTY-SIX DAKAR 10 BAMAKO

The railway line that runs for 760 miles from Dakar on the Atlantic Ocean to Bamako
on the River Niger was built long before the countries it connects came into being.
When work began in Bamako in 1907, Mali was called French Sudan, and when the
railway reached Dakar in 1923, Senegal was an anonymous part of French West Africa.

Not surprisingly, the station from which we are due to leave at ten o’clock this
morning is a confident example of the colonial style. It consists of three arched bays,
framed by red and brown brickwork, with wrought-iron canopies, pilasters
supporting decorated tile friezes, separate entrances marked ‘Départ and ‘Arrivée,
and a big working clock in the central tower. On either side of the central fagade
are louvered galleries, which look to
be occupied. Laundry lines swing in
the breeze and I think I can see sheep
up there.

We’ve been warned that Dakar is
the pickpocket capital of the world, and
exploratory arms have already stretched
through the minibus windows. An
opportunist salesman tries to interest us
in a range of ‘Titanic’ sports bags,
which, as the volume of our luggage is
already proving a problem for the
porters, is an act of mindless optimisn.

As the Bamako express only runs
twice a week, there’s a certain amount of
nervous tension as we walk ourselves
and our procession of porters through
‘Départ’ to the platform where our train, twelve coaches and four freight wagons long,
sits waiting in the sun. The coaches, old French railway stock painted light and dark
green with a red stripe, bear the barely legible name Chemins de Fer de Mali. A
General Motors diesel is panting heavily at the front.

We pull out of Dakar twenty-one minutes late and run for a while past red-brick,
red-tiled sheds. These soon give way to a depressing run of goat-attended rubbish
dumps and people squatting down beneath fading signs that read ‘Défense d’Uriner et
Déposer ses Ordures’ (No Urinating or Dumping of Rubbish).

The train is a huge consumer unit, a small town on wheels, and wherever we stop
we attract crowds of suppliers. As we crawl through the suburbs of Dakar it’s like
taking a train through the middle of a department store. On both sides of us are piles
of handbags, underwear, men’s fashion, ladies fashion, shoes, scarves, robes and hats.
All within inches of our rumbling steel wheels.

The restaurant car is going to be a vital part of our survival strategy. First signs are
encouraging. It’s comfortable enough, with a mural painted at one end, and not too

busy, as most of the passengers bring their own food or buy at the window.
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An American woman and her companion, a man from Guinea, are at one of the

tables. She’s a New Yorker living in Dakar. She has silver earrings and a thick pair of
Ray-Bans. I ask her what she misses about Dakar when she goes back to the States.

‘Oh, just about everything,’ she says, drawing out the words with relish. “The way
people say hello to each other, take time to greet each other’

Greeting is important in Africa. I've noticed that. [t’s not something that should
ever be hurried.

We fall to talking about countries and boundaries. Her friend Barik regrets the
failure of an attempt to set up a West African federation after independence.

“The countries shouldn’t have been isolated. Historically, there were huge states
that covered large portions of the Sahara

The Mali Empire and the Ghana Empire were two such states. Rich and
sophisticated civilisations of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries when, according to
Barik, people travelled in perfect safety across vast areas. The modern states, he thinks,
have created arbitrary and unworkable boundaries. He cites the River Sénégal border
between Mauritania and Senegal.

‘The same people live on both sides of the river, but they can no longer
cross freely.

We’re now away from the crowded Dakar corridor and passing through flat
countryside studded with the curious battleship-grey baobab trees. With their thick
metallic trunks and stubby branches, they look like some prehistoric arboreal throw-
back, gnarled and twisted like old prize-fighters.

The baobab is not like other trees. It gets smaller as it grows older. It stores
copious amounts of water in its trunk and can survive for hundreds of years, because
it won’t burn. Its bark provides rope and packing material, its sweet-smelling flowers
provide food and decoration and a medicine called alo, its pulp is good for blood
circulation and its seeds for fertiliser. Scarcely surprising, therefore, that this ugly
duckling is a source of considerable superstition, revered in every community and
often used as a burial place. Looking at them as they pass by the window, they look
friendless and faintly absurd, and it isn’t hard to see why people believe the story that

the devil planted them upside down.
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In a nearby couchette is an English teacher, an impressive Fulani woman in a pale
purple robe and headdress and a striking silver necklace. With her confident English
and her forthright, expressive delivery, she seems to epitomise the strength and
presence that I've seen in many black West African women. Rather disconcertingly, for
such an embodiment of the matriarchal virtues, her name is Daddy. Well, that’s how
it’s pronounced. It’s spelt D-h-a-d-i.

[ ask her about the role of women in West Africa.

‘She is the protector, you know, the keeper of, let’s say, a culture, a civilisation. It’s
the role of a woman to take care of children, you know. She can give advice, she retains
alot of secrets.

When I ask her what sort of secrets, she uses the example of female circumcision,
or excision, which is still carried out here when girls are ten or eleven.

‘It is said that a girl must be excised. If she’s not excised she’s like a male’

I’ve heard this justification for circumcision before. The belief that the foreskin is
something female in the male and the clitoris something male in the female.

‘There is a woman who is going to be in charge of their education during that
time of excision. She’s going to teach them how to take care of their husband when
they get married. She’s going to teach them to be submissive to their in-laws, their
husband, for a good wife is the one who is submissive. So, that’s why I was telling you

that the woman holds the secret of African society.
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‘Is it changing? I mean all this being taught to be submissive.’

She spreads her hands helplessly.

“This is something crazy. I'm not going to be submissive to my husband, you
know. Maybe to respect my husband, but he’s going to respect me too.

As for female circumcision, she thinks it will begin to die out. The National
Assembly in Senegal has brought in a law against it, but the women who were
practising it, the ones who held the secrets, are having to be given financial incentives
to end their vested interest in this particular ritual.

Dhadi is a Muslim, but stoutly against the prevailing custom of polygamy.

‘First of all, I'm jealous. I don’t want to share my husband. And then second, she
wags her finger to formidable effect, ‘in every polygamist house there is trouble.
Because co-wives, you know, are jealous. Sometimes one of the wives will go to
the marabout..”

‘The marabout?’

‘Well, he’s the kind of priest...he’s a seer. He can see into the future and also he
can, you know, make some juju. And for example, if one of the kids fails his exam, she
says to the marabout, “It’s my co-wife. She’s a witch. That’s why my kid can’t succeed.”

She doesn’t hold out much hope that polygamy will go the way of circumcision.

w

he reckons only 3 or 4 per cent of Senegalese feel as she does.

‘These are hard times. I believe it will change, but it will be hard, very hard’

It's not just what she says but how she says it that makes Dhadi exceptional. Or
maybe not. Maybe African women are by nature more direct, more open, more honest
and considerably less submissive than their menfolk expect them to be.

Night falls and we are still some way short of the Malian border. To the bar, where
three or four customers are gathered in the gloom, drinking Cokes from the bottle.
I’'m the only one ordering beer, until the crew finish filming of course. The barman is

a big man with a tartan cap and shades. A radio is crackling out. Highlights of a
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football game. Last night Senegal were playing a vital World Cup qualifying match
with Morocco. I ask the result. It was a draw. Senegal are through to the finals.
Chicken for supper. It’s fine, but the bench I sit on collapses.

DAY THIRTY-SEVEN DAKAR 1O BAMAKO

After a night of slow jolting progress, during which I dreamt of baobab trees and
disorder, we’ve reached Kidira, on the Senegal-Mali border. It’s been daylight for
almost an hour and the train has been firmly stationary since then.

This is up-country rural Africa, with none of the shouting and hysteria of the city
we left twenty-one hours ago. Because of the great heat, people move slowly, if they
move at all. Employees of the railway unload packages without urgency, breaking off
at the slightest excuse to slap hands, exchange jovial greetings and embark on long,
animated conversations punctuated by inexplicably hysterical laughter.

When we finally depart Kidira at half past nine, we’ve slipped four hours behind
schedule. Five minutes later we cross the Falémé, a tributary of the Sénégal, cutting
north to south with a red earth escarpment rising on its eastern bank. We’re now in
Mali. By midday we're alongside the Sénégal itself, flowing strong and substantial,
through the arid bush country, known by its French name, la brousse.

A long halt at Kayes, which has the reputation of being the hottest town in Africa,
set in a bowl surrounded by hills full of iron-bearing rock. Check my thermometer.
It’s 39°C in the shade, 102°F, not bad for February. The barman and restaurant car
staff are out on the platform, seeking relief beneath an umbrageous mimosa. Opposite
is a big handsome run-down colonial building, an uncommon mix of Franco-
Moorish styles, red brick combined with horseshoe arches and elaborate balconies. It
appears to be occupied by dozens of families. By the side of the railway track the
words ‘Défense d’Uriner, 3000 Fr. are fading slowly from the wall.

Just when it seems we might be destined to spend the rest of our lives in Kayes, a
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shudder runs through the train and we jerk into motion. Our endlessly cheery guard
reckons we’ll be in Bamako at ten o’clock tonight and slaps his hand in mine to seal
the prediction.

The scenery changes now, as we cross the land of the Malinke people, from whom
Mali took its name. This is more like the heat-cracked plateau of Mauritania than the flat
bush country of Senegal. Escarpments and weirdly sculpted rocks rise around us. We stop
at stations without platforms, surrounded by thatch-roofed rondavels and mud huts,
where women with charcoal braziers in one hand and corn-cobs in the other ply the
train, selling bananas, roast goat, loaves of bread, tea, smoked fish, yams, bags of nuts.

At a place called Mehani we are becalmed again, waiting for a train from Bamako
to come through on the single-track line ahead of us.

[ feel tired, unwashed and greasy, but I keep my spirits up by reading Sanche de
Gramont’s The Strong Brown God, and imagining how immeasurably more awful it was
for the British explorer Mungo Park, as he made his way through this same territory in
1796, intent on becoming the first Westerner to set eyes on the fabled River Niger.

Dusk is falling as the Bamako-Kayes train comes in. It pulls up opposite us, each
window crammed with faces.

The last sight I remember before night falls is crossing the Sénégal for the very last
time, at the point where, fed by the Bafing and Bakoye rivers, it is a majestic half-mile
wide, its banks turning a deep ruddy brown in the dying light.

It’s ten o’clock and we are still so far from Bamako that I cannot even make light of
it with our friendly guard. Faced with the realisation that we shall have to spend another
night on the train, the spirit seems to have gone out of everyone. They just want to be
home, not on this hot and sticky train, full of people but empty of almost everything
else. There is an air of resigned listlessness as we swing once more into the darkness.

MALI

AY THIRTY-EIGHT BAMAKO

As if this second, unscheduled night is not wretched enough, my bowels, so well-
disciplined since Western Sahara, suddenly demand attention. It’s as if they know that
it’s hot, the train is unstable, there’s no water left in any of the lavatories and there’s
someone sleeping in the corridor who I have to step over each time.

As my internal convulsions match those of the train, I look in vain for any sign of
city lights, but it’s not until five o’clock that I hear J-P outside my door.

‘Breakfast in Bamako, he announces cheerfully.

Forty-three hours after leaving Dakar, eight hours later than schedule, having
covered the distance at an average speed of 28 miles per hour, we creak to a halt at
Bamako station at 5.40 on a Monday morning. For a moment all is quiet. The first
streaks of dawn light pierce the clouds in the eastern sky, the smell of a new day edges
out the smell of an over-used train, and though we can see only the darkened outlines

of station buildings, there is an air of expectation.
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Then the doors swing open and for the first time I realise just how many people
have been aboard the Dakar-Bamako express. And how much they’ve brought with
them. The narrow platform is soon submerged beneath people and their stuff. Chairs,
sofas, lengths of carpet, great bulging sacks, cooking stoves, lengths of piping. All
become weapons in the fight for the exit.

We are trying our best to film this, which only adds to the chaos. Two men
offering us taxis and cheap hotels follow us everywhere. Somewhere further up the
platform there are cries and shouts and people fall back as a scuffle begins. A man
suspected of stealing has been dragged off the train and is being savagely beaten by his
fellow passengers.

I make a scrawled note in my diary: ‘Bamako Station, 5.40 am. The Heart of
Darkness’

Breakfast in Bamako. Part Two. A couple of hours ago I felt like a piece of litter
ready to be swept up and thrown away. Now I'm sitting by the banks of the River Niger
with a cup of coffee and a plate of bacon and eggs in front of me. I'm washed and
freshly dressed and have just seen a sunrise as beautiful as any since this journey
began. Deepest gloom has given way, suspiciously quickly, to pure, uncritical ecstasy,
as we sit on this terrace on stilts built out over the river that will lead us to Timbuktu.
A golden sun grows in confidence. There is a swimming pool, fresh fruit, and a day off

to rest, relax and generally wallow in the delights of not having to move.

DAY FORTY BAMAKO

At first light this morning the surface of the River Niger shone like silver, and as |
watched, a boy in a dug-out canoe slowly poled himself through the water hyacinth,
a slim black silhouette against the lightening sky, as spare and sharp as a character in
Chinese calligraphy.

An hour later the sun is up and the banks of the river are lined with children
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bathing and men and women washing. This is where the hotel laundry is done and it’s
deeply satisfying to watch my travel-worn jeans being pounded against the rock whilst
[ drink a cup of coffee on the terrace.

We drive into Bamako. The road surface is like a Mohican haircut. A thin strip of
tarmac, worn down to hard-baked earth on either side. Like Nouakchott in
Mauritania, Bamako is a city that has grown fast since independence, and for the same
reasons — drought and the southward march of the Sahara Desert. Forty years ago,
160,000 people lived here; now there are
more than a million, one tenth of the
population of this huge country, and
enough of them have old, poorly
maintained cars to fill the air with a
pervasive soup of pollution.

We pass buildings that date Bamako’s
history like rings on a tree trunk. First,
and nearest the hotel, the gorgeously
named Bobolibougou market, a forest of
stalls stretching way back from the
roadside and disappearing into Stygian
gloom. Their knobbly wood frames and
thatched roofs cannot have changed
much since Mungo Park came here.
Further into town, the road leads us past
the heart-sinking bulk of the Hotel
I’Amitié, ten storeys of grey concrete with
grass sprouting from the cracks. This unlovely landmark is a reminder of the days
after independence, when Mali took the hardline socialist route, bankrolled by China
and the Soviet Union. A later stage of development is represented by the Saudi-
financed road bridge across the Niger, and one later still by the unmissable BCEAO
tower, a bank headquarters which looks from a distance like a skyscraper made
of mud. This could be said to represent the latest phase of Mali’s development —
African capitalism.

The everyday commercial life of Bamako is not to be found in air-conditioned
office blocks, but out in the open, on the hot, busy streets. This is where we find the fetish
stalls, stocked with animal skins, shrunken monkey heads, dried ears and hearts, bird’s
feet, crocodile parts and all the other charms and potions for the gri-gri — black magic
or traditional healing — which is still such a powerful force in the country.

This is where we find the windowless huts of businesses with names like ‘Coiffure,
Harrods style’ and ‘M. Yattara, Boutique), the latter, consisting of a table, a bench and
a kettle, located outside the gates of the station we arrived at two mornings ago. So
low were my spirits then that I hardly noticed the station itself, which is another
French colonial gem, faced in local red sandstone, roofed in terracotta tiles and
dominated by a clock tower with the proud inscription ‘Chemin de Fer de Dakar en
Niger’ picked out in gold leaf. Sadly, the original clock has gone missing and been
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inadequately replaced by one out of somebody’s kitchen. Less grand, but equally
purposeful inscriptions adorn the walls of the forecourt, including two ‘Défense
d’Uriner’ signs and a third which warns: ‘Défense Absolut d’Uriner’, under pain of
arrest by Special Police. The mind boggles at what sort of highly honed skills these
special police must require.

Order a coffee, which is made in a tall glass with about eight grains of Nescafé and
half a tin of evaporated milk. It tastes disgusting. Mr Yatarra is a character though. He
speaks good English and eyes us with lofty amusement. When J-P asks him if he is
happy for us to film, he pats the side of his voluminous djellaba.

‘I am happy in my pocket, he says beadily, demonstrating a shrewd feel for First-
World guilt.

‘“This is Africa. You must give me something. We are many.

A beggar approaches, holding his tin with the stump of a severed arm. Mr Yatarra
ignores him.

Watching people coming and going, I'm impressed once again by how much in
Africa travels by head. A woman strides by, carrying a riot of carrots that seem to
sprout from her like orange dreadlocks, another bears two large clay pots, each at least
a foot across, one on top of the other and both on top of her head. A very lean,
tall man in a ‘Giggs 11’ T-shirt, a pile of
sports bags on his head, reluctantly
breaks step to avoid an older man, head
bent beneath the weight of two double
mattresses.

In an attempt to make sense of such
an exhilarating but unfamiliar world, 1
hope to meet up with Toumani
Diabate, one of a group of local poets
and musicians which is building a
growing following for Malian music in
Europe and America, and whose album,
Djelika, I've been listening to constantly
for the last three months.

Everyone seems to know Toumani.
As soon as I mention his name Mr
Yatarra nods and points out the way to
his house.

‘Another coffee?’

‘Not right now, thanks.

It turns out that Toumani has seven houses and no-one is quite sure which one
he’s in. We're told to await him at the most likely, a tall rambling complex off a baked-
earth street. It’s a modest enough area, but lines of broken glass and razor wire on top
of the 15-foot walls of the courtyard are a bit of a giveaway. The rock star-style
elusiveness and eventual arrival in dazzling white open-topped Mercedes lead me to

suspect ego trouble. I could not have been more wrong.
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Toumani is, I would guess, around forty. He wears a wide white robe, like a Pierrot
at the circus, and walks awkwardly, the result of childhood polio. But he’s
co-operation personified, happy to climb to the top of his three-storey house, where
the light is better for our filming, to give me a masterclass in the kora and an insider’s
view of the problems and pleasures of living in Mali.

He talks softly and seriously. I learn about the griots, the poets and musicians of
which he is one, who can trace themselves back to the Malian Empire of the thirteenth
century, when they were employed to sing the praises of their leaders and in turn
became the keepers of the oral tradition. Which is how he learnt to play the kora, a
Mandinke instrument played in Guinea and Benin before being introduced to Mali.

‘I come from seventy-one generations of kora players, he says matter-of-factly.

The kora has twenty-one strings and a long neck rising from a cowhide-
covered base.

‘Is it made by your family?’

‘Of course. This is my family history. It’s not like a piano or a guitar that we have
to go to the shop to buy’

Toumani’s father, Sidiki Diabate, was, he says, king of the kora, but his son took it
in a very different direction.

‘I'was listening to James Brown’s music, to Otis Reddings, to Jimi Hendrix, to Salif
Keita (the most famous of all Malian musicians), to jazz from Guinea. And I said, I
have to open a new door for the kora. Everybody can join the kora music now, not
only listen to it, but to come and play with the kora’

And they have. Toumani mentions Peter Gabriel, Taj Mahal and the Spanish
flamenco group Ketama amongst those he has worked with.

Toumani’s gentle manner disguises a prodigious energy. He travels the world, then
comes back to Bamako to teach (there is an American student with him today), write
and record new material, both for himself and for the young Malian musicians he
encourages. He becomes most animated as he talks about his latest discoveries, two
rappers who call themselves called Les Escrocs, The Crooks. Though American in style,
Toumani encourages them to write lyrics that are positive rather than aggressive. So,
their first single, which he has produced, is an attempt to spread the message that kids
should get an education. This is something that weighs heavily on Toumani.

‘If you don’t go to school, the poor will always be poor and the rich will always
be rich. A country with young people who don’t go to school is like a car without
an engine.

He is not hopeful of rapid change, but he is proud of his country. Mali, he says,
may be one of the poorest countries in the world, but in its culture and the hospitality
of its people it’s one of the richest.

Then he plays the kora for me. It’s set in a frame support in front of him. He plays,
legs astride the base, using only the thumb and forefinger of both hands. A magical
sound comes out, midway between that of a harp and a lute. A complex of themes so
skilfully interwoven that the music seems to be carrying you effortlessly through a
labyrinth of stories and memories. It’s soothing and strong at the same time, and hits

heart and head with equal power.
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Rested and refreshed beside the banks of the Niger, it’s now time to follow the river
up into the Sahara. Rivers and Sahara sound a distinct contradiction in terms and
it’s not surprising that the Niger has always fascinated writers and travellers. For a
long time it was one of the great geographical riddles. Herodotus and Pliny believed
it was joined to the Nile, possibly flowing underground through central Africa. The
Romans added little information, as they baulked at crossing the Sahara, and for
almost 1500 years the generally accepted authority for the river’s course was the
Egyptian geographer Ptolemy, whose map, drawn up in the first century AD, showed
the Niger flowing from central Africa westwards into the Atlantic. This was
confirmed by a twelfth-century scholar, al-Idrisi, from Ceuta, who called it ‘the Nile
of the Negroes’.

The problem is that neither of these learned gentlemen had ever seen the river.
Nor was it easy for travellers from Europe or Islamic North Africa to check their
assumptions. The Sahara was a formidable barrier and the Atlantic was much feared.
The currents took sailors south, but they had no means of navigating their way back.
Cape Bojador, on the coast of what is now Western Sahara, was considered the safe
southern sailing limit. Beyond that was terra incognita and a sea full of dragons and
sea monsters.

Arab traders were eventually lured across the forbidding Sahara Desert by the
promise of gold in the lands to the south. So successful were they, that by the end of
the Middle Ages two-thirds of all the world’s gold came from West Africa. This created
an Islamic cultural and commercial hegemony from which Christians were largely
excluded. Leo Africanus, an Arab from Fez, who converted to Catholicism and worked
for the Pope, became the first to give an eyewitness account of the mysterious River
Niger. Published in Italian in 1600, Africanus’ book described sailing the Niger from
Timbuktu to Guinea, which makes it scarcely believable that he should have
confirmed the conventional error that the river flowed west. But he did. The only one
who dared to suggest the Niger flowed east was the man from Tangier, Ibn Battuta. But

no-one had listened to him.
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The expedition that finally solved the riddle was inspired not so much by religion
or commerce as scientific curiosity. The African Association, founded in London in
1788, charged the young Scotsman Mungo Park with the task of discovering, once and
for all, ‘the rise, the course, and the termination of the Niger’

Park and his expedition started inland from Gambia in June 1795. After
extraordinary misadventures, terrible hardships and considerable dangers, they reached
the town of Ségou over a year later.

Mid-afternoon, 204 years later, I've
reached Ségou, after a four-hour drive
from Bamako, and I'm standing on a soft
sand beach with a copy of Mungo Park’s
journal, Travels into the Interior of Africa,
open at his entry for 20 July 1796.

‘As I was anxiously looking around
for the river, one of them called out, geo
affili (see the water), and looking forwards,
I saw with infinite pleasure the great
object of my mission — the long-sought-
for, majestic Niger, glittering to the
morning sun, as broad as the Thames
at Westminster, and flowing slowly to
the eastward.’

With this single observation, Mungo
Park saw off 2000 years of error. It was one of the great geographical discoveries.
Encouraged, Park set himself the greater task of tracing the course of the entire river.
He was brave, but also obtuse and severely inept at man management, and ten years
later he died in a hail of spears and arrows as his boat raced through a gorge at Jebba,
in what is now Nigeria. He never succeeded in following the river to the sea.

Looking out now across a broad, placid, unexpectedly blue stream, with
kingfishers hovering and sweeping down into the reed-beds, it’s hard to believe that
this river could have been the cause of so much pain and grief before the riddle of
its course was finally solved, forty vears after Mungo Park stood here. We now know
it to be the third longest river in Africa, flowing for 2600 miles from the mountain
rainforests of Guinea, making a long slow horseshoe bend through the Sahara, then
turning south to reach the sea in a wide marshy delta near Port Harcourt in Nigeria.

Ségou is one of a string of towns sustained by the Niger, and despite having busy
streets and one or two company headquarters, its mood seems to reflect the pace of
the river, calm and pleasantly unruffled. Lorries rumble ponderously up from the
riverbank, laden with freshly made mud bricks that have been hardening in the sun.
Out on the stream, fishermen in pirogues as slender as driftwood pole themselves in
and out of a lazy current, so sluggish that, to be honest, [ wouldn’t be able to tell which
way it was flowing. A sandy road has become a temporary football pitch and

misdirected passes bounce off cars without anybody seeming to care very much.
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Between the high walls of old colonial villas, a track leads through to a riverside
street, on which is a haven called L'Auberge. A small terrace with white tables and red
chairs leads into a cool dark room with a long polished wood bar, which doubles as
reception. The only occupant is a tall, ascetic, white man with an untended beard and
a backpack that rises above his head like some portable throne. The walls are
decorated with masks, drums, necklaces of cowrie shells and some richly carved
wooden doors, which, 'm told, are made by the Dogon people who live, almost
hidden away, in the mountains north and east of the river. The special of the day is
chalked up on a board. Rabbit with baked apple. The prospect of anything without
chicken in it reduces me to near-slobbering hysteria.

The owner appears from behind the bar. He’s soft-spoken and welcoming and his
name is Abi Haila. He’s Lebanese. His countrymen, he says, are like the Irish, scattered
all over the world. His father’s family came here in 1914 on a boat full of emigrants,
who got off in Dakar thinking it was Brazil, or so he says. Anyway they stayed and
prospered and now run a number of hotels and businesses. This appealing, hospitable,
unpretentious place seems a tempting alternative to the drive to Djenné, but it’s fatal
to blur the distinction between holiday and filming, and after a couple of chilled
Castel beers it’s back to the schedule.

We eat on the move. Goat roasted at a stall on the outskirts of Ségou and served
in brown paper. Once past the aromatic taste of the charcoal, it’s a long, long chew.
I'm still finding bits of it in my teeth when we turn off the main road and into Djenné
five hours later. The overhead lights of a gas station illuminate an enigmatic scene; a
donkey and cart drawn up beside a petrol pump.

Djenné is surrounded by the waters of the Bani river for most of the year, and
even now, when the river is low, we have to wait for a ferry to take us across. Alongside
us is a pick-up, whose cargo seems to defy all the laws of physics. Boxes, bags, plastic
sacks, rolls of carpet and car tyres rise above it, layer perched on swaying layer, and on

top of it all are a half dozen trussed sheep.
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DAY FORTY-TWO

DJENNE

Of all the cities on the edge of the Sahara Djenné is the one I’'m most excited about.
Ever since I first saw pictures of the mud-made Great Mosque with its distinctive
conical towers, pierced by wooden beams which jut out of the walls as if the building
were undergoing acupuncture, I've had it marked down as somewhere unique
and exotic.

Obviously others have too, for my night’s sleep at the tourist campement is
constantly interrupted by sounds of flushing, washing, coughing, farting and
footsteps. This journey has been so far off the beaten track that I’d forgotten about
tour groups. These are the first we’ve come across since Marrakesh. One group is
British. I know I shouldn’t feel this way, but when I’'m asked if I've ever been to Stoke-
on-Trent all my romantic illusions of desert travel begin to wilt.

Watch brilliantly coloured geckoes darting about the garden until our guide
arrives. He’s an energetic, eloquent, persuasive local man called Amadou Cissé but
known to all as Pigmy, because by Malian standards he is compact. I instinctively feel
I'shall be all right with Pigmy. He’s steeped in local life and has a twitchily restless urge
to show me the town. He wears a loose brown robe, one of the wide-brimmed,
triangular Fulani hats with a bobble on top that remind me of Moroccan tagines, dark
glasses and a big silver Rolex. It’s going to be hot he says (what’s new?), so we should
get out early. It's also market day, so the town will be full, and what’s more, it’s the

o




MALI DAY FORTY-TWO

market day before the festival of Tabaski, so it will be full of sheep. As head of a
household he is expected to make a sacrifice and a decent-looking ram is top of his
shopping list. We launch into the crowd, most of whom Pigmy seems to know
intimately. Barely breaking his stride, he networks his way forward, grabbing hands,
kissing cheeks (of men only) and tossing tantalising morsels of information over
his shoulder.

‘That’s my cousin, he’s crazy!...Her brother knows my sister...He is my friend, he
owes me money.

There is no sheep shop as such. Pigmy merely pushes through until he finds a man
standing on a corner with a few animals around him. He is a lot older than Pigmy with
a pinched face, shrewd moustache and white skullcap. After handshakes and banter
he indicates his best beast and Pigmy squats down and begins to feel around.

‘It should be a really good and complete sheep, you see.” His voice drifts up from
somewhere down by its backside. ‘Not with one eye or one leg. He examines its balls
closely. ‘Should be like a very nice sheep’

Pigmy straightens up and turns to the sheep merchant, pointing out a tiny
contusion on its nose. ‘You have some problem here.” He shakes his head and
ostentatiously starts to look elsewhere.

The sheep seller knows that with less than twenty-four hours to go before Tabaski
he may well get left with surplus animals. Numbers are discussed. Pigmy haggles him
down from 40,000 to 37,500 francs, about £37.50. A lot of money, but as Pigmy says
it is an important festival and a man in his position is expected to buy the best he can.
Two boys are summonsed and sent to deliver the beast to Pigmy’s house. We plough
on into the crowd.

Many of these people are not from Djenné, but from surrounding villages, too
small to have markets of their own. The men fish and herd the animals, the women
prepare them for market, making yoghurt, smoking fish. He shows me the different
sections of the market: the Bambara people with their millet and rice, the Fulani with
their milk and butter, and the smoked and cured produce of the Niger fishermen,
disconcertingly called Bozos.

He gives me advice on how to tell Fulani women. Swiftly raking the crowd,
he picks out a strikingly tall woman in a dress and headscarf of busy matching
patterns.

‘She is one’

Pigmy points at her face.

‘You see the tattooing here, round her mouth and this here, he says, indicating a
small mark below her right eye. “This shows the family she is from.

I’'m impressed by his diagnosis, until he rather spoils it by adding, ‘T know her. She
1s my sister’s cousin.

After the two of them have exchanged a brief and apparently contentious piece of
family gossip, we move on.

‘They are the most beautiful women in Africa, he enthuses, breaking off to draw
my attention to someone who looks more gorgeous than any we’ve seen today.

‘She is not Fulani, he says dismissively, ‘she is Songhai.

SAHARA
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He comes up to a girl with a round face, doe-like eyes and large breasts.
‘She is Fulani, says Pigmy with a big smile. “This is Aya. My family wanted me to
marry her’
I think I'm beginning to get the hang of this. If Pigmy fancies them, they’re Fulani.
Making the most of the shade, we walk through a low building onto a factory
floor of women at sewing machines, maybe forty or fifty of them, every one clacking
away at full tilt to satisfy the crowd waiting to collect repaired clothes, re-stitched
sheets, finished dresses, robes, headdresses. Then we’re out of this dark and
tumultuously noisy room and into a light and tumultuously noisy square, at the far
end of which, bathed in dusty sunlight, is the building I feel I know so well, the
Grande Mosquée, the largest mud-built structure in Africa.
‘In the world, Pigmy corrects me.

To Western steel, glass and concrete tastes, the mud-walled mosque seems to obey

none of the normal rules of construction. It’s organic, fairy-tale architecture, the
~ P,
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ultimate winner of any beach building competition. Instead of the columns, capitals
and cornices we’ve been brought up to think of as architectural basics, it features
tall conical shapes reminiscent of termite mounds. Three 40-foot towers, each
one crowned with an ostrich egg, face onto the square, linked by a wall of slim,
pointed buttresses.

The mud walls are renewed every year in one great communal enterprise. Women
carry the water to mix the mortar, which the men then carry and apply to the walls,
using the projecting beams like scaffolding. During the work, anyone who needs
refreshment is invited in and given tea by the old ladies of the town, but anyone seen
to be avoiding work is hooted at by the women.

Pigmy waxes lyrical about the hundred pillars inside and the hundred windows
in the roof, but when I ask if I can go and see them he is apologetic. Apparently, some
Americans recently used the interior for a fashion shoot and so offended local
sensibilities that non-Muslims are no longer allowed in.

We walk back together to Pigmy’s house, through quieter streets, where all the
houses seem miniatures of the mosque, walls modelled with plaster laid over mud
brick, one organic outer-skin, buttressed and rounded off. Outside one house, a group
of children are mixing fresh mortar with their feet, imitating the tradition of the barey,
the master masons of Djenné. The mortar looks grey and lifeless until it dries on
the walls and soaks up the sunlight and turns a soft brown. At sunrise and sunset it
is golden.

At Pigmy’s house I meet his wife of eight months. She sits in a doorway of the
courtyard, having her ankles hennaed for the big day tomorrow. She’s placid and
pretty, with an aura of quiet ease that contrasts sharply with Pigmy’s restless energy. I
ask how they met. Apparently, she sold milkshakes in the market and Pigmy flirted
with her (as I'd seen him do with cousins and sisters of friends that he encountered
earlier today). Milkshakes, however, grew into true love. His parents were not keen,
because she was a country girl and he was a relatively affluent city boy. Pigmy is
strong-willed and insisted on marrying her, even though the price he paid for not
having a wife found for him by the family was to forfeit gifts from his parents’ friends.

He speaks earnestly of her many virtues, but she says nothing, just turns her big
brown eyes towards him. The woman who is preparing her feet for the henna is, by
contrast, an older woman, with a canniness that reflects a much deeper knowledge of
life. Occasionally she will break into Pigmy’s romantic banter with muttered asides
that send him into fits of laughter. He turns to me.

‘She is like a griot,” he explains. ‘She is free to say anything she wants.

This sounds interesting.

‘Can you ask her to tell me the real story, Pigmy?’

He translates. She replies with a wicked smile. He rocks back with laughter.

‘She say, if she were English, she would tell you a lot of things, but she don’t
speak English.

He throws a sidelong glance at his adoring wife.

‘I think it’s good she don’t speak English.
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Tabaski morning in Djenné. The dust is rising in the streets. Pigmy, resplendent in a
billowing robe of crisp white cotton trimmed with silver and grey embroidery, is
walking with me and many hundreds of others to hear the imam’s address and witness
the ritual sacrifice that will be the signal for the day’s festivities to begin. I feel
conspicuously dull in my chinos and Gap Oxford, for all around me people are in
their traditional finery. Malians dress splendidly anyway, but today they pull the stops
out. No two people in this vast throng seem to be dressed alike.

This celebration of the sparing of Abraham’s son from sacrifice is one of the most
important days in the Muslim calendar. It’s not so much the sparing itself they
celebrate, but Abraham’s act of obedience, his willingness to sacrifice his own son if
that was what his God ordered him to do. Submission to the will of Allah is the
cornerstone of Islam. It is what the word [slam means.

There are so many people expected at these special prayers that the mosque is too
small to hold them, so the ceremony takes place in an open area at the edge of town.
Getting there is like being in a football crowd on its way to the stadium. We're swept
along by a generally good-natured, expectant, ever-growing tide. It’s going to be a very
hot day, and many are carrying prayer mats in one hand and big, colourful umbrellas
in the other. At the site, worshippers assemble in long rows, those with the biggest
umbrellas and the finest prayer mats in the front and the least privileged in an
overspill yard with only strips of paper to kneel on.

Women are conspicuous by their absence. When I ask where they are Pigmy shifts
a little uncomfortably.

‘The women will be at the back, he says vaguely.

The truth of which I can’t check, as the back of the crowd is now so far away.

Pigmy estimates today’s attendance at around 8000. All over the Arab world there
will be similar gatherings, and by the end of the day several million sheep will have
disappeared off the face of the earth.

The imam steps up to a microphone set up beneath the sort of garish orange
umbrella you might find at a beach bar. A few feet away, tethered in the shade of a
neem tree, is the beast he will soon slaughter. It paces about, bleating every now and
then and eveing the growing crowd nervously, like an actor on opening night.

At half past nine silence falls over this vast congregation and prayers begin. A light

breeze stirs the young trees. The long rows of worshippers chant their prayers and
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kneel and rise, kneel and rise, in unison. I check my thermometer. It’s 35°C/95°F
in the shade.

After the prayers, a collection is taken and the impressive discipline of the
worshippers breaks up. Some of the older men are helped away, the younger ones are
allowed to move up to get a better view of the proceedings and everyone starts chattering,
even though the imam is still delivering benedictions and demanding responses.

[ hear Pigmy mutter ‘Enough benedictions’, but it’s another five minutes before
the imam concludes the blessing and two of his assistants move forward and release
the sheep from the tree.

This is accompanied by a great surge forward to the area where the sacrifice will
take place, completely obscuring the view of Nigel and Basil, who have been at
carefully chosen camera positions for an hour or more. Everyone is turning to each
other and shaking hands and exchanging greetings. My hand is pumped as
enthusiastically as anyone else’s.

‘Sambe, sambe. Amina,” Pygmy teaches me to say. I presume it’s the equivalent of
‘Happy Tabaski’

Somewhere in all this mass of humanity, the first sheep of the day dies in Djenné.

Pigmy now has to emulate the imam’s sacrifice and he is unusually preoccupied
as we trudge back through the winding streets of the town. A cloud of dust raised by
the feet of 8000 celebrants hangs thick and unavoidable in the hot and motionless
air. By the time we reach his house I feel as if I’ve swallowed a small desert.

Pigmy makes a traditional round of the neighbours, briskly darting in and out of
doorways exchanging greetings.

‘Sambe, sambe. Amina.

Trickles of blood, running out of waste pipes and into the open drains that run
down the centre of the streets, indicate that for some houses, the sacrifices have

already begun. At Pigmy’s house, grand by Djenné standards, with upstairs rooms for
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relatives, we are welcomed by his father, who sits in half-darkness by the door, greeting
everyone with a handshake and a broad smile. Through in the courtyard, Pigmy’s wife,
together with his mother and aunts, all gorgeously attired, sit on upturned plastic
buckets, slicing vegetables.

They remain profoundly unimpressed, as a knife is put into Pigmy’s quivering
hand and he and the £37.50 sheep make their fateful tryst in a corner of the yard.
Pigmy, not yet an expert, is, thankfully, assisted by a butcher, who instructs him in the
art of swift throat-cutting. The deed is done in accordance with the ancient law, and
the sheep is lifted over a drain. The blood pumps from its neck and runs away beneath
the wall and into the street.

Pigmy looks much relieved as the knife is taken from him. It’s carefully
washed by the butchers, who immediately set to work skinning the carcass. With
temperatures in Djenné creeping up to 40°C/104°F, their speed and skill is, as they say,
of the essence.

Should you ever have to do this at home, here’s a hot tip from the professionals.
Slit the skin around one leg, then blow through the incision until the skin inflates and
breaks clear of the flesh beneath. It takes time and considerable lung-power, but if all
goes well the hide should slip off like a banana skin.

Half an hour later the sheep is reduced to the sort of anonymous chunks we
Westerners are more comfortable with and Pigmy’s majestic mother is dropping them
one by one into the pot. All that remains of yesterday’s purchase is the head and a pile
of feet stacked neatly in one corner of the yard.

Nothing, I'm told, is wasted. The head will be boiled for soup, which Pigmy raves
about, and the testicles will be distributed to the young boys of the neighbourhood.

‘It helps to make them clever, explains Pigmy. A theory which, if proven, could
change school dinner menus forever.

The festive meal, to which I'm invited, is a considerable anticlimax. It’s cooked
beautifully but consumed rapidly and in silence, apart from a few laughs when I
commit the dreadful faux pas of using my left, or washing, hand to scoop up the
food. We squat or sit cross-legged round one large dish, men separate from the
women, who eat in the corner where they cook. Family and friends arrive and dig in,
as if they’ve been on hunger strike. I could do with a much more leisurely, discursive
pace, if only because I still have great trouble rolling rice into balls with three
fingers of one hand, then dipping this into the fresh bubbling stew without
scalding myself.

I find my gaze straying over to the women. Pigmy’s mother, dressed in vibrant red
like a pillar box, chews away on a huge bone whilst his wife, a freshly hennaed vision in
lilac gown and hat, munches contentedly, and doesn’t catch my eye.

Then all at once it’s over, and the traditional three glasses of powerful mint tea
are prepared.

‘Always drink after the meal, not before. It is too strong for the taste, counsels
Pigmy.

Then fond farewells. They seem genuinely sorry to see us go, but I can’t help

feeling there’ll be much more fun when the camera’s gone.
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We work our way back to the campement along streets stained with blood and

strewn with sheep’s feet, dodging across the cracked and broken remains of a covered
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